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Prologue


I didn’t know whether it was just because I’d lived in near isolation for most of my life or just the culture clash, but I couldn’t help but feel that there was something very… odd about the Fey as a people.


Then again, they’d probably say the same thing about me. I know that the humans do, I mused as I thought about the last few weeks. But even the humans make more sense than the Fey do. For such a long-lived people, they are incredibly petty and prone to throwing temper tantrums. And why is it that everything needs to be a show for them? At least the king is fairly informal, even if the rest of the Seelie are insufferably formal and snooty.


The trip had been good for me, overall. I’d gotten to forge an alliance with both the Fey and the country of Alenia. It made me feel a lot better about my new position, even if it still wasn’t ideal.


Then again, nothing has been ideal for a long time. Not since Aiyana started gaining power.


Things were changing, though. It all started when my brother demanded I do something about our queen. Everyone knew that she was an insane tyrant and a few even knew that I was next in line for the throne. Pretty much everyone ignored the fact that I didn’t want the throne.


Who would? I mean, sure if you like to drown in power, it’s probably nice. If you’re sane though, you quickly realize that it’s a servant’s position with a fancier uniform. I don’t mind helping people but I don’t want the pressure of fixing everything that’s gone wrong. I sighed and looked out over the treehouse city. The Fey were odd, building cities in the trees instead of under the plateaus like civilized people did. At least they seem to have some respect for the land around them. Unlike Aiyana.


She’d been a menace in every conceivable way, nearly destroying our people with her greed. Well, that’s what we heard, anyway. Even she didn’t dare mess with our little villages. Not that she’d be able to find them. Forester villages rarely if ever showed up on maps. Only another forester would even know where to start looking. Still, the tales that were spread about her… she’d abused her power in every conceivable way and started a war with another race that had lasted five decades. All because she wanted to marry the King of the Fey and he’d said no.


The Fey’s land was just as ostentatious as the people. It was bursting at the seams with color, green being the most notable, and the air practically shimmered with magic. It also reminded me of their tendency to push their way into places they shouldn’t go and then act like you were the one causing problems. To be fair, that was more like the Seelie. The few Unseelie Fey I’d met were much more subdued and pleasant to be around. Considering most of them were from near their Northern Border, I had a feeling that the magic of their forest had dramatically impacted their people.


The bottom line was it was dramatically different from my homeland. I lived in a world of snow and ice. The trees, when we had them, were a hearty evergreen that could withstand the weather and deal with the amount of magic that was flying through the air. It did something to the plants and animals to make them hardier and able to survive with little in the way of traditional resources. Like warmth. Also, so my experience with crops was very minor, but I was pretty certain that they weren’t supposed to be so… shiny.


Whoever heard of glittering pumpkins? And why are they large enough to be used for a carriage? Aren’t you supposed to eat squash, not ride in it?


A quick knock at the door found me shaking my head in disgust at my wayward thoughts.


“Enter,” I called, my voice measured and restrained as I straightened. The Fey were oddly picky about showing emotion, for such an emotional people. I thought it was part of their love of being important. It was like the land was inhabited by hundreds of kings and queens, along with their poor peons.


Here’s hoping it’s not one of the nobles again. If I have to deal with their sickeningly sweet insults, I may hurt someone.


When the door swung back, it revealed the pale gold form of Nolana, much to my relief. She was almost engaged to the Fey King, one hundred percent human, and so unlike anyone I’d met before that I found her utterly fascinating. Refreshingly, she seemed just as out of place amongst the rigid formality of the Fey as I was. According to the whispers I’d heard, even her looks were an affront, although I thought they were quite exotic. Her hair was the color of wheat and her skin a creamy shade that was completely different from the blues of the Wraith. Her eyes, at least, were the grey-blue of a storm-ridden sky, which was a tone I’d seen once or twice back home.


It was her personality that I loved the most though. She was always so genuine and so good at gentling a room, always able to counteract even the most dramatic personality and enable people to work together. I had no idea how the Fey got anything done before she showed up, but they certainly couldn’t do without her anymore. And woe to the person who attempted to send her away. There had been at least four assassination attempts while I’d been in residence and all but one were handled by the palace servants with a terrifying amount of ruthlessness. The last assassin had been torn to shreds by the King in one of his more vicious animal forms.


Lana smiled at me as she walked in and shut the door behind her. “Hello. How are you feeling? We missed you at breakfast.”


My lips twisted slightly and sighed. “Honestly? I’m homesick.”


“That’s understandable. I get homesick all the time, although the servants are good about helping when it gets overwhelming. I can’t imagine it’s been any easier for you, considering you’re stuck here in the guest wing. I wish we could have put you in a different area, but...” She looked about the room and saw that the morning tea hadn’t been taken away. “Well, we’re swamped. And I think you’ll agree with me when I say, none of us want to squabble with the nobles over your getting preferential treatment.” Lana grimaced, clearly imagining the argument that would have caused. “By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask you, you introduced yourself as ‘Chilam Gerda’ but all your people call you ‘Gerda’. Is that normal?”


I laughed. “Sorry! I forget you have different naming conventions. So, you have a birth name and a family name, correct?”


She nodded. “And a middle name, but that varies from family to family. I thought you didn’t have family names though.”


I cocked my head. “We do. Sort of. Our first names are our birth names. They’re used until we become adults and they’re usually related to nature in some way. ‘Chilam’ means ‘snow bird’. It’s always been that way with our people. When you hit adolescence, you are gifted a name by a seer that will reflect the person inside. It’s a tradition from the first Consort’s people, which is why the languages are different. In my case, ‘Gerda’ means ‘protection’. Finally, we have our family name, which is more about identifying where your family is from than anything. So, I’m Chilam Gerda of the Frozen Palace. A lot of the towns and enclaves are named after nature and animals, leading to some interesting names. The last village I lived in was called ‘Great Cat’.”


Lana grimaced. “Sounds complicated. So does anyone use your birth name after you’re gifted your second name?”


I shrugged. “Your family or close friends might. A spouse would. It’s considered a pretty intimate thing. Only those who are closest to you would use it.” I paused for a moment and watched her face. She was much more expressive than she thought. Or maybe I’d just gotten better at reading her. Either way, I knew what to ask next. “Did you have any other questions? You’ve been pretty quiet but you seem like the type who wouldn’t want to ask if you thought it was impolite.”


She grinned at me. “Well, now that you ask, yes! I know that you can change your appearance when you want to, so why haven’t you?”


“Ha! Well, for one thing, it takes a lot of energy. For another thing, I don’t need to. It helps us adapt to the landscape of our homeland, mostly involuntary changes. Only a few people are capable of using it to change their features and most of those don’t actually want to. Those who can usually become Seers in their old age and are unusually reticent to use their shifting powers when they are young. We aren’t a very vain people and the only person who would have done something like that was my cousin. Well, she would have if she hadn’t felt like she was already perfection personified.”


Lana nodded. “That explains a lot. If… well, I might have more questions for you later. Would you be willing to answer me if I wrote?” She twisted her fingers together and looked at me earnestly.


Her question threw me for a moment. I wasn’t used to being treated in such a friendly way. In fact, I’d only ever had one friend in my entire life and I hadn’t seen him in fifty years. Most people avoided me. It made sense that they did and I’d never blamed them. My cousin had wanted to kill me for years and anyone who got in her way would have been collateral. The men and women of the forester villages had been kind but reserved. It was just safer for everyone that they didn’t get to know me much. If asked, they didn’t have to lie about not knowing where I was. Not that I spent much time actually in the villages. I was usually out in the forest or training with one of my brothers or my father. It was going to take me a bit to get used to having someone who actually wanted to talk to me.


Which was why I stumbled over my words when I said, “I-I’d like that.”


“Good! I need someone who can commiserate with me about the ridiculous Fey and you’ve done an admirable job over the past month or so.” She grimaced when she realized just how much like a Fey she’d sounded. After a brief pause, she looked out the window and smirked. “What do you think of this place so far?”


“It’s beautiful but… it’s so overwhelming. How do you handle all this color all the time?”


She laughed lightly. “It is a bit intense. I’m used to more open land. My country has a lot of fields and hills.” At the sight of my blank face, she started laughing again. “I’m guessing it’s different from the Northern Wastes?”


I snorted. “Yes, very, at least the parts I’ve seen. We have a lot of open plains and hills but not much in the way of grass. And you do know that we don’t call it the ‘Northern Wastes’, right?”


Lana blinked. “I should have known that but for some reason, it just didn’t occur to me. What do you call your country?”


“We don’t. We don’t really consider it a country. It’s our land, just as we are its people. The idea of owning the land is a bit… odd to Wraiths. Then again, our land isn’t all that hospitable. We have evergreen forests, here and there, but mostly it is open lands of snow and ice with plateaus soaring into the sky. The magic there, it doesn’t choke the air and coat things in a sticky texture. It drifts like snowflakes and softly touches all who live there. And, several times a year, it kicks up into a storm. Luckily those are less common than blizzards”


Nolana settled in a comfortable chair, listening as I described the world I was used to, slowly relaxing as I did. I told her of the great ice fields, the way the forest seemed to be a mix of white and gray at certain times of the year, and how the Great Lights would reflect off the sea when it was calm and turn the long winter nights as bright as summer. And the more I spoke, the more I wished I was home.


“Then why are you here?” she finally asked.


I blinked at her, worried I’d spoken aloud. “What do you mean?”


She sighed. “You aren’t comfortable here. Honestly, you’re too wild for this place, and I don’t say that as an insult. I mean, the Fey Forest is anything but safe but… the Fey are like jungle cats and you remind me more of a storm wind. You aren’t built for a place where you have to watch every step and always be on guard for attack. You’ve pretty much wrapped up all the political talks and settled things with both the Fey and us humans. So, what’s keeping you here?”


I could feel my brows pulling lower with every word and my hands began to absently braid a portion of my hair, something I’d always done when uncomfortable. Mother always said that I was trying to make the world less chaotic, one strand of hair at a time. The fact was, Nolana was right. I was avoiding my inevitable return and my fear of the future.


“If I go back, I’ll have to deal with things that I’ve avoided thinking of for years.” I paused. “I’m Queen, but I’m also not. Not quite yet. There’s still a chance that I’ll lose the title and be killed because of it.”


Nolana snorted. “Please. You’ve told us enough about your people to know that they’ve probably been clamoring for you to take over from the very beginning. What are you really running from? No, don’t try and answer,” she said just as I tried to respond, making my jaw slam shut again. “I don’t really need to know. I just want you to realize that you can’t keep avoiding this. I’d like to believe that we’ve become friends, so, as a friend, I’m going to tell you that you need to stop running. Whatever the problem is, you’ll confront it and win. And we’re here if you need help. That’s what allies are for. Now, I’m going to leave you to pack. I’m sure you have travel plans to arrange.”


Before she could fully leave, I whispered, “Thank you, Lana.” Then she was gone, the door shut firmly behind her, and the silence driving home everything she said.


I glanced out the window one more time, taking in the massive forest, the vibrant leaves and the constant chatter of birds and people.


“It’s time to go home. It’s time to find Kai… even if he doesn’t want to be found.”




Chapter 1: Forest


How can everything look the same when I know that it’s changed so much? You would think that there would be some indication that time had passed.


I looked up at the mesa and sighed. I’d been sitting on a rock, just outside my old home, for the past two hours. I just wished that the memories would stop coming. Turns out that hiding from your past isn’t an easy thing to do once you realize just how cowardly you’re being. Or maybe that’s just me. I’d always hated when I became aware of my faults. It was sort of like playing with a child; if you can’t see them, they don’t exist.


I groaned. Too bad perception and reality aren’t the same thing.


It was just so much easier to keep ignoring what all had happened. The past was a scary thing and going home was more terrifying than meeting the dwarven ambassadors for the first time. None of my ancestors had managed to forge a good relationship with them, so I’d worried I was headed for the executioner when I had to meet them. Much to my shock, it had actually gone surprisingly well and opened doors with the country of Fretche as well. I’d had no idea that there were Wraiths living among the dwarves until I met the lady ambassador. To be fair, she was half-Fey, half-Wraith and her husband was half-Dwarf, half-human, but still. It was a wonderful meeting and it turned out that their daughter was the Queen of Fretche and in the middle of freeing her country from the king.


I felt a tiny bit better knowing that my people weren’t the only ones having problems.


But that didn’t help me when I was dealing with the anxiety of going home, or as close to a home as I’d ever gotten. For years and through many painful circumstances and so much turmoil, I’d survived on the good memories. It felt like only yesterday that I was out with Kai, playing games, working in the garden, sneaking out to get treats from the festival booths… and for every good memory, there were at least two bad. The closer I got to home, the more the bad overwhelmed the good and made me question my entire life.


I’d been born into the Forest Enclave and lived there until the day that my cousin became queen. After that, it was safer to live in one of the forester villages. They don’t care one whit what the prissy queens do. If they don’t like what’s happening in the enclaves, they just stop visiting. The villages aren’t completely self-sufficient but they’ve always worked together to fill in the gaps when it came to food. When the Snow Queen, our first queen, united the people, the villages clung to the idea that they were no longer alone out there. There was a renewed sense of community that had never died out. Most of the foresters will cycle through the various villages, treating it like they are in another part of town, not another part of the country. They have no problem just living off the land but prefer to work with others. 


Enclaves, on the other hand, are typically insular and independent, making sure that they can provide for every need that their citizens may have in case they are ever cutoff. Many still clung to the old mentality that they were an independent tribe that ruled themselves. The Forest Enclave was much smaller than most and had always been much more closely aligned with the villages because of it, needing the connection and support. Unfortunately, being neither a village nor a traditional enclave, they’d also been much more vulnerable. Aiyana had taken advantage of that and begun poisoning it with lies and fear long before she had a crown. At least, that was the only reason I could think of that I’d been treated so poorly there.


I sighed and settled back, enjoying the crisp beauty of my homeland after spending so much time in the Fey Forest.


Those mountains must interact oddly with magic. There’s no other way to explain how the same forest can be so different on either side of them.


Forest Enclave was an interesting place, objectively. It was one of the newer enclaves and was originally built to make it easier to trade with the Fey. Wraiths aren’t generally a materialistic people, so we never created massive trade cities like I’d heard about down south. Instead, we had outposts and minor enclaves to handle that. We took care of ourselves and were sustained by the land. Trade was always just a way to get some minor luxury items, new varieties of crops, and, most importantly, news. We would warn our neighbors of hard winters and the creatures that came from beyond the Wall and they would tell us of wars and plagues and new innovations.


Then Aiyana had decided she was in love with the Fey King and everything had taken a turn for the worse. King Tiertanal is a wonderful man but not right for her and not willing to marry the ridiculous woman. For one thing, he was sane, for another he’s quite kind. Aiyana was neither. Her desire for him made her madness more evident and led to her cursing the poor man before putting us at war with the Fey. Suddenly, all trade with the South had stopped and we were cut off. We had not been so isolated as a people since the last true Snow Queen had created the Wall to keep the creatures of the Deep North from bringing eternal winter to the world.


Honestly, it wouldn’t have been that bad, except we’d been getting shipments of medicine form the South, which we desperately needed on the war front. A lot of men died because of that.


Making it worse, Aiyana decided that the Queen’s Enclave wasn’t where she wanted to rule from. For more than fifty years, she’d spent more than half of her time in the Forest Enclave and had essentially crippled the government because the only place petitions could be read was at the Palace. She hadn’t cared, though. She only wanted to be closer to the Fey, closer to their king. The fact that she was actively trying to drive him insane by cursing him to shift into various random animals didn’t seem to matter. In her mind, it made sense to be close by so that King Tiertanal wouldn’t have to go as far in order to beg her forgiveness and ask her to marry him.


And all the while, the people suffered. They were ruled by a tyrant, a woman with less impulse control than a child, all because she had the right bloodlines and was born first. I’d heard the mutterings while with the Fey. I knew they didn’t understand why our people were matriarchal. My grandmother had several sons who would have made wonderful rulers, my father included. Unfortunately, Aiyana had been the only daughter of my aunt, who was the only daughter of my grandmother. Our line was pretty narrow, with only one daughter born every generation. My aunt had died at the hands of a crazy cult when Aiyana was a child and my cousin had been raised knowing she was the only person who could rule when our grandmother eventually died. My birth was a surprise, a quite unwelcome one to my cousin, and she’d been after my head ever since.


“But she’s gone now,” I whispered, trying to banish the ghosts of the past. “I should know better than anyone. I’m the one who killed her.”


I shook out my hands and began to pace as the memories washed over me.


I’d only joined the rebellion for a short time before we got word that King Tiertanal was heading to the battlefront and that one of our spies had found the counter spell for his curse. We all knew that Queen Aiyana was sure to follow as soon as she found out he was heading her way and that she’d take the spell with her so she could trick him into marriage. After all, she’d lied and told him that only true love could break it. The temptation would be too much for her to resist. So, we set up a trap on the only route that could handle the royal sleigh and ambushed her before she could arrive.


I could still feel the snow giving way beneath my feet as I ran toward the overturned sleigh; I could still taste the snow in the air and hear the cries of her guards as they fought against the other rebels. Worse, I could still see the sneer on her face when I took my knife to her heart and…


“Enough!” I cried, leaping to my feet and breathing heavily. I’d killed plenty of animals over the years, but I’d never murdered someone before and it was haunting me. “Enough. She’s gone. It wasn’t murder, it was defending my country. It’s time to move on, starting with the Forest Enclave.” I bit my lip and began to pace as I pushed my mind from one uncomfortable memory to another. “It wasn’t all bad when I lived there. Remember the good times… remember.”


Casting my mind back, I suddenly recalled that all the best memories I had were with Kai. Kai had been my best friend. He’d moved to the enclave when his parents died. His grandmother was my family’s next-door neighbor and one of the most wonderful women in the world. She was older than my grandmother and had the ability to see some of the future. That wasn’t so unusual. Many of the older Wraiths were seers. What made her special was that she never used it for more than making sure the food was cooked perfectly. It was always ready precisely when you were ready to sit down. Nothing was ever overcooked or undercooked. I asked her why once. She told me that few things had the ability to lift the spirit like a wonderful meal. It could turn a bad day into a better one. It was also something that could be changed without worrying about other ramifications. She believed that people should live their lives without knowing what’s coming.


Kai had never agreed. He thought she could do more with her gift. She was much more powerful than most of the well-known seers. He was always getting frustrated with her ways of doing things. Looking back, I realized that he was so much more ambitious than his grandmother. She never got angry with him, though. Whenever he complained, she would just smile and pat him on the head before saying that he would “understand one day” and that there was a reason the young didn’t gain Sight.


That always led to Kai complaining while we tended to our window box gardens. Our families had built a huge box that reached between the two houses and was strong enough to walk on. It was more like a balcony than a window box, honestly. My father loved to build things and made it so that my brothers and I could walk across and help Kai’s grandmother when she wasn’t feeling well. It was also Kai’s and my favorite place to talk. We would sit up there all day long and play games among the herbs and flowers. Then, we would settle down beside the snow roses and tell stories about the old days, when monstrous creatures roamed the land and the Snow Queen went out to vanquish them. We were best friends.


Until the day that he changed. He was never the same after our visit to the capital. He started acting strangely, always testing me and how much I would do to keep his friendship. Then he disappeared and everything went wrong. The town-folk started treating my family differently after that. They had always treated me like I was a simpleton but suddenly they were downright vicious, blaming me for his disappearance although I never knew why. I was just as heartbroken as they were, if not more so. Then Aiyana took over and we ran. We’d begged Kai’s grandmother to come with us, but she said no. She said that she had a meal to prepare still and that it might be a while.


She was the only grandmother I’d really had, since mine was so unapproachable. Part of that was to keep me away from my cousin but it didn’t change the fact that I’d only met the old woman a few times. Kai’s grandmother had filled that role in my life quite well, doting on me and telling me what a wonderful woman I was going to become. She’d scold me and feed me more than was necessary and always make sure that I told her what was wrong when I was having a bad day.


I wonder if she’s still there, in that old house… “Well, there’s only one way to find out. Besides, it wouldn’t do for the new queen to be discovered cowering outside her old home.”


So, pulling my shoulders back and lifting my chin, I walked steadily toward the last place I’d felt safe, the last real home I’d ever had, the last place I saw my best friend.


“Time to go home. After all, my Coronation Journey awaits.”
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Walking into the Forest Enclave was… not what I expected. It all looked so much smaller and more worn than I remembered. To a certain extent, I knew that I’d view the place differently. When you’re young, everything seems so much larger and more impressive. I knew that, but I hadn’t been a small child. In fact, I’d left not long after I’d entered into my secondary school years so I wasn’t a little girl. Then again, at that age, I’d thought I knew what the world held. Walking back in, things had definitely changed but more than that, I had changed.


All enclaves were built into the plateaus, carved into the rock to allow the stone to shield them from the harsh weather. Beyond that single similarity, though, each one was as unique as a snowflake. I’d been to a few others when I was younger, so I knew for a fact that the Forest Enclave was a generally unimpressive place, full of uncreative people.


The buildings were boxy and generally unadorned. A few of the older homes had attempted to decorate by carving forest scenes into the walls but it had never caught on, nor had they been maintained well. I found that odd because they had been prized and protected when I lived there. Now, most of the carvings were so damaged that it looked like a beast had tried to use the wall as a scratching post. It didn’t make sense, though. Forest Enclave had been a place that avoided animals of all sorts and, as a forester, I knew that no beasts had made it so far South. I would have heard about it so I could step up patrols.


That peaked my interest and pulled me out of my nostalgia long enough to look around a bit more carefully.


As with most enclaves, all extra space was used for food production. Each home was responsible for maintaining a small garden either in front of or behind the building. Light came from a combination of bioluminescent moss and light refracted by mirrors near the surface. Viewing it now, I could see that they’d had quite a bit of trouble with their gardens recently. Instead of the abundance that I remembered, the plants were small and shriveled. No one would have let that happen willingly. What’s more, the buildings were devoid of the typical intricately embroidered curtains and the whitewashing was almost completely gone. That was definitely odd. Both traditions were holdouts from before we began to settle into enclaves. Embroidered curtains were thicker and less likely to let in cold winds. White buildings blended with their surroundings and made the villages harder to spot by roaming bandits. It was a practice that forester villages still used.


For those things to change, traditions that are held so dearly… what did she do to this place?


A growing murmur suddenly reminded me that I wasn’t alone in there and a quick glance let me know that it was because of me.


Better keep moving. I had to make it to the center of the town and declare my intention of taking on the mantle of ruler. That would mark the official start of my Coronation Journey. As a bonus, the long walk gave me plenty of time to continue my examination of both the enclave and the people in it.


Unfortunately, things didn’t look any better the farther I went.


The closer to the square that we got, the nicer the homes became. They also got much brighter. Instead of the muted greys and whites that I expected, I was surrounded by greens, oranges, and yellows. Murals had been painted on some walls, showing a vast forest with houses in the trees. That was what finally made me realize what had happened.


Aiyana had them make an imitation of the Fey Forest for her! That’s why the old carvings were ruined, because they showed the wrong trees, I told myself in shock. I would have realized sooner but the art was so poorly done that it took me a while to realize what I was looking at. Honestly, the ridiculous colors were so unusual that they’d distracted me. Wraiths were a pretty staid people. We preferred dressing like snow and shadow. White, gray, black, or brown were the main colors we used, along with blue. Any other tone was used sparingly.


The rich colors were all the more shocking when compared with the people coming out of those buildings. Instead of looking wealthy or prosperous, they were gaunt and sickly. Their skin was abnormally light for those living in an enclave. I’d heard before that humans get darker in the sun but Wraiths react the opposite way. Because we can shift our skins, we tend to have skin tones that reflect our environments. Foresters are pale. Our skins need to blend with the snow. Those from the enclaves have dark blue skin, some nearly black. They don’t have to leave the caves often so they don’t need to be any lighter-skinned. It made me wonder if they’d started to go out and hunt for food because they couldn’t get it any other way.


Their clothes were looking pretty worn too. Nothing overt, of course, but I was used to looking at things like that. Between the thin fabrics, discreet patches, and the number of people wearing animal hide, they were clearly facing some rather dire straits. Such clothing was common with foresters but the enclaves were much more fastidious about their appearance and the clothes that they wore.


As I walked, more and more familiar faces appeared. The butcher who always gave Mother a little extra, just like he did for all the pretty ladies in the enclave. He was looking much leaner, his gut almost completely gone, and was standing alongside a man in leather who must have been his son. On the other side of the street stood my primary school teacher. She was still prim as ever, but her hair was no longer sleek and smooth as glass. It had a distinct frizz to it–a definite sign of malnutrition–that seemed to make the new lines on her face stand out even more.


I glanced to the side as I stepped into the square, spotting my old home just at the end of the street. The white paint was completely gone, leaving it a grey outline, nearly invisible against the wall of the cavern. It was unusual for a family like mine to live so far from the center of town. My father had been the son of the queen and would have been allowed to own even the mayor’s home but he always preferred to live on the edge of the enclave. Mother said he may have grown up in luxury but he was a forester at heart. He hadn’t minded a bit when we had to move away. He probably wouldn’t even have minded the lack of paint, since he’d always thought it made more sense to let the buildings blend into the natural stone. It was a better defense and matched the heart of the tradition rather than the letter, as he always said.


He would definitely mind the fact that the walls are crumbling and it looks like it might fall over at any moment. Did no one move in after us? Few homes were able to remain empty for long when we lived here… Wraiths have about the same number of children as humans do, but we spread our births out over longer periods of time. We do live longer, after all. Because of that, around the time one generation dies off, they are replaced by a new one, eager to have their own homes. I’d barely known my older brothers before we left the enclave because they’d grown and moved to the forester villages when I was still a baby, but most families stuck together and took over entire blocks of houses. There was always a shortage of space and no reason to leave our home empty for so long.


The voices around me grew louder, once more drawing me out of my reverie. It was getting easier to walk, now that I was nearly at the end. Or, perhaps, it was that I needed to reach the beginning to get my momentum. The fear of starting is often more paralyzing than the fear of failing.


At the very center of every enclave is a fountain. The shape varies from enclave to enclave, but it generally is a peaceful place, the water moving around in slow eddies instead of splashing all over the place. What is always the same, no matter where you go, is the platform that sits atop the fountain. Again, the form can vary but all fountains are topped with a platform; always simple steps on three sides, leading to a slab of stone without railings. Those who bring news of danger walk up the North stairwell. Those with announcements walk up the South stairwell. Then there is another set of stairs, ones that are hidden beneath the water, on the East side of the fountain.


Those are only used when a new ruler announces herself.


As I reached the fountain, I took a deep breath and stepped out, into the water. It felt like I’d just encased my feet in ice! My red boots, a present from Nolana, did nothing to protect me from the temperature. Then again, that was the point. No ruler can do their job without enduring something. They will face adversity from every angle. It is best to show the people that you can deal with a little discomfort.


So, I took another step. And another. The people were filling the square behind me, their voices rising as I did.


I knew what they were thinking. I wasn’t well-liked when I’d lived there. I was a quiet child and prone to either hiding or avoiding the more traditional tasks for young girls. I’d always wanted to grow up and become just like my older brothers. Which I had. I wasn’t the poised and elegant woman that all the other queens had been. I was a wild child with skin bleached from the sun, eyes an unnerving shade of gold, and pure white hair that looked like I’d tried to curl it and stopped half-way through.


In short? I was a mess.


But I took another step. And another. And another.


And then I was on the platform and turning to face my very attentive audience.


There was really only one thing to say. Well, one correct thing to say. So, without revealing any emotion, I took a deep breath and began the ceremony with one simple sentence.


“Aiyana is dead.”
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It took a while for everyone to quiet down enough to continue the ceremony.


I hated that the Coronation Journey had to start in your home and I’d traveled over the last 50 years that no other place qualified. To be honest, it made sense. The idea was that you had to reintroduce yourself to your family and friends as their new ruler. Sort of a ceremony to mark the end of your time as just another Wraith. Most queens began and ended in the Capital and the rest of the journey was a nice way of meeting more of their people. I wasn’t that lucky and was traveling to try and figure out how to fix all the things that Aiyana had broken. It was a good thing that we were long-lived and very self-sufficient, or the long wait between rulers, sometimes as long as a year or two, would cause a lot more problems.


That was just one more reason that humans didn’t understand us. For them, a new ruler had to be ready to take over as soon as the last one was gone. Then again, they tended to be a much more ambitious race and cause a lot of problems if not properly supervised. Aiyana had been ambitious enough to cause more than her fair share of problems; I couldn’t imagine an entire country full of people like her.


Not the time to let your mind wander, Chilam. Pay attention to the people!


If seeing how much everything and everyone changed hadn’t driven home the devastation Aiyana had created in Forest Enclave, the absurd amount of rejoicing over her death would have clued me in. People literally started dancing in the streets, with several of them running into their homes and coming back with hand drums and pipes. Music swelled and a steady, joyful beat caused steps to lighten even more. It looked like a harvest celebration, not a declaration of death.


Wraiths aren’t widely known for their empathic abilities but I was a bit more sensitive than most. Even someone without a drop of ability would have been able to feel the utter joy that had spread through the town. It was like a warm breeze had blown through the streets and taken away the stench of disuse and rot, removing the dust and cobwebs, and brought with it the scent of fresh snow and pine trees instead.


They were being refreshed and I didn’t want to intrude on their happiness.


So, instead of interrupting them, I sat down and enjoyed the show. For one thing, they were incredibly amusing. The Forest Enclave wasn’t known for its artistic abilities in anything. That includes dance. More than that, though, I felt that they deserved to let loose and release all those years of stress. Seeing me again must have made them worried. I doubted they’d even heard rumors of the queen’s death. Most of the rebels had left long before I arrived at the enclave and the soldiers that I’d sent home all those weeks ago weren’t familiar-looking, nor had I seen them while walking through the streets on the way to make the announcement.


The party continued for nearly three hours. Beer and mead appeared, supplemented by bread and special jams that must have been secreted away for years. The joyful shouts echoed off the high ceilings, making it sound like there were a thousand people instead of only a few hundred.


It would have gone on longer, but the mayor finally noticed that I was still up there and remembered himself.


“Hey!” he called out, standing just on the edge of the fountain. “Hey! She hasn’t finished!”


That got a few heads to turn. It took another ten or fifteen minutes, but he’d finally gotten them quieted down again.


They’re actually much quieter this time around, I mused before standing and continuing in the ceremony.


“Aiyana is dead and I, Chilam Gerda of the Frozen Palace stand ready to take her place,” I said, beginning the formal speech once more. Tradition was very specific about the wording and I didn’t want to cause anyone to second guess things. “She died a moon and a half-a-moon ago. She was killed in battle after having been found wanting as a ruler. The land did not mourn her passing. The people did not mourn her passing. She is gone, her flesh turned to ash and her bones feeding the land, as all queens have been committed to the Creator from the beginning of stories.”


A murmur of agreement went through the audience, but it was much quieter than in times past. No one cared if the proper respect had been given to my cousin. They were just happy that she was gone.


Nevertheless, I continued on. “A treaty has been made with our southern neighbors. The war is over and our men have returned home.” That got a more positive response. In fact, my words were met with a roar of approval, albeit one that quieted rather quickly. There was more to come and they all knew it.


“The Fey king has been released from his curse and is pleased with Aiyana’s blood. No more is required. The wind blows and the world returns to being as it ever was. What say you?”


Now came the tricky part. All prospective queens were required to present themselves in their home towns and ask that the people support them. Then, they were to ask something of the people. If they were told there was no support, there was little chance of becoming Queen and the next heir was informed of their eligibility.


Except, there is no other heir. I’m the last option… but will they trust someone so young to correct all the wrongs? Someone who shares the same blood as the mad queen?


The mayor looked at the crowd and nodded once after reading their faces. Then, he turned to me and said, “The wind blows but this enclave shall not be moved. We stand witness. What will you ask of us, Queen?”


I let out a tiny breath, feeling my muscles relax a bit. Well, that’s a good sign. The hardest part is over. Now, what should I ask?


In the past, prospective queens have requested everything from information to a rare plant to a spouse. Nothing was off-limits but there was a certain level of respect expected. And there was really only one thing I wanted.


“What happened to Kai?” I asked, my eyes sweeping across the crowd and landing on a pair that was very familiar and very welcome. Kai’s grandmother was still alive, although she was possibly worse off than any of the others. Her eyes, though, were still as full of love and strength as they had been the day I left.


“Kai?” the mayor asked, seeming to be very confused.


“Yes. Aponivi Kai of the White Bears. Where is he?”


For some reason, this question seemed to make people very uncomfortable. No one seemed to know what to say, which was actually quite telling. If he’d disappeared so completely as I’d first thought, they would have known what to say. They would have simply told me what I already knew about the day he went missing. As it was, they didn’t. There was more information available than I’d thought.


Then, a strange voice rose over the crowd. “He drowned! The river swallowed him up. Ask the river where he lies!”


I blinked and searched the crowd for the voice but found nothing. I knew these people. I knew their voices. I didn’t know that voice. He could have been new… but something just seemed off about his words. And there were other people looking at him oddly, like they’d never seen him before.


Nevertheless, he’d stirred the crowd and they cried over and over that I should ask the river. It wasn’t an unusual response. They were supposed to direct me to ask the land. The problem was, none of them seemed to believe what they’d told me. It was more like they were trying to avoid having me look too closely at what else they might know. Unfortunately, I wasn’t allowed to question their word. The ceremony had to continue.


“Then I shall ask Sister River. She will tell me the truth of the matter. I shall return and bring my answer to you.” I ignored the awkward silence at my pronouncement. There, they know I’m aware they lied. Hopefully, they will learn that they don’t need to hide bad news from me. I won’t hurt them like Aiyana did.


And with that, I climbed down the steps and continuing my walk through town, exiting on the opposite side from where I entered.


“They may not want to tell me the truth but the river will,” I muttered angrily as I tromped into the snow. “The river will.”




Chapter 2: Sister River


The cold air hit me with a slap as I left the warmth of the cave system. It was a welcome experience though, clearing away the slowly building claustrophobia. I wasn’t used to being around that many people at once and I didn’t really want to be there in the first place. Adding to that, it’s a bit awkward to sit there while people throw a party because you killed your cousin. At the time, it had made sense but leaving the area had me thinking more clearly about it. I could understand their reaction but it made me feel sick to my stomach. Even if they don’t deserve to be mourned, should you really celebrate anyone’s death?


What made it all so much worse was that many of the people had started calling me ‘Snow Queen’ as I left. I knew that Aiyana had tried to force them to give her that title and failed, so I was a bit worried that they were using it because they wanted to spite her, even in death. It didn’t feel right, though. That was a special title, one I didn’t deserve. There’d only been one Snow Queen in our history. She’d been a hero in every sense of the word, saving not only our people but the rest of the continent as well. I hadn’t run off the creatures that were murdering our people or raised a wall to protect the Wraiths and I definitely hadn’t united the people into one group instead of many tribes! Until I managed to do something that amazing, I would have to learn to refuse the title.


I took a deep breath and looked around the dark woods, reveling in the freedom of the outdoors.


Being out in the elements was much more familiar to me than being locked in a cave. I may have been born in an enclave but I was raised most of my life in a series of tiny villages that were constantly on the verge of being overrun by the wilderness. Foresters were an important part of our people’s society, monitoring the open land and making certain that nothing had gotten through the Wall. They also provided extra meat and acted as the law when outside an enclave. They tend to be a rough bunch, the towns full of more single men than families, but they are good people and very loyal.


They are also self-sufficient, which the cold air reminded me of. Being thrown into a position that I wasn’t trained for was stressing me out. Coming home certainly hadn’t helped, but I was also nervous about embarking on a new life journey. I thought I’d live and die as a forester and suddenly I was the queen. It wasn’t a fun adjustment. I could handle it though. Working in the wilderness taught you the importance of both structure as well as the ability to react quickly and improvise. Just remembering the many lessons my brothers had taught me helped me to relax my overly correct posture. I knew who I was, I knew what I was capable of, and I refused to be afraid of showing those things to others.


More at ease than I’d been in nearly three months, I fell into a ground-eating stride that would help me reach the river quickly. It was pretty close to the enclave, joining up with an underground stream about a mile from the base of the plateau and was very popular for fishing. It also gave me plenty of time to stretch my legs and remind myself who I really was.


I may be the new queen but I’m still a forester. I’m not a tame pet raised in the protection of an enclave. I haven’t been coddled or raised to look pretty and speak nonsense, I told myself while running a hand through my tangled locks. They were constantly curling oddly, not like the curls I’d seen on the Fey noblewomen. It was more like half was curling lightly or waving and the other half was straight as a stick. It wasn’t the sleek look that most Wraith women had, smooth as ice and falling like a waterfall. I always managed to look windblown, somehow.


It didn’t matter, though. It suited my personality. I’d never quite fit in at the enclave and the one time I visited my grandmother in the Capital ensured I knew I didn’t belong. I just didn’t epitomize the proper Wraith woman, and I was okay with that.


I pushed those thoughts aside, though, as I reached the river. It wasn’t very impressive, as far as rivers went and was much tamer than the ones I’d seen further north. Despite what the Forest Enclave thought, it wasn’t overly large or especially fast. It was just a river that bent slightly as it neared the enclave before turning around and continuing its journey south.


Walking up to the water, I watched it flow gently past my feet and breathed in deeply. This was the part that I needed to be careful about. The Queen of the Wraiths needed to listen not just to her fellow Wraiths, but also to the land. The Creator had given us the land to steward, just as He did for all the humanoid races. The others may have forgotten but the Wraiths did not. Our Queen is always expected to listen to the land and hear its grievances. It is our responsibility and our purpose. But the land rarely speaks loudly, so you have to really listen to hear what it’s saying.


So that’s what I did. I stood on the shore and listened.


But the river wasn’t speaking.


The earth was though. It spoke of the atrocities of Aiyana’s rule. It spoke of the trees that were left unattended, the old growth and dead branches not being cleared out because the foresters could not do it all and the enclaves refused to help. It spoke of her over-hunting and scavenging the area, of how the plants were in danger because the balance had been broken. It spoke of disease and rot. The rocks groaned at the magic she had performed on them and how it had not been natural or right, how it had cracked foundations, ripped ores from the ground, and destroyed a mountain. They cried over the blood of the innocent and the parasitic plants that broke them with roots like iron and an appetite for destruction.


I shook my head and tried to understand what I’d been shown. Rocks rarely speak. They like to sleep and provide shelter for weak and squishy creatures. For them to be so active, they would have to be in pain or have someone forcing them to be awake. Unfortunately, many of the ills they spoke of could have been old or wouldn’t be solved quickly. So, I started with what felt like the most present problem.


“What plants?” I whispered gently, not wanting to overpower their words.


An image of a strange plant pushed into my mind. It was the color of stone and it seemed to grow down rather than up, staying low to the ground and almost neat in how it’s leaves spread. Because of that, it was hard to spot, which was why I hadn’t seen it while in the enclave. It was, however, something I recognized.


That’s from beyond the Wall!


“How did that get here?” I wondered. The glacier that protected us from the creatures of the Deep North was a long way from Forest Enclave. Those plants didn’t have seeds that wandered. They reproduced by sending out runners when they reached maturity, which was luckily a very slow process. What’s more, it wasn’t something anyone would actually try to grow. The thing broke rock and depleted the soil of all nutrients while simultaneously secreting a hallucinogenic sap that was deadly in even moderate quantities. Foresters trained their children to look for it and destroy it on the rare chance that it found its way across the Wall. It was a massive threat to the ecosystem.


The only reason there would be an entire garden of the stuff was if Aiyana had been using it as a drug! I shuddered at the very thought of it. I’d seen someone who tried that. He’d bled from his eyes while mumbling about the beautiful colors. That was after he tried to murder his mother. Well, it explains some of her madness at least. I better get rid of it while I’m here, I decided.


So, I allowed the mountain to pull some of the magic from my body and destroy the disgusting weeds before they could poison anyone else. Wraiths naturally store ambient magic in our bodies. It’s how we’re able to shift our appearance but it also allows us to help the land heal itself. When the magic flows through us, the Creator is able to purify and amplify it.


It didn’t take long for the land to take revenge on the plants, utterly destroying them and ensuring that none would ever grow there again. With that handled, I sent thoughts of my people returning to their tasks soon, hoping to appease the abused land. Then, I cleared my mind again and tried to contact the river once more.
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Five hours. How has it been five hours and I still can’t hear the river? I griped silently. It felt like it had been longer, thanks to the darkness. Unfortunately, we were heading into the dark months already and we wouldn’t be getting much in the way of sunlight soon.


Groaning, I stood and decided to move further away from the plateau. I couldn’t stop trying but just because the river wouldn’t talk to me didn’t mean I needed to be right there where anyone might come out and see me. I still didn’t trust that enclave. They hadn’t been kind to me before Aiyana and there was no telling what kind of corruption had bred while she was living there. It was too big a chance to take, sitting out there in the open, particularly while my attention was on something else.


So, I meandered down the riverside until I found a quiet area that I knew people avoided. Things may have changed but, judging by the fact that the old boat I’d played around as a child was still there more than 50 years later, they hadn’t changed that much. Boats weren’t the type of thing people left sitting around. They were quite valuable. Kai and I had found it when we were out fishing one day. The river had been too crowded and we wanted some quiet, so we’d wandered upriver. I’d figured that we would get to the fish first that way. We’d been thrilled when we found the boat and had gone back to that exact spot every time we went fishing. It was one of our special places.


Sitting down again, I leaned back against the boat and tried to think about what I needed to do. I’d wanted to listen to the river’s grievances before requesting anything of it, but maybe that was wrong. Perhaps I should have asked my question first? The problem was, I’d never been formally instructed in what to do. All children are taught the basics of what it takes for a Queen to ascend to the throne. They know about the requests and the meandering journey that always leads them back to the fountain in the capital for a formal coronation. They don’t teach what the prospective queen is supposed to do in between visiting villages and enclaves. That seemed to be a major oversight, but it was probably because most queens are able to train their successors.


“Well, sitting here won’t fix anything. Let’s see if the river wants to answer my question,” I muttered before standing and facing the water. This was a wide area, so there was plenty to look at.


“Sister River, I’ve come with a request. Please tell me, did Aponivi Kai of the White Bears drown in your waters? Is he with you, as the enclave said?”


The wind stirred the tree branches, making them clack together. A fox chased a rabbit through the brush. Snow began to fall, with its quiet insistence.


The river said nothing.


I sighed and let my head fall back so that I was looking at the sky. “What else? Wait! Father mentioned a sacrifice. The journey always comes with a sacrifice. Maybe he meant that literally? But what do I have to give? I have nothing that a river might like.”


I groaned and forced myself to take a deep breath so I wouldn’t throw a tantrum. Queens didn’t throw tantrums, at least not over stupid things. I was frustrated but acting like a child wouldn’t help. Compared to the age that most queens ascended, I was a child. Aiyana had been the youngest one since the Snow Queen herself, and I was even younger still. Queens were usually older, having been tempered by time and experience. My grandmother should have continued to reign until Aiyana was a grandmother herself.


Time to work on the patience most queens already had before they took the job.


Instead of thinking more about the problem, I concentrated on a snowflake as it floated gently down to join its brothers as they littered the ground. My father often had me do that when I was worried. He said snowflakes don’t decide where they go or what they become. The Creator decides for them and that I should try to be more like a snowflake, letting someone with a better perspective lead me instead of worrying about the path He has for me. So, I watched the flake as it drifted and saw that instead of becoming a part of that vast blanket of white, it was stopped by my boot, the white speck glowing on the red leather.


And suddenly, I knew what I had to do, even if I didn’t want to. They were the first gift I’d gotten from a friend since Kai and it felt wrong to offer them to someone else. “But it isn’t really a sacrifice if it doesn’t cost you anything, is it?” I reminded myself as I pulled off first one boot and then the other. After shifting my skin so that it was thicker around my feet, and less likely to get frostbite, I turned back to the river.


“If I give you my shoes, will you tell me where to find Kai?”


Silence.


So, I threw first one shoe and then the other into the water. Instead of sinking, though, the strangest thing happened. They floated back to me, stopping right at my feet.


I blinked and frowned at them. “No, those are for you! Or are you rejecting my gift?”


Silence.


“Maybe it’s just a current,” I mumbled, picking them up and throwing them again. This time, I threw them farther and harder.


And slipped on the mud beneath my feet.


And fell into the old boat, that had somehow become unstuck.


And floated into the middle of the river before moving upstream.
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There are times when getting the answers you need leaves you more confused than ever. Apparently, the river had been speaking to me the whole time but it was drowned out by everything else. Typically, moving water is much louder than rocks and dirt and trees. Wind, is of course, much louder when it chooses to be. Unfortunately, the way that Aiyana ruled had riled up most of nature and made it much louder than normal. So while I’d been trying to ignore the complaints of the trees and soil and wind and rocks, the river’s voice was completely lost in the cacophony.


In my defense, though, rivers are a lot like excitable children. They are full of energy but often get their feelings hurt. When a child feels like they are unimportant, they sometimes decide that they shouldn’t talk anymore if they can’t be heard. They will alternate between trying not to be noticed and causing problems to get any sort of attention. And the river had decided to use both of those tactics on me, all in one day! Who knew that rivers could trip someone, knock them into a boat and make them float against the current?


Luckily, being on a boat in the middle of said river allowed me to hear it quite clearly.


He’s not here, your Kai, the river whispered.


I blinked and looked at the water as it flowed around me, heading in the opposite direction of my boat.


“Am I headed upstream?”


Yes.


“Why?”


She didn’t answer. The boat continued in a northerly direction, though.


Choosing not to pick a fight I knew I couldn’t win, I continued with my original question.


“So you didn’t see Kai?”


Not for years and years. He left with the false one. He never came into the water or any waters that I know.


I was guessing that she meant he hadn’t traveled by boat along any of her connected waterways. That didn’t surprise me, though. Few people traveled along the rivers, which is why boats were considered so precious. They were a luxury item that had to be imported and could only be used during certain seasons. For part of the year, most of our water was frozen completely solid. It was only due to the massive amounts of magic that were flowing through the water that it wasn’t frozen year-round.


Most of the rivers also went underground for huge stretches. No one wants to get out of a boat and pull it across land, even if the snow does make it slightly easier to do.


Kai always thought it would be fun to take a boat up to the top of a hill and use it like a sled, I remembered, allowing thoughts of my best friend to truly surface for the first time in months.


When he first disappeared, I was convinced that he was going to show up again soon and I didn’t want to forget anything that happened. We always told each other everything and I knew that our time apart wouldn’t change that. That was when I started writing my thoughts down in a journal. It was easier than desperately trying to hold on to every little thing that happened.


When I was alone, I would talk to him. He wasn’t there, obviously, but I would pretend he was. I would imagine his laugh when I shared the prank I pulled on one of my brothers, his eagerness as I revealed the hidden waterfall I’d discovered, and his sad expression as I told him that we were moving again. He was my best friend, even after he was gone. Nothing could change that.


And nothing could change the fact that I’d been in love with him since before I knew what love was.


I’d started looking at him differently just before he left. I mean, he was still my best friend but he was suddenly more… interesting than he’d been before. Kai never saw it, though. He was slightly older than I was, receiving his gifted name about five years before he disappeared whereas I’d gotten mine only a few months before. I’d hated mine, feeling it put too much expectation on me but his fit him well. “Kai” meant “rejoice” and it suited him perfectly. He wasn’t the most attractive but he was the most fun. He could create games off the top of his head and was always great at helping others enjoy themselves by cracking jokes and playing silly pranks. He hated being in the spotlight, though. He’d once told me that he preferred to be in the background, directing things and making sure that they continued according to his plans.


He might have been a bit of a joker, but the boy was always coming up with plans. He had a head for strategy that was absolutely astounding. Kai loved playing a game called “chess” with my father. It was imported from the Southern Continent, reportedly, and very few people knew how to play. I’d never really understood why the queen didn’t just deal with all the problems herself instead of using the others to do her dirty work, so he didn’t play with me.


“Where are you, Kai?” I asked aloud, not realizing I had until I received an answer.


Spring might know.


I blinked and sat up. “What?”


Spring might know. Spring and earth and rose. Wait. Wait.


My brows lowered as I tried to puzzle things out. There was a Spring Enclave, far to the East, but there were no direct routes from the Forest Enclave there. And certainly none by river.


“And what do the earth and a rose have to do with the Spring Enclave?” I mused.


Wait, the river replied. Wait.


I shrugged. “Alright.” And I settled back down in the boat, watching the trees disappear completely and the sky open up before me. “The stars always remind me of snowflakes, scattered across a deep blue cloak. I’ll have to tell Lana about this. I wonder if she and Kai will get along when they meet. I’ll have to introduce them, once I find him.”


My voice died out as I closed my eyes and let the gentle rock of the boat lull me into a dreamless sleep.




Chapter 3: Spring


I traveled like that for a long time. Even with as fast as the river could go, it was still slow going, being pulled upstream most of the time. And I was right. I wasn’t on the direct path.


It turns out that the river I had spoken to was connected to quite a few more waterways than I’d guessed. I’d probably backtracked over more miles than I had actually traveled to begin with. I moved from river to stream to lake to brook to river and back again, winding my way through my homeland and seeing sights that I’d never imagined before.


The Great Lights painted the sky most nights and reflected off the snow in a magnificent rainbow of color, enchanting me as they shifted from blue to purple to green with flashes of red. I’d rarely seen them so clearly or so bright. I saw a great white bear hunting along the side of a lake and it even swam out to visit with me. Caribou and moose used their racks to help push me up a few of the rivers when the current was too strong. As far as food went, geese and squirrels brought nuts and roots for me to eat. Brown bears gifted me with some of their fish. An entire skulk of foxes joined me in the boat one night when the temperatures dropped dangerously low for me. Their fur kept me far warmer than a coat and they were given the opportunity to move to an area that needed their predation to keep the smaller animals under control.


I was lucky I’d been basically living in the wild for the past 50 years. My brothers had taught me how to survive in a number of unlikely circumstances, including helping me figure out what to do if I was caught on an ice floe and was far from shore. Sitting in a nice, secure boat was much more relaxing and my bag had plenty of fishing equipment for when there were no animals to help me out.


Good thing I actually like eating raw fish. Too bad there’s no seaweed.


Besides that, it was a mostly uneventful journey. Well… there was that interesting night where I woke up just before the boat went down a waterfall. Apparently, the river forgot that there was a danger of my falling out of the boat and being crushed between the water and the rocks.


Rivers don’t usually have to worry about falling.


All in all, it was a great way to see more of the land I was ruling. I got to float through a forest, several canyons, a few copses of trees, and more snowy plains than I’d ever seen. The few villages that were close to the water were sparsely populated, if populated at all, and the people looked far too lean. Times had been tough for everyone but these people were hit harder than the villagers I’d lived with. Then again, Aiyana hadn’t wanted to chance getting caught in the Western Woods. The same magic that made the Fey Forest so dangerous was present in the Western Woods. Things were less treacherous the closer you got to the mountains that bordered our lands, which is why Forest Enclave was a relatively quiet area. The further North you traveled, the worse it got.


I was traveling for about a month before I finally stopped. Rather abruptly, too.


One morning, I woke up as the boat banged against something that sounded like stone. The combination of the sound and the vibrations made me jump out of my skin while wildly looking around for the attacker. For a month straight, I only heard the sounds of water, the occasional animal, and nature speaking to me. Almost everything was quiet and gentle. The sudden change in volume was more jarring than the actual situation warranted.


When I finally calmed down enough to look up, I spotted the reason for the change. Well, it was several reasons, actually.


The first thing I spotted was a rope tied around a stone cylinder and attached to my boat. I hadn’t even known that there was a rope on the boat, let alone tied to it. I couldn’t begin to comprehend how it had gotten tied up or who tied it.


The second thing I saw was that the stone was actually the leg of a large sculpture carved into the side of a plateau and that it was shaped like a soldier. It was huge, reaching at least a third of the way up the side of the mountain! And the carving was so intricate that it looked almost alive. The man’s face was very carefully formed and seemed to be faintly amused. About three hundred feet from him stood another stone soldier, this one looking very stern and a bit older than the first. They reminded me of a couple hunters I knew who regularly teamed up. The older one was always scowling at the younger like that when he felt the man wasn’t being serious enough.


The third thing that caught my attention was a woman formed from water floating next to the boat and staring at me.


That at least explains how the rope was tied, I thought as I looked back at her, trying to decide what to say. I settled for something simple. “Hello.”


Hello, the water woman said back, her voice sounding very familiar.


“Are you Sister River?”


Yes. You waited. I brought you because you waited.


I blinked and looked around. “Are you… is this the Spring Enclave? No wonder it took so long!”


Long journey for you. You find Kai?


“I’m going to try.”


Spring help. Spring and earth and rose.


I nodded and told her, “I remember. Thank you for bringing me.”


I keep shoes though.


A laugh burst out of me as she formed legs and showed off my red boots. “I take it you like the color?”


She nodded and hid them again before looking at me closely.


Goodbye, Snow Queen.


Her words shocked me into silence, making me miss my chance to ask her about what she said. It was one thing when the Forest Enclave used it; I was still convinced they were trying to get back at my cousin. This was quite another! No one used the title ‘Snow Queen’ without good reason, particularly not the embodiment of a piece of nature!


Before I could try and call her back, though, another voice interrupted me.


“Hello? Is there someone there?”


“Y-yes. Over here, by the statue!” I responded, tripping over the words as I spoke. It had been a while since I talked to another person, after all. The river hardly counted.


Her voice sounded faintly bemused as she puzzled over my words. “By the statue? Oh!” And then I saw my rescuer and felt as shocked as she looked.


She wasn’t pure Wraith, that was for sure. The peachy-toned skin was a dead giveaway. So was the purply-blue shade of her hair. Most Wraiths have either black or dark blue hair. Those who spend a lot of time outside may have gray or silver. Royal bloodlines tend to have white hair, although it isn’t guaranteed. Purple hair only happened when there was extra magic introduced to our bloodlines, magic from a very specific race.


“Fey?” I asked when it finally clicked.


She smiled slightly, making her sky blue eyes sparkle. “One-eighth. We aren’t sure why I look nearly full-blooded. Anyway, how did you get out here?” she said as she used a strange hook to draw my boat closer to shore and then hauled the whole thing out of the water.


“The river brought me. She thought you could help me. But I need to make a formal introduction to the enclave first. Is this the way to the square?” I turned to look back at her and nearly missed the quickly disguised expression of pain before it disappeared.


Something was wrong.


“Yes. May I walk with you?”


“Of course!” I responded. The woman linked arms with me immediately and began walking with me into the shelter of the enclave.


After having visited the Forest Enclave, as well as few others when I was very young, I thought I knew what to expect. I was completely wrong.


As soon as we passed the first bend in the path, it opened up to a massive open space, filled to the brim with green and growing things and lit from above by a massive crystal in the shape of a dome! Trees that looked to be at least a hundred years old spread their branches toward the crystal while climbing vines covered every building and clover sprang up between the stepping stones of the road.


I stopped, absolutely stunned at what I was seeing. “What is this place?”


“Do you like it? The Spring Enclave specializes in plants, you know?”


I could well believe it. There were very few buildings but acres and acres of fields were visible around the edges of the town along with at least four orchards and a very large berry patch.


“How do they grow so well?”


My host smiled and blushed slightly. “It’s a combination of the crystal and the hot springs. The springs, the reason that this enclave was named ‘Spring’, keep the soil warm and well-fertilized. The crystal, on the other hand, absorbs all light from up above and lets it shine down here. That’s a lot of light, thanks to the reflection off the snow. It even captures light from the stars, moon, and Great Lights and uses those. It has allowed us to be the most extensive food growers in the land.” She paused. “Me. It’s allowed me to be the most extensive grower.”


I frowned. “What do you mean? What about the others?”


“There are no others. I’m the only one left.”
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The tale tumbled out soon after that.


Ela Asta of the Pines was the last remaining inhabitant of the Spring Enclave. Apparently, the last queen didn’t enjoy the beautiful leader of the enclave. As soon as Aiyana met her, she started harassing the poor woman. Asta was verbally attacked, lost all support from the military, and finally had a trade embargo placed on her. No goods from the Spring Enclave were allowed to be bought or sold outside the mountain.


That was the start of the end for Spring.


The traders were the first to go. Wraiths may not have a thriving economy like the rest of the continent, but there was plenty of trade in goods and food between the enclaves. All of them are self-sufficient but they also like a little variety and news from the other enclaves. Once the traders were gone, there was a sudden loss of communication with anyone outside the mountain. Some people left to visit family in other enclaves but never returned. Many of the men were conscripted into the army. The younger generation left for the forester villages, attempting to carve out a life for themselves in the wilds, where the Queen’s orders couldn’t reach them. After all, foresters are exempt from conscription because of their responsibilities. In the end, the few people that remained were too ill to be any help. Aiyana herself came to escort those folks to a new home, one that was “better equipped to provide for them.”


And then Asta was left alone.


“It’s been nearly thirty years since anyone was here. I thought I’d lost my mind when I heard you at the river entrance,” she confided as we approached the fountain in the square. Then she blushed. “I’m sorry. Clearly, I’ve forgotten how to be a good hostess because I’ve been chattering and complaining this whole time. What brings you here? How did you manage to get a boat upstream without a way of rowing? And I don’t mean to be rude, dear, but you don’t look like you’ve bathed in quite a while.”


I smiled at her while fighting a blush before easing her mind. “It’s no problem. I’m on a journey. But let me take care of the formalities and then I’ll answer your question. Is that alright?”


“Of course!”


Once I had her acceptance, I stepped away from Asta and took the hidden steps on the East side of the fountain. This fountain was much larger than the last one. It was in the shape of a flower, the water forming petals. A second layer of petals led to a third level, where the platform sat, designed to look like stamens along the edge with and a stunning tree carved into the top of it.


As soon as I stepped into the curiously warm water, Asta sucked in a sharp breath. By the time I’d turned around, her eyes looked about five times larger than they had before I started walking and her knuckles were white with nerves.


“Aiyana is dead,” I began, albeit more quietly than when I was in Forest. “ I, Chilam Gerda of the Frozen Palace stand ready to take her place. She was killed in battle after having been found wanting as a ruler. The land did not mourn her passing. The people did not mourn her passing. She is gone, her flesh turned to ash and her bones feeding the land, as all queens have been committed to the Creator from the beginning of stories.” I wasn’t excited to have to go through the whole process again, informing her about our treaties with the South, but I didn’t have to.


Instead, she jumped in and sped things up a bit. “The wind blows but this enclave shall not be moved. We stand as witness. What will you ask of us, Queen?”


I blinked and hid the tiny sigh of relief. It was one thing to bring all the news to an enclave that had every reason to care about the state of the war. It was another to talk to a single person in such a formal way. It was different, addressing a crowd. Easier in some ways, less personal.


“I seek Aponivi Kai of the White Bears. Do you know where he is?”


She looked at me with an expression of utter terror on her face. “What will you do if I know? Will you leave?”


I frowned and considered my words. Something was off but I didn’t know what. It felt a lot like when a predator started circling. My muscles tightened and my hand began moving toward my hunting knife, although I stopped before doing something stupid. Pulling a weapon when someone asked an innocuous question was a quick way to end up in a bad situation. Instead, I answered her as honestly as I could.


“Of course. I have to leave either way.”


And as soon as the words left my mouth, I realized that they were the wrong ones.


It was then that I noticed the silver color that was swirling around her eyes before overtaking them completely. In moments they looked like they were made of metal, not flesh. “I can’t let you do that. I can’t be alone again.”


And then she lifted her hand and spoke some strange words as a cloud of glittering magic raced from her fingertips and dusted me from head to toe.


Before I lost sight of her, I uttered one word. “Sorceress.”
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“Wake up, Gerda,” someone said sweetly.


I blinked. “Did I fall asleep again?”


“Yes, darling. But it’s fine. I love sleeping in the gardens too. It’s time to get up, though. Today is a special day, after all.”


I frowned and looked down at my stained dress. Something was wrong about that. I didn’t like dresses. Did I?


“What is today?”


Asta held out her hands and pulled me to my feet, her peachy skin looking unusual against my own bone-white hand. I didn’t know why my skin was so pale. I’d always been under the mountain and the crystal didn’t trigger color change. There was no reason for me to be so pale.


“It’s the party to welcome you! Remember? We’ve been planning it for days! And it’s time to get cleaned up. Come along. A nice soak in the springs is the first order of business and then I’ll brush your hair.” She reached out and played with the white strands. “It’s so pretty. Like snow. I bet I can even get it to lay flat, if you like. It’s a bit wild right now.”


For some reason, those words made me angry. My hair was a part of me. Besides, Kai always liked my wild hair. I frowned again as Asta dragged me toward the springs. Wait. Who is Kai?


There was something missing. I could feel it. I just couldn’t identify what it was.


The stone beneath my feet began to warm rapidly, causing me to look down.


When did I lose my shoes? An image flashed in my mind; a woman made of water, wearing red leather boots. I shook my head. That doesn’t make sense! I’ve never even seen a river before! Wait, how did I know she was a river?


“Here you go, darling,” Asta said, drawing me from my thoughts. We’d reached the hot springs, judging by the massive space filled with steaming pools of water. “And I’ve put your favorite shampoo out as well. I’ll just go gather some fruit for our feast! Hurry up or you’ll be late!” And with a swirl of skirts, she was gone.


My forehead was beginning to hurt, I was frowning so much. Nothing seemed right. Still, it was probably best that I went along with her, at least until I could figure out what was bothering me.


I took off my dirty dress and stepped into the water, grimacing against the heat. I wasn’t used to that much heat! Foresters let their skin thicken to deal with the frigid temperatures and only used hot water for baths when they were ill or infirm. It protected us when we were working in the worst winter storms.


But I’m not a forester. Am I? I’ve never been anywhere but Spring before.


I shook my head and reached for the shampoo. The scent of flowers overflowed from the bottle when I opened it and grew stronger in the heat, quickly giving me a headache.


“Why would she say this is my favorite? It’s much too strong.” I grimaced but used it anyway, working it into my hair and surprised at how easily it went. For some reason, I thought that it should be dirtier, but that didn’t make sense if I bathed in the hot springs every day. “Maybe this will help my ears,” I mused. “They feel like they’re stuffed with cloth. Everything sounds so muted.”


The heat of the water and sickening floral scent made me rush to finish my bath. They were overwhelming and I didn’t want to spend any more time in there than was necessary. Luckily, I was good at bathing quickly, though I wasn’t sure why I was remembering quick dips in frozen streams, and moved to a cooler pool to rinse before drying off. It was then that I realized that there were no other clothes available to put on.


“Oh! I thought you’d still be relaxing,” Asta exclaimed as she walked in with a bundle of cloth.


“It’s too hot,” I told her, taking the dress from her and struggling not to grimace again. It must have been one of hers because the rich tones would never have been chosen by a Wraith and would most certainly make me look featureless instead of just pale.


“Of course! That makes sense. Well, hurry up and get dressed in your party gown so that we can start on your hair.”


I nodded and obeyed her order, disliking every minute of it. For some reason, it felt incredibly frivolous to play dress up. It was almost like I was on a timeline and didn’t want to be late. Or, perhaps, it’s more like I’m worried about missing someone while I’m distracted. Yes, that seems to match my mood better.


Soon enough, Asta had me sitting in front of her in her home as she pulled a brush through my hair and chattered about how she’d always wanted a little sister and that I would be a wonderful addition to the enclave.


That had me frowning again. I thought I always was a part of the enclave. Why would I be considered an addition? But I didn’t want to interrupt her. Every time I thought of it, a flash of silver would flicker across my mind and I would shudder slightly. Something’s wrong here. This whole thing is wrong. And why can’t I remember anything correctly? I thought I was better at that sort of thing. I worked so hard to get better at remembering things so I could tell Kai.


Who is Kai?


“Are you alright, darling?” Asta asked as she put the brush down. Her blue eyes locked onto mine in the mirror. “You look upset.”


The silver flashed in my mind again and I pasted on a smile. “Just wondering if I’d look better with a hat on.”


That seemed to do it, redirecting her attention. “Yes! A hat would be so much fun, wouldn’t it? I’ll go get some for you to try on!”


Asta whirled around the room and returned quickly with a few hats. She placed one on the table in front of me while holding the other two up to my head, all the while talking nonstop about fashion. Meanwhile, my eyes traced the delicate flowers that had painted onto the silk of the hat in front of me. There were violets and dahlias, foxglove and camellias. And then there were the roses. One was the normal rose, one that would be found growing farther South. We really didn’t see many of those outside a few precious bushes in the Capital’s gardens. There was another type though, that was much more familiar to me. It was called a “snow rose,” and was something that my parents had grown in our window box when I was young. Kai and I had taken care of it. It was my favorite flower because of all the time we’d spent tending it.


Who is Kai?


A tear began to trace its way down my cheek, followed by another and another until I was weeping.


“What’s wrong? Is it the hats?” Asta asked. She was clearly concerned but her words just made things worse.


“I-I need to get some air. I’ll be back.” And then I ran from the room and began to race blindly through the empty street of the enclave. I soon found myself in an area I’d never been before. It was a garden behind one of the older homes and much more overgrown than I would expect, considering how the rest of the enclave looked. There, beneath a barely maintained awning, sat a snow rose, blooming in all its glory.


I collapsed in front of it, barely able to see through the tears. “W-why can’t I-I rem-member an-nything-g? What-t’s wr-rong w-ith m-m-me?” I screamed, my face nearly buried in the earth as I wept.


And then a quiet voice said to me, Magic.


I sucked in a breath and nearly choked when a bit of soil came in with the air. “W-what?”


Magic. Sorceress. And then I saw an image of Asta holding out her hands while I stood atop a fountain. Before I could react, though, the voice continued. Sick. Can heal.


“Gerda!” Asta yelled, rushing to my side. “Are you alright? What are you doing here? And just look at the state of your dress! Why I–“ She stopped, staring at the snow rose and a fearful look crossed her face.


Another series of images flashed through my mind. The first was Asta as a child, standing next to a woman I assumed was her mother, helping the plants grow with magic. Then she was older and directing a thriving enclave. Aiyana showed up next and made the earth angry. The next series of pictures showed Asta looking more and more worn down as well as fewer people. Finally, she was alone with Aiyana again. Asta turned to help an elderly woman down some steps and Aiyana sprinkled something on the dirt in a bed that flowers were being planted in. When she was gone, Asta pushed her hands into the soil and her face changed. She looked scared and upset.


The final picture showed me grasping her hands and shoving them into the soil.


The next thing I knew, I had her wrists in my hands and was forcing her fingers into the soil.


Asta screamed and jerked in my grip but couldn’t break free. I wouldn’t let her. It took a few moments before she stopped pulling and sagged against me. That was when I let go and looked down, only to see tiny shards of glass lying in the soil.


“Is that… Are those pieces of mirror?”




Chapter 4: The Foreigner


It didn’t surprise me one bit that my cousin was behind Asta’s madness. What did surprise me was how sane the woman was after so many years of complete isolation. The mirror shards had definitely exacerbated the problem, not that I understood how. I almost dismissed them as regular glass until I noticed the silvering on one side of them. They had me a bit confused as I used some tweezers to examine them.


“They’re part of an enchanted mirror,” Asta said after apologizing profusely for bespelling me. “I’m not sure which mirror, though. There are quite a few and I’m not an enchantress. I mean, sorcerers can do that sort of thing but we usually don’t. I never cared enough to learn but there are said to be several families who specialize in enchanted mirrors.”


I frowned as I looked down at the tiny, glittering pieces. “It’s hard to imagine something so small doing so much damage. Although… I suppose it would be just as dangerous if you’d ingested it. The glass and the metal would probably kill you in a very painful way,” I mused before frowning. “Wait, how can you be a sorceress? Wraiths don’t have that power set.”


She blushed. “I got it from my Fey side. It took a few generations for the magic to settle properly, but we think that’s why I look like I do. The magic finally came out and it decided I should look more like my great-grandmother than my mother.” I nodded but didn’t interrupt as she continued. “I’m actually surprised these did so little damage. Based on the little I know, there was a lot of power in that mirror and all of it was evil. I’m betting that it could cause some serious problems if it found its way into your eye, or worse, your heart.”


That was probably the truth, if a bit understated. Strong magic was known to cause all sorts of problems. From the little I understood, magic that hit your eyes affected how you saw the world around you and magic that embedded itself in your heart could change all but the very core of who you were. A strong person could potentially fight it off, but evil magic always looked for the easiest ways in, exploiting your weaknesses little by little until it owned you completely At least I could help answer her question over the lack of power, though.


“It was the earth. It was slowly pulling power from the shards but they’d sunk pretty far into your skin. All the ground could do was try and mitigate the damage until it got a boost. You helped by pouring so much power into it while working with the plants, so the soil was able to keep you pretty close to sane. I was able to lend it more power for that instant and it pulled them out.”


Asta sighed, seeming to feel better now that she understood it. She’d spent decades fighting against herself and all her worst instincts, so I had a feeling she’d prefer clarity over a pleasant story. Around her, the flowers turned slightly to face her, something she seemed completely unaware of even as she relaxed a little more.


Well, she was relaxed. Judging by the tight muscles around her neck, she’d just thought of something that upset her.


“When do you leave?” she asked quietly. She was trying to hide it but not doing a great job. Not that I couldn’t understand what the problem was. The lack of inflection in her voice was a major clue about how much she dreaded being alone again.


“That depends. It shouldn’t take too long to get a pigeon to carry my message, so I should be back by this afternoon, I think.” I’m not a nice person, I mused, not fully able to stop from teasing her. My parents had always used this tactic to get us out of our own heads though. They said it was always best to make someone realize that they need to stop making assumptions rather than spoon-feeding them answers.


She blinked. “What?”


“And then there’s the travel time. This time of year, it should only take about a week for the soldiers to arrive from the capital.”


For some odd reason, she looked upset!


“I understand,” Asta told me. “You can’t trust me anymore. I’m sure there’s someone who would do a better job of running this enclave than–“


Joke’s gone too far. “What? No! I’m getting soldiers here to help with the cleanup. It’s too heavy for one person. You’ve done nothing wrong! In fact, you’ve done a fantastic job as a leader. You made sure that this place continued to work seamlessly, even as people left. You didn’t cave to an evil woman’s demands and even your insanity wasn’t your fault. It was also completely understandable. I mean, being alone can be utterly terrifying!”


That seemed to leave her stumped. “I-it is. It’s my biggest fear and it was happening. But that’s why you should get rid of me! Look what I did. I captured and bespelled the future queen! Who’s to say what I might do if threatened with isolation again.”


And, I’m ashamed to say, I laughed at her. Loudly and for several minutes.


“You wanted to take care of me despite being driven mad by an enchantment at the time. That’s not to say that what you did was right. There were simply other circumstances to consider. And, if you feel so strongly that you should be punished, I’ll do it.”


Asta seemed to relax and tense up at the same time. This was something she understood, even while she dreaded it. “Whatever you choose, my Queen.” She paused. “I should probably tell you that I wasn’t completely alone. Someone showed up about a month back but he left just as quickly as he arrived. I–I think that may be why I was so determined to keep you. I’d had a taste of company and then it was taken away just as quickly. I’m so sorry for my actions, my Queen. Please, do with me what you will.”


I nodded, trying to look regal while standing in the stained dress she’d given me earlier. Despite how silly I felt, I knew it was serious business. I couldn’t imagine having a glimpse of freedom, only to lose it a moment later. It didn’t surprise me that she’d clung to me so thoroughly. Still, I had a judgment to pass and it wouldn’t be very kind to make her wait.


“Very well. Then, as your queen, I proclaim that your punishment will be ruling over this enclave, under the strict supervision of a regiment of soldiers. At no time, shall you be left alone in this mountain. Do you understand?”


Judging by the tears in her eyes, she did. “Never alone?”


I shook my head and squeezed her hand. “Never alone. Not unless you appeal to me at a later date. And at that point, I expect it to be because you got married and your husband is driving you crazy. My mother regularly complains about my father having too much free time. Now, I need a pen, some paper, and the nearest exit. In that order.”


Asta nodded and rushed to gather everything for me. She needed time to collect herself and I needed to send a note immediately requesting some help. The Queen’s Enclave should have already been informed of Aiyana’s passing and been preparing for new orders. I wasn’t technically the queen yet, not ’til after I finished my Coronation Journey, but I had the power to mobilize troops and begin redirecting people back to the enclave.


So, that’s what I did. After composing a quick note, I walked out through the front entrance and asked for help from a nearby bird. The pigeon was more than happy to oblige and allowed me to tie the note to his foot before heading in the direction of my new home.


While waiting for the troops, I worked with Asta to clean up and rearrange things. She’d been alone for quite a while and even with her powers, she occasionally needed another hand to get some of the bigger projects done. We also began to harvest larger amounts of crops, preparing for the arrival of more people.


By the time the soldiers arrived, we had at least three months of grains put up, as well as a dozen barrels of apples and several dozen baskets of vegetables. We’d just decided to pickle some of them when the sound of stomping boots echoed through the hallway.


Asta’s face lit up like the sun over a fresh field of snow. “They’re here!” she exclaimed.


“They’re here. Come on. Let’s go meet your new tenants.”


I grabbed her arm and led her over to the soldiers, intent on getting everyone settled quickly. I still had a friend to find and a Coronation Journey to complete, after all. I’d wasted enough time as it was. No need to while away anymore.
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“Majesty!” called out a very polite captain that I recognized from the battlefront.


I smiled. “Captain. Welcome to the Spring Enclave. It’s a pleasure to see you again. How have you been?”


“Better, my Queen. It is wonderful to be home again. Sorceress.”


I frowned and looked at the captain and then at Asta. “Is he from here?”


She nodded shyly. “Yes. He was one of the men who was drafted by the last queen. It’s good to see you again, Destin.”


The captain smiled at her, making Asta look a bit fidgety. I wasn’t going to say anything though. The woman had been alone too long. If she wanted to start up a romance with the captain, a man she’d known in the past and who had proved to be a very good addition to the military by all accounts, I wasn’t going to stop her. Besides, Destin was both handsome and kind. It had put him in a bit of a precarious position with Aiyana but I had heard nothing but praises about him from his men. He deserved a bit of happiness as much as Asta did.


“Oh, my Queen,” Captain Destin said, drawing my attention back. “I’ve brought a… guest with me.”


I blinked. “A guest?”


“Yes. He was very eager to meet you and insisted on coming when he heard that we would be meeting you here.”


Before I could ask anything more, though, a very odd-looking man stepped forward. He was clearly part Wraith, what with his deep blue skin and silver hair, but I’d never seen a Wraith that looked like he did. His skin was covered with silvery-white markings, making it look like someone had tattooed stars on him. Each eye had three white diamonds beneath it, highlighting his cheekbones and making his golden eyes positively glow. Gold eyes were a pretty distinctive feature that ran mostly in the royal family. It came from the time when the Snow Queen married a traveler. Her children were born with his eye color and the Wraiths took on his culture’s habit of giving a special name to their children in honor of his many sacrifices. Aiyana and I had been the only children born with gold eyes in our generation. His weren’t the same shade as our family’s but they were most definitely gold.


Almost the color of white wine, really. Like someone mixed gold and silver together.


Those weren’t the most… interesting part, though. That award had to go to the obsidian horns that sprouted from his head.


“Um… Hello?”


Asta snickered and I grimaced. It definitely wasn’t my finest moment. I could have been much more eloquent. In my defense, however, I’d never met someone with horns before.


Luckily, the strange man didn’t seem to notice. “Aranck Erland of the Sudden Storm, at your service.”


I blinked. You could tell a lot about a person by the names they carried. ‘Aranck’ meant ‘stars’, which was fitting, considering his markings. ‘Erland’, however, was most telling. It meant ‘outsider’ or ‘foreigner’. Wraiths aren’t the type to throw your heritage in your face. You are either of our people or you aren’t. Labeling a half-breed as ‘foreigner’ indicates that he was destined to live far from his family and home.


Then there was the family name ‘Sudden Storm’. That was only used by one person, that I knew of.


“You’re the Ambassador’s son?”


Erland blinked before smiling again. “You’ve heard of my mother?”


“Eire of the Sudden Storm is an impressive woman, by all accounts.” I paused and looked at his horns again. “So she really married a dragon? Maybe she should have been called ‘Nanna’.”


“Courageous?” He laughed, filling the cavern with a rich and booming sound. “Probably. Although, my father feels her current name is perfect. He’s forever begging for mercy when he gets her angry. Dragon males aren’t known for being particularly easy to live with.”


No, I imagine not, I mused, still examining the man before me. But why did he come instead of his mother? Perhaps I should just ask. “So, what brings you here? I didn’t expect to hear from the ambassador until after the coronation ceremony was completed, let alone her son.”


He grimaced and his body shifted slightly, shrinking his height from around 6 feet to only 5’9”, which wasn’t an easy trick for most people. It required moving mass around to accomplish and it let me know that he had plenty of power, even if he was being subtle about it and using it so he wouldn’t loom above me. “May I speak with you in private?”


I blinked before looking at the soldiers and Asta. “Of course. Asta, perhaps you should show the men what you need done? And Erland, if you would follow me? We can talk over here,” I said, directing him toward the house with the snow rose planted behind it. For some reason, I felt safer there and I had a feeling that I’d need all the self-control I could garner to deal with this man.


He’s not like everyone else. Clearly, his mother is a force to be reckoned with but he was raised as a dragon. They aren’t a matriarchy the way we are. That might cause some problems.


“What can I do for you?” I asked as we settled in the garden.


“Let me first start by letting you know you have my family’s loyalty. Mother is planning on attending your coronation. She thought it best, though, if I was sent to… help you along.”


I opened my mouth and shut it again. That happened two more times as I searched for words before I finally settle on, “What?”


Erland sighed. “Look, I know that you are on your Coronation Journey, and I’m well aware of how important it is. I’m also aware that you decided to undertake this without any guards and that isn’t exactly…”


“Smart?” I offered.


“Safe,” he corrected. “Normally, it probably would be. After your cousin’s rule, though, you need to consider that many people might not trust you. Your life could easily be put into danger. The people cannot afford to deal with another change of power. The land might survive but the Wraiths won’t.”


It galled me to admit it, but he was right. Asta had captured me easily enough and she’d had only good intentions. I’d never planned on traveling alone but the river had taken that choice away from me pretty early on. Otherwise, I’d probably have picked up a few bodyguards at the next forester village.


Which I promptly told the ambassador’s son.


“I understand. That’s why I’m volunteering myself to be your guard.”


“Um… not to be rude, but why? You’re the child of a prominent and important woman. Shouldn’t you be lobbying to work at the capital as something other than a glorified meat shield.”


I’d never seen a man’s eyes bulge that much. It was quite entertaining, not to mention a bit endearing.


“Glorified meat shield?”


I shrugged. “I have four older brothers and was raised in a series of forester villages while running for my life from an insane relative. I’m well aware of what a bodyguard is. Now, answer my question.”


“Truthfully? Because you need one who never met or was involved with your cousin and won’t look at you like either a potential threat or a savior. Either of those would put you into dangerous positions to further their own agendas. Besides, anyone who could refer to me as a ‘glorified meat shield’ with a straight face is someone I can be friends with. Or try to murder in their sleep. Either way.”


He held a placid expression up until I started laughing.


“Darn, I thought I had you there,” he declared, completely deadpan.


“You almost did. Too bad you’re markings twinkle when you’re amused,” I responded when I could breathe again. “Alright, Erland. We leave in the morning. Try to not be late.”
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Asta was much less traumatized this time around when I told her I was leaving. Instead of trying to keep me there or expecting her death, she gave me a warm smile, a giant bag full of food, and an answer to my original question.


“I may have met this Kai that you spoke of. He traveled through here with Aiyana, many years ago. He didn’t speak much or leave an impression. The only reason I remember him is he was using his birth name, just like the queen.” She paused and searched my eyes for a moment. “I did hear of him from time to time, though, and it was never good. But I might be wrong. It could have been someone else. Perhaps another enclave will be able to assist you?” By the time she finished, she’d begun to fidget with her fingertips, probably a nervous habit she’d developed because of the glass that had been embedded there.


“You’ve helped,” I reassured the woman, trying to ignore the idea that Aiyana had gotten her claws into him. It didn’t bode well but it wasn’t unexpected either. The timing of his disappearance fit with them meeting at the palace. “I didn’t know for sure that he went with her before now. At least I have a place to start. Perhaps we’ll loop around, back toward the capital. They’ve probably heard of him there.”


“Maybe. I look forward to seeing you again, my Snow Queen.”


I blinked and started to protest, but Asta’s captain had already pulled her away, something she seemed overly pleased about. So, we took our leave, allowing her the space to put her life back together.


Although her parting remark weighed heavily on my mind. I’d been called ‘Snow Queen’ three separate times and I was starting to worry.


Luckily, the additional company pulled my mind away from worrying. The fact was, traveling with another person was unusual for me. Normally, I was either alone or with a family member. Neither inspired much in the way of conversation. Suddenly, I was walking alongside a man I hardly knew and I felt tongue-tied, despite the fact that I normally enjoyed the quiet.


It’s polite to chat, right? Or have I completely lost my mind? I should try to get to know him, at the very least.


“So,” I began. “Tell me about yourself.”


Erland blinked and then smiled. “Of course! I am an only child, thus my mother’s favorite, which Father jokingly complains makes me weak. Then again, he’s always used excuses to escape her lectures on diplomacy and left me alone with her, so what does he know?” he complained, looking beleaguered at the memory. Then, he seemed to perk up again and confided, “I think she may be pregnant though. I’m hoping for a sister. I wouldn’t mind becoming the next ambassador to the dragons–I have the training, after all–but it would be nice for my father to have someone to train.”


I frowned. “I thought that dragons were a patriarchy. Wouldn’t a sister be excluded from taking your father’s position?”


Erland grinned. “Oh, they’d try. Unfortunately, both my parents can be very stubborn and slightly vindictive. Mother would never allow someone to hold her daughter back. Father would train her for two reasons: to have an heir and to annoy the other council members. They’re always trying to cause problems, you know.”


“How so?”


For some reason, that question made him stop and turn to look at me. He searched my eyes for a moment before nodding.


“You are from the West, yes? I thought so. If you’ve been on the run from Aiyana for so long, you probably don’t know that she cut off all support for the Dragons a few years after she took over. We relied on food from the Wraiths. The desert wasn’t known for its abundance of water or plant life, even before it was cursed. Because of that, we began to trade with the Wraiths years ago. When Aiyana cut us off, well it caused a few problems. More than a few, really.”


He paused again and took a deep breath before continuing. “We’re trapped there, you know that, right? Well, I’m an exception because of my mixed blood but in general, the dragons are trapped in the desert by a curse. A different one than is on the desert itself. Anyway, being stuck there has caused more than a few problems over the last few centuries. Our society started to deteriorate slowly, which is only to be expected. Over the last forty-five years or so, since the food shortages began, things have accelerated. A lot of the council members have begun to make… questionable decisions. Including kidnapping a girl from the Fey just before I left. My father’s worried about it but didn’t want to burden me when I was needed here.”


I frowned and started walking forward again. I always thought better when I was being active. Staying in one spot tended to make my thoughts muddy and made me frustrated. It always drove my parents crazy, seeing as how I paced when I was stuck indoors. They hated blizzards because of that. “Why come if your people need you there, then?”


“Because they need me here more. Mother officially resigned when Aiyana retracted her help and demanded that Mother leave her husband and child. Granted, I was an adult at the time but Aiyana had somehow been told I was a baby and told mother I’d be killed and left in the snow if I was brought back with her. Mother was… let’s just say that I’ve never seen her look more like a dragon, before or since. Anyway, you have no official ambassador right now. We need help, but so do you. And I’m as close to an unbiased party as you are going to find. I need you alive, so I’m the most invested person you could find as a bodyguard. Also, this is my first time in the country and all my mother’s contacts are dead or in hiding. I’m unattached to any particular political leaning and hoping that you will be willing to send aid.”


I groaned and rubbed at my forehead. “Do you know why I asked for soldiers to come to Spring?” He shook his head. “Because Aiyana had isolated the enclave’s leader and driven her mad. She was so upset that I was leaving that she put a spell on me so I’d stay. Aiyana also cut off that entire enclave from providing food to the rest of our people. I just came from Forest Enclave, where most of their gardens were dying because she’d used the place to grow a drug that killed off other plants and ripped into the foundation of the mountain. I honestly don’t know if we need aid, let alone can provide it. I’ll grant you, the amount of food I helped Asta harvest will definitely help but I have no idea what the rest of the enclaves look like. Right now, we’re lucky that she never cared enough to bother the foresters much, otherwise I’d have all of the villages in danger too.”


He didn’t get a chance to respond, although he looked quite upset. Instead, our conversation was interrupted by the loud cawing of a crow. He circled once before landing on a rock just beside the path.


“Queen!” he cried, with particularly good enunciation.


“Did that bird just speak?” Erland asked in shock.


“Of course! Crows are remarkable mimics. He probably learned from someone.” Then, I turned and looked at the carrion eater. “Yes, Brother Crow?”


For this part, he chose to speak in the language of the land instead of with his voice. Probably because he didn’t have the words.


“You seek Kai?”


“How did you know?”


“River told. I saw.”


I blinked. “You saw Kai? Where? Can you show me, Brother Crow?”


“Summer. Marry Princess.”


It felt like my heart had just dropped into the snow. He’s married? But, he’s my Kai! No, stop it, Gerda. You haven’t seen him in fifty years and he was nothing more than a friend back then. He’s allowed to move on with his life, even if you haven’t. He’s allowed to fall in love and you never have to tell him that he broke your heart.


“Gerda?” Erland asked, placing a warm hand on my shoulder. “Are you alright?”


I nodded. “Yes. He said he might know where an old friend of mine is.”


“I heard. Kai, right?”


I started to speak but stopped and looked at my guard. “You heard him?”


“Of course! Mother taught me the old ways. She always told me that our people were foolish, believing only the Queen should have to talk to the land. She said that it was a task the Creator gave all of us, not just a select few. She told me that we can see His creativity, love, and power in the way He crafted our world. What? Just because I grew up in the desert doesn’t mean I’m ignorant of every part of our culture.”


“O-of course not. Sorry, I just… sorry.” I blushed and turned back to the crow. “You saw Kai marry the princess of Summer? When?”


“Moons ago. Not long. You come?”


I hesitated. Crows weren’t known for their time-telling ability. Most people considered a ‘moon’ to be a month but he might use moons to tell time when there was no sun. Kai might have been married for months now, if not longer. Do I want to see him in love?


“It can’t hurt,” Erland said in a low voice, oblivious to the reality that it could, indeed, hurt. “It might not be him, but isn’t the Summer Enclave closer to the capital? You mentioned earlier that they might know more about his whereabouts than Spring did.”


“Right. Of course. Then, Brother Crow, if you wouldn’t mind showing us the way?”


“Follow!” he croaked before taking flight.


Erland and I followed after, quietly chasing after a dark blotch in the sky. Erland was the first to break the silence.


“Kai was…”


“My best friend. He disappeared right before Aiyana was crowned.”


“Ah. And you’re in love with him?”


I bit my lip but nodded. If he was going to travel with me, he needed to know. Finding Kai was a priority.


“I thought so.” He stopped speaking for a moment before venturing, “One more question: why aren’t you wearing any shoes?”




Chapter 5: Summer


We made great time on the trip to the Summer Enclave. It only took a little over a week because it was mostly flat, open land. That meant I had plenty of time to explain my missing shoes to Erland. Repeatedly.


He apparently thought it was hilarious that a river liked my boots so much that she claimed them and that I’d forgotten to ask for replacements before we left. He particularly enjoyed my description of a woman formed out of water with bright red boots on her feet. Then he’d be right back to wondering how I could walk around without anything on my feet. 


“Honestly,” I confided, “I rarely wore shoes back home. I have greater control over my skin than most people do. I just thicken the skin on my feet until the cold no longer bothers me and stepping on rocks doesn’t hurt.”


“And home is a forester village?”


I nodded.


“What was that like, growing up out there?”


I laughed. “Crazy. I’d spent most of my childhood in an enclave and we moved out when my cousin took the throne. I’d always wanted to live there though. My older brothers are all foresters and my father was one for years. I’d grown up with the stories and my father had always taken me on trips out into the wild, to make sure I knew how to survive. When we moved out of the enclave, the lessons intensified. It was generally accepted that I’d be safer out in the wilderness.


“I traveled from village to village for years, learning everything I could. And my brothers liked to play games with me to see how I’d react if I’d just escaped capture and didn’t have the typical tools. It was pretty brutal at times but very useful in the long run. I’m pretty decent at fighting, can hunt, fish, tie knots, escape an ice floe, and any number of other things. That’s how I got started walking around without shoes. Most people who are taken have their shoes taken away because they can’t get far with bloody feet. I got so used to it that I ended up preferring it.” I shrugged and kept walking, not really wanting to deal with his reaction.


Erland just blinked. “That’s actually pretty interesting. I never would have thought to try. Then again, I got my Father’s thick skin. I actually have scales on my feet that help with that sort of thing, although with dragons it’s more a question of heat than cold. I also have scales on my hands but they only show when I’m partially shifted.”


I frowned and looked at his horns. “Do all dragons have horns in their speaking forms?”


He snickered. “We call them our human forms. We can speak both ways. And, no. I just thought it would make things easier if it was obvious what I was. I can hide them if you want.”


“I don’t mind. They don’t bother me at all.”


He seemed a bit shocked by my admission, although I wasn’t sure why. They were just another body part, like fingernails or hair. They didn’t turn him into a monster or change who he was. Then again, I had no way of knowing what he’d dealt with as a half-Wraith child among dragons. I imagined that there hadn’t always been very kind words being used. I let those thoughts slip out of my head, though. There was nothing to be done about it and plenty of day left to go. Or rather, plenty of night to go. It was too late in the year for much in the way of daylight.


We were quiet for a bit, before he asked, “What was he like? Your Kai?”


“Well,” I began, trying not to show my surprise. He hadn’t asked about Kai before… “He was kind. He played with me, even though I was younger than him, although not by much. Only a few years, really. He and I would spend almost every moment of the day together. We were practically family. His grandmother helped teach me how to cook and he’d play chess with my father. Kai liked to make people happy and would create games for them to play. He preferred to direct us rather than play, though.”


I stopped when Erland let out a strange noise. It was like a cross between a cough and the sound you make when you choke on your words because you don’t want to say something rude. I have experience with that sound, both as the recipient and the instigator.


“What?”


“Nothing. It’s just… he sounds a bit controlling.”


I frowned. “How so?”


He coughed again. “Did he have other friends, besides you?”


“Of course. Everyone loved him.”


“Okay. Did you have other friends besides him?” I stayed silent. “Did he invite you to be friends with the rest of his friends?” Again, I said nothing. “It sounds like he kept you pretty isolated. And he liked to make games but wanted to be in charge, not a part of them. That’s odd. Kids make games up so they can play. They may be bossy while playing the game and change the rules randomly, but they always play.”


Unsurprisingly, that ended our conversation for the rest of the day. I had nothing to say that would be nice and Erland seemed to realize that he’d pushed a bit too far.


I was angry and I had no one to be angry at, so I chose silence instead. The problem was I didn’t want to hear someone say things like that about Kai, but I also couldn’t dispute them. Kai had acted jealous whenever it looked like I was gaining a new friend. And he had avoided actually playing any of the games he made up, saying someone needed to remind us of the rules. He hadn’t been perfect, or even necessarily good! Still, he was my best friend. My only friend until Lana.


I’m angry because logic and wisdom, the types that come with age and new perspectives, are telling me that Erland might be on to something. That Kai might not have been such a good friend. But am I really willing to take that chance based on childhood memories? I sighed. It doesn’t matter right now. I can deal with it when I find him. I just want to make sure he’s safe. After that… after that, I can figure out if he’s worth keeping as a friend or if he ever was to begin with.


Erland, despite my moodiness, proved to be quite a pleasant companion. When he wasn’t poking holes in my oldest friendship, he was a steady presence, full of good cheer and generally quite helpful. It was refreshing after doing everything for myself for so long.


Unlike just about every other person I’d ever met, he was always trying to lighten my burdens. If we were stopping for the night, he’d make sure to take care of the heaviest or most time-consuming tasks. Instead of making me take care of cooking or cleaning, he often did those things himself. He acknowledged my superior abilities when it came to hunting and gathering wood for a fire, so he left that to me before making me sit down and enjoy a wonderfully prepared meal. I never was allowed to wash anything, or even carry my own pack after that first day.


It wasn’t what I was expecting. Wraiths are a matriarchal society, yes, but we still tend to separate tasks based on gender. Men may know how to cook but they generally prefer more active chores and want to protect the women by having them stay close to camp. Dragons are much worse, from what I’d heard. Their men were quite aggressive and liked to prove their superiority to win the woman’s approval of them as a provider. Erland’s gentle way of taking care of me while simultaneously demonstrating that he trusted in my skills was unusual, to say the least.


It also endeared him to me very quickly. It’s hard not to respect someone like that. It also became apparent that he subscribed to a very specific quality that I’d always thought was missing in most men: he was a servant leader. He was the type of man that others wanted to follow because he genuinely cared for others and would never ask them to do what he wouldn’t.


All the time we traveled, the crow was there to direct us. He would stay with us each evening and fly ahead during the days, allowing us a lovely respite from his chatty nature. Crows tended to be a talkative lot and he was no exception.


About nine days after we met him, we arrived at the Summer Enclave. It was an unusually large plateau, situated next to a small mountain peak, and surrounded by nothing but open plains. I found it fascinating! I’d only been to one other enclave that wasn’t surrounded by trees of some sort, and I knew that Summer was the only one with a second mountain to its name. The second peak looked unusual, rising to a sharp point instead of flattening out like all the other mountains north of the barrier range. It also was home to quite a successful gold mine. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the only notable thing about the Summer Enclave.


It was also guarded by an unusually determined set of soldiers.


“Are you kidding me?” I asked as I pulled myself out of the snowbank they’d thrown me into and dusted my pants off. “Who denies travelers entry? That makes no sense unless they’re under quarantine! That’s the whole reason that most enclaves have a separate cavern for suspicious travelers, so that they aren’t locked out in the elements if there’s a blizzard. In fact, it makes me worried that they may have killed someone by their lack of courtesy!”


Erland was quietly glowering at the two men, looking far more lethal than I would have expected from such a mild-mannered man. I suddenly was reminded of his heritage when I saw his muscles begin to stretch the shoulders of his coat.


Blinking, I realized that he’d been hiding his natural strength by shifting his form into one that was more slender, just like he’d made himself shorter when we first spoke. He was trying to seem less intimidating, but this is more along the lines of his natural shape. I’ll have to keep that in mind. Just because he’s nice doesn’t mean he’s not powerful or potentially dangerous.


“We’ll come back later,” he murmured before placing a hand on my lower back and gently directing me away from the gate.


“But we need to get in there!” I whispered back.


“I know. We’ll come back. Probably not from this direction, though.” He was quiet until we were well out of sight of the guards. Then, Erland stopped and let out a whistle, our signal for when we needed to speak to the crow.


“In. Go in!” he cawed.


“We can’t,” Erland replied with a cross expression. “They won’t let us. Is there something you forgot to mention? Maybe about the people of the enclave?”


Crows, apparently, can blush. I’d never seen it before and I hope to never see it again. It is a wholly unpleasant sight and one that makes you feel awkward for the poor creature.


Instead of trying to speak aloud again, the crow used the language of the land. “Strange, formal, stuffy. Servants odd. People, too, some of them. Princess sent for husband. Most upset by servants. Too formal. Too stiff. Princess clever. Found husband, doesn’t care about servants. He speaks when she doesn’t. Servants think they rule. Land says no!” The last word was screeched at us instead of just spoken.


I worried my lips as I considered what he wasn’t able to articulate. Crows are animals. They are smart but not always intelligent and are generally ruled by base instincts. Complex ideas like politics are beyond them. The little he’d been able to understand painted a grim picture, however.


“Do you know a quiet way in? Through the back, perhaps?” I asked the bird.


“Yes. Mate stay with Princess. Secret way. Wait for dark!”


Erland seemed to be considering what he was saying before nodding. “It appears we have a few hours to wait. Let’s get some rest.”


I shrugged and began to prepare the area, only just hearing his murmured, “I’ve always wanted to break into an enclave,” before he began to prepare a late lunch.


It seemed that Erland had a bit of rebellion hidden under his respectful conduct. I just smiled and kept going. It wouldn’t do to let him know I’d caught his comment. Or that I felt the same way.


But is it really breaking in if you’re the queen?
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We were already dressed in fairly dark clothes, so we didn’t have to change, which was nice. Changing in the snow with a member of the opposite sex and nothing to hide behind isn’t something you really want to experience. It had been easier when we were on the move. We’d both change when I went out hunting. I wasn’t about to do so when we were both just standing around in the snow and waiting for night to fall.


The crow was true to his word and directed us, with more than a little trouble, to a small break in the mountain. Black feathers don’t show up well at night and he lost us once or twice. Plus, the cave wasn’t as large as a traditional entrance and was hidden quite well. I suspected that it was a secret escape tunnel, something that was confirmed for me when I discovered that it led directly into the private chambers of the leader of the enclave.


In centuries past, before the first Snow Queen united the people, Wraiths were at war with not only the creatures of the Deep North but also one another. They argued over everything. At that time, it wasn’t unusual to have wandering tribes attack enclaves. Many of the enclaves created secret exits for the people and the rulers to use in situations like that. Not all the tribes were honorable, after all, and a home is much less precious than a life. Few people needed the passages anymore but apparently, the crows still used them as a way to meet. I’d never thought that birds could be star-crossed lovers, but they were if their enthusiastic reunion was anything to judge by. We got them settled down pretty quickly, though.


Sneaking up the back stairs with a crow on each shoulder was quite the experience, but at least they were quiet. Judging by the lack of sound, the whole enclave was well asleep and we didn’t need a couple of amorous crows waking them up. The walls weren’t asleep, though.


At some point in time, an enchanter or sorcerer had visited the enclave and went about covering the palace walls with stunning murals. They were all scenes of summertime in the lower areas of the continent, places where it meant more than long days and less snow. The murals were also capable of moving and, according to the crows, looked different at different times of day. Currently, the stairs were poised in the middle of a moonlit field where glowing horses frolicked in the grass and chased moon moths while stars fell in silver streaks above our heads.


It was a pleasant distraction from the dual terrors of my finding Kai in bed with his new wife or not finding Kai at all. Either way, I wasn’t going to be overly pleased at the end of our escapade. I would be asking who’d painted the stairs though. I wanted to commission something if they were still alive. The Palace wasn’t half so interesting to walk through and I’d only seen a secret passage that no one really remembered was there!


Erland grabbed my hand and squeezed it to get my attention, then gestured for the door we’d stopped in front of. He pointed at himself and then the panel before pushing me gently behind him. I nodded and put a hand lightly on his back to let him know where I was as he opened the door. If there was a problem, he’d be able to move easily but he’d also know where I physically was before he began to fight.


The door slid open on well-greased hinges, revealing a gently lit bedroom with two beds in it. That made me hesitate, wondering if we’d entered the wrong room. The crows flew to an ivory perch in one corner, looking quite comfortable and reassuring me that we’d arrived.


One of the beds, and one whole side of the room, was awash in white and silver. The woman sleeping in that bed was gorgeous, her sapphire blue skin and ebony hair standing out against the faintly glowing sheets. I was a bit jealous of her hair, actually. Seeing someone capable of sleeping without their hair staging a revolt in the middle of the night made me painfully aware that mine was always a wild mess, no matter what I did. My mother said it was because I was an unruly child. My father heartily agreed but said that was his favorite part about me.


I shook my head, pushing the thoughts away and looked away from the woman with the perfect hair. The other bed, and side of the room, was a brilliant crimson. In it lay a man that looked to be made of smoke. His skin was a the gray-blue of someone who had spent quite a bit of time outdoors and his hair was a rich charcoal, dusted with streaks of aqua and silver.


I sucked in a sharp breath as I looked at him. “Kai?”


The man’s eyes opened suddenly and I knew I was wrong. Kai’s eyes were navy blue. This man’s eyes were steel gray.


And then things got a bit hectic. I found myself with a knife at my throat while Erland suddenly appeared, holding a knife to the mystery man’s throat.


“Drop it or I slit her throat,” the man growled, sounding more like a dragon than Erland ever had.


“Look down,” my guard responded in a light tone. The man did so and finally noticed the very sharp blade I had poised next to his stomach. Erland continued when it appeared the man was beginning to realize the danger he was in. “Before you try to claim that you would survive a stomach wound, know that I’ve seen this woman field dress an elk in less time than it took for her to kill it. It would take a long time for you to die, it would be excruciating, and it would be shameful. Now, why don’t we all relax just slightly and discuss why we’re here.”


The man’s eyes tightened just slightly before he pulled his knife back about an inch.


“Good. Now, you have questions?”


“You could say that,” he rumbled, his voice low and gravelly. “Who are you and what are you doing in our bedroom?”


I grimaced. “Sorry about that. We tried to come in the front earlier but the guards threw us out. Literally. They picked me up and threw me out into the snow. Which was odd, since I didn’t even get a chance to tell them my name or why I was there.”


His lips pulled down slightly, but he said nothing, clearly waiting for more of my story before he responded. Smart man, waiting for the whole picture before blustering.


“We were looking for an old friend of mine, named Kai. A crow said that you might be him. You look very similar, actually. I’m sorry for breaking into your home and startling you, but between the way that the soldiers were acting and the thought that you might be him… we decided to take a chance and break-in.”


A calm, husky voice cut in just then, causing all of us to jump a bit. “It’s not just the soldiers.”


“What?” I turned quickly and saw that the princess was awake and looking by far the calmest of all of us.


“It’s more than just the soldiers acting that way. It’s all of the servants. I’m not sure why but they’ve changed from who they were when my mother ruled. They were kind people then, ones who didn’t care about what people thought.” Her voice trailed off and she looked to be on the verge of tears.


“Ylva,” the man in front of me began. “We’ll figure this out.”


I frowned. “How long has this been going on?”


He glanced at his wife before looking back at me. “Since the Queen was here last. Nearly ten years ago.”
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Waynoka Ylva of the Summer Sun was a wonderful ruler. She was kind, considerate, intelligent, and prone to listening before she acted. Her people had despaired of her ever marrying for that reason alone. She didn’t want to marry just anyone. She wanted someone who would be her equal in all things while not attempting to usurp her power.


After years of being presented with horrible choices for husbands, she declared that anyone who wanted to marry her only had to come and speak with her. It was about that time that Aiyana visited and many of the people in the enclave began to act oddly. Their cold behavior and sudden penchant for formality unnerved the normally laid back men of the Summer Enclave. By the time they made it through the palace and stood before Ylva, they were too nervous to speak.


Minninnewah Rangvald was not like the other men. He was from Summer but traded off his time, living in the mountain and traveling to the forester villages in that area. He hadn’t applied for the right to marry Ylva because he thought he was probably too chatty for the quiet woman. When he heard how long she’d been searching for a husband, he decided that there was a problem and he was going to visit, if only to try and fix it for her. He found love instead. She wasn’t put off by his more chatty and opinionated nature and he didn’t mind her reserve.


“That’s when things started to get bad, though,” Rangvald told us. He’d joined his wife on her bed while I sat on his bed and Erland stood against the wall, keeping an eye on the doors, both the main one and the hidden one that we’d come through.


“What happened?” I asked since they didn’t seem to want to continue.


Ylva grimaced. “It started as soon as we finished our wedding ceremony.”


“Before,” Rangvald interrupted. “Remember how few regular citizens attended?”


She nodded and then explained. “Our wedding was supposed to be open to everyone. That’s just how our family has always done things. We rule because we are serving the enclave. They are family to us, just as we are to them.”


“Which is why it was odd when the only people there were servants and soldiers,” he continued for her. “Even my family wasn’t allowed in. We didn’t notice at first. When it came time to greet everyone and head to the celebration meal, we turned and discovered that something had gone wrong. They didn’t just refuse to let anyone else come, they also turned us into hostages in our own home. Honestly, I’m surprised we were even allowed to get married.”


Ylva bit her lip before looking at her husband. “I think it’s because they wanted a viable reason to isolate us. No one thinks much of newly-weds disappearing for a few weeks.”


He nodded before continuing. “We’ve been trapped in the palace ever since. All audience requests are denied. No one besides the servants is able to come or go from the palace. Even the priest is stuck here. And they’ve started implementing some absurd rules.”


I frowned and glanced around the room before looking back at the couple. “I’m guessing that’s the reason behind the odd color scheme and separate beds?”


Ylva blushed and Rangvald grimaced. “Yes. They insisted,” he said. “Apparently, it would be unseemly for one such as me to soil their precious princess but it would also be odd for us to not share a room. I don’t even know where they found these beds, but they make it impossible for two people of the opposite sex to… consummate a relationship. And they watch us like hawks whenever we leave.”


Erland started laughing, making everyone turn to glare at him. “I-I’m sorry! I’m not laughing at you. Their logic is absurd!”


“It is, but surprisingly well-planned out. They have us nicely corralled. And we can’t just abandon them to whatever this is. We’ve both been sneaking out at night to see about helping keep things running with the rest of the town. Some of them have been affected as well, but not many. It seems that whatever is wrong is pretty much contained to just the servants and the soldiers.”


I pondered what they’d told me wondering what to do. They clearly needed help but I wasn’t sure how to go about aiding them. They didn’t want their servants hurt, clearly believing that something else was at work. I didn’t blame them. People don’t just change overnight for no reason.


“Who are you?” Rangvald’s voice cut through my thoughts.


I blinked, realizing suddenly that I hadn’t introduced myself.


“Oh, sorry. I’m Chilam Gerda of the Frozen Palace. I came to look for Kai, but also to tell you that Aiyana is dead.”


When I’d said my name, Ylva grew pale. She knew who I was. Anyone in leadership and past a certain age would. I was the one that was whispered about just before Aiyana took over. It was part of the reason why she’d tried so hard to get rid of me and why the rebellion had brought me in at the end. I’d been the best choice for an heir. Grandmother had simply never been given the chance to change anything.


Not that she’d really tried. I could count on one hand the number of times we’d been around each other. She’d been a good ruler but a cold relative. The few times I’d seen her, she’d been harsh and rather critical of everyone around her. Her granddaughters most of all. Still, she technically couldn’t declare someone heir until they had been gifted their second name. At that point, it was acknowledged that they were leaving childhood and capable of ruling, if the worst should happen. I’d only just received my name when she died.


“The Queen, she’s dead? How?” the new prince asked, shock lacing his voice.


“I killed her. She was on her way to attack the Fey king again. The war is over and we now have a treaty with both the Fey and Alenia. Trade will resume officially after my coronation ceremony.”


“And your journey is to look for this Kai?”


I nodded. “Aponivi Kai of the White Bears. He disappeared about fifty years ago.”


Ylva froze when she heard his full name and then frowned. “You said that he looked like my Rang?” At my nod, she looked concerned. “I’d almost forgotten. She called him by his birth name, you see, not his gifted one. He came with her when she visited after my mother stepped down and I took her place. I’d almost forgotten him, but I thought Rang was him when we first met.”


Rangvald saw the confusion on my face and sighed. “Darling, slow down a bit; you’re confusing her. Why don’t I try?”


She snuggled into his side with a quiet, “Yes.”


“Just after Aiyana gained power, Ylva’s mother decided to step down. Her health wasn’t the best and she didn’t think that dealing with the new queen would improve it any. Ylva had been well trained,” he told us, making his wife blush again, “and took to the role with ease. It gained Aiyana’s attention and she came to visit, bringing a boy about the same age as me. He went by the name ‘Aponivi’ and spoke with very few people. The only reason I remember is because the few people who saw him remarked that we could have been twins. When I came to talk to Ylva about her marriage proposals, she looked like she’d seen a ghost. That’s actually what got us talking, the fact that I looked like someone else.”


Erland had moved closer to me as the story progressed and was directly behind me when they concluded. He was being very careful, not to appear to hold me up, but his presence was the only thing that gave me the courage to stay strong. Kai had been there and he’d been with my cousin. I’d always wondered…


Not the time, Gerda. Concentrate on what’s important. Like the servants. Why don’t you do something about that? I griped at myself. Then, I did what I should have done all along. I listened.


The mountain was much more docile than Spring or Forest. Less troubling things had happened. What it did tell me was that I should ask the crows for help.


So, I did.


“Brother and Sister Crow,” I began. “Will you help us? There is something wrong with the people here and the mountain thinks you can help. Will you?”


The birds puffed up their feathers, thrilled to be so well thought of, and cawed their agreement.


“Then we better start planning. I need to get to the fountain to make my announcement, after all. And I would hate if I made a big disruption.”


Ylva and Rangvald looked at each other before grinning. Something told me that they caught my meaning exactly.




Chapter 6: The Murder


We got very little sleep that night but we knew it would be worth it if we managed to fix whatever was broken.


Early that morning, Ylva and I went to her private bathing chamber and got ready for the day. It was the first time in a week that I was able to bathe properly and it felt heavenly to change out of my travel clothes and into something a little nicer. A lot nicer, actually. Ylva had wonderful taste in clothes and her choices were much more complimentary for my skin tone than Asta’s were. 


When we left the room, we were both dressed like we were heading to a formal hearing. Ylva’s dark blue dress had a high collar and a v-neck that just barely showed skin. It would have looked dowdy and overly practical if she hadn’t paired it with a gold chain belt, a gold and diamond circlet, and a few bangles on her wrists and ankles. My dress was a deep gray, with navy and silver embroidery on the skirt and a silver chain around my waist. It was just as practical as the other gown, both being easy to move in, lacking in extra frills and containing pockets, but it was also beautiful to look at.


At least, that’s what I figured, considering Erland’s slack mouthed expression when he saw me. He was as poised as could be when he saw Ylva. As soon as he saw me all dressed up, with my hair semi-tamed in a loose braid, he lost semblance of self-collection.


Then, he cleared his throat and was back to the man I’d first met. “Are we ready? You ladies look absolutely radiant.”


We nodded and allowed the men to escort us out of the bedroom and into battle. Well, not actual battle. But the servants were very quick to start fussing when they realized that their fortress had been penetrated by an unknown couple.


The noise continued to rise as we collected more and more of a following on the way to the throne room. Despite the fact that there was only one Queen, each of the enclaves were encouraged to maintain their traditional political systems and titles, as long as they didn’t compete with the actual Queen. Summer was the perfect example of how it worked. They’d been a tiny monarchy at one point in time. Because of that, they had a palace, complete with throne room where they heard cases, and the ruler was given the title of ‘Princess’ and her consort was always referred to as ‘Prince’. They would never become Queen or King and the title wasn’t always handed down through a family line, but it stayed the same, creating a solid tie to their past.


And I was never more grateful for that than when I saw the splendor of the throne room. It was a magnificent feast for the eyes, formed of various crystals so that it looked like it was made entirely of ice, it glittered in the reflected light of the torches and filled me with warmth as I felt the strong connection that the rulers of the enclave had with the land. It was suddenly very clear why the same family had been in power for so long.


I moved to the back wall while the servants continued to wander in. A slight movement drew my eyes toward the ceiling, where two crows unobtrusively sat on a crystal chandelier and watched the ever-growing assembly.


“I have an announcement to make. Is everyone assembled?” Ylva asked, her husky voice strong but quiet. It somehow cut through the rest of the conversations, though, and was immediately greeted with an affirmative. “Perfect. Then, it is my pleasure to introduce Chilam Gerda of the Frozen Palace, our new queen.”


The change was sudden and dramatic. Where they’d been content to make snide remarks about my pale skin and the fact that I’d clearly borrowed their mistress’ clothes before Ylva’s announcement, they’d suddenly stopped speaking completely. Their faces, once impassive, had gone hard as ice with anger. It took several moments for anyone else to speak, but when they did, it was about what we’d expected.


“How did she get in here?” the housekeeper asked, her face a rictus of disgust.

Ylva blinked languidly and shrugged. “Does it matter? She’s the new queen. She has every right to be here. We are her subjects, after all.”

That… didn’t settle the crowd at all. So, I decided to rile them some more by stepping up to speak.

“You all seem rather surprised. Why? Aiyana was certain to die at some point.”

A grumble worked through the servants. “We knew that woman had died. It was sooner than expected, but we’d been planning. You should have been dead already, though! You’re ruining everything!”

And that’s when a bit more of the situation became clearer.

“Ah. You wanted to put Ylva on the throne, didn’t you?”

“That’s Princess Ylva,” the housekeeper spit. “And, yes, if you must know. That is our plan. You threw a wrench in it for a moment but we can take care of you easily enough.”

And then they surged forward to attack me. Naturally, before I could even pull my knife, Erland was there to knock people back. He was doing his best not to hurt anyone, but he was drastically outnumbered and the people we were fighting didn’t have our same compunctions about causing injury. They were attacking him with a viciousness that reminded me of a pack of wild dogs.

The crows began to help at that point.

They’d never specifically told us what they intended, just that they might know how to help. I’d expected that they would go after people’s faces and slow them down a bit. I was completely stunned when they started pecking at peoples’ chests. It was even more of a surprise when more crows began to appear in the throne room and join the first two. Pretty soon, there were hundreds of birds in the flying around and every person was being attacked by at least two crows at a time!

Yet, for all of that, it was disturbing how few people tried to run. There were one or two that continued to try and attack us but Rangvald and Erland held them off well enough. Everyone else, though, seemed to go into a trance as soon as they were pecked on their chests. And the room was humming with a strange magic. It felt crisp and cold as a winter morning but much heavier.

After a few minutes, people began to drop to the ground, the space over their hearts a mangled patch of red. Whenever they fell, the crows would fly over to a spot near the front of the room and drop something on the ground. Pretty soon, there was a huge pile of what looked like glass.

Or mirror shards.

I was worried about that. It seemed like too much of a coincidence after what happened to Asta. I glanced up at the crows, where they roosted in the eaves of the room. But how did they know?
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It took nearly an hour for the last servant to be… treated by the crows. As soon as they finished, Ylva would rush over and make sure that there was no permanent damage done. Only one person had to be tended by a healer for serious injuries, and that was because he had 4 separate mirror shards embedded in his heart. He was also the Captain of the city guard.

Which explained quite a few things.

As we treated people, it soon became evident that they were back to their old selves. For one thing, they looked completely embarrassed over having their future queen tending their wounds after trying to kill her. For another, they only lightly bound their wounds and fixed their clothes. They wanted to make sure that a patch of red was showing, whether from bleeding through the bandage or from still being exposed. It was considered a badge of loyalty. Anyone who could easily show their injury was safe. They had been checked by the now revered crows. No one without that red badge of honor was allowed near the four of us.

The servants quickly put the room to rights, cleaning up the floor and giving the pile of glass wary glances while skirting around it.

A few servants went off to seek out anyone who’d been forgotten and drag them back to the throne room. It was actually quite a few people. At least 20 were rounded up and brought back to be attended to by the crows. All of them were relieved to be back to normal.

“It was like being in a fog,” one of the maids confided when we asked about it. “Nothing could touch you. There were almost no emotions. Just a general apathy and some anger. It wasn’t exactly comfortable, so we began to think up things that might reignite our thirst for life.”

“Yeah,” admitted a palace guard. “We tried everything, but nothing helped. Finally, someone hit on the idea that we should try and help you out, Princess. Except, whatever those pieces of glass are, it made everything twisted. We’ve always been loyal to you, but it suddenly became… obsessive. We thought that making you the next queen was the best choice.”

At that point, they all began to apologize, stumbling over one another in their haste. It took almost an hour to get any more information out of them and it wasn’t exactly helpful.

“Is there anyone else who might be affected?” Rangvald asked. He was still standing protectively by his wife and didn’t seem to fully trust the servants, but he was willing to hear them out.

The Captain of the guard grimaced and nodded. “The entire guard.” He winced as we all turned to him in shock. “As you might have gathered, I was the worst affected. That’s because Aiyana came to me first.”

I blinked. “Wait, you know what happened?”

He nodded and began to tell his tale. Apparently, whenever Aiyana visited, she would make a point of spending time with him. He didn’t want anything to do with the woman, despite her beauty, but he didn’t feel he could refuse the queen. Which made sense as it probably would have ended in trumped-up charges and a death sentence. He hadn’t been aware of the first shard being put in, only that something had changed. He felt exactly as the young maid had described, cold and apathetic. Aiyana told him about the glass in his heart fairly early on, though. She needed his help and she gave him more shards before convincing him to slowly change the guard so that they would be as cold as he was and loyal to her.

“What she didn’t realize was that even with a heart like a block of ice, our loyalty to our homes and ruler stayed the same. It wasn’t just at the root of our identities, something that’d be hard to change, it was also more logical. Our princess was kind, clever, and a wonderful ruler. Aiyana wasn’t. Now, I may not’ve liked her, but I decided that she had a pretty good plan. I modified it to make it easier to defend the Enclave. I slowly changed the guards until they were all like me. And every so often, Aiyana would add another shard to my own heart. She wasn’t sure that the first one had worked, apparently.”

“Then why are the servants affected? Was that you as well?” It was one thing I couldn’t make sense of.

“No, that was Aiyana too. She was putting the mirrors into them whenever she visited. Sometimes, she’d even have one of her emissaries do it for her when they came on business or to gather the taxes.”

I started to nod and then stopped. “Wait, taxes? What taxes?”

Ylva looked at me, her brows raised. “The goods she collected for the upkeep of the Queen’s Enclave and the army. You didn’t know?”

I shook my head, aghast at the idea. Taxes were all well and good for a country that used money on a regular basis but they made little sense for us. Wraiths tended to barter more than pay money. Because of how isolated each enclave and village was, they usually had a token system within the local politics and avoided money completely when trading between towns. I knew it was different elsewhere though. My father had taught me the basics of our politics and those of our Southern neighbors, in case I was ever sent as an ambassador.

For our neighbors, taxes were used to pay the army and for the upkeep of roads and the palace staff. Of course, for them, the cities weren’t so autonomous or difficult to reach. Our country didn’t allow for much in the way of roads, nor did we need them. Foresters made sure that pathways were kept clear of trees and the snow worked well enough when you had sleighs and required no upkeep. Each enclave was required to send tithes for the army when in times of war, but that was basically to continue to feed the troops that they’d sent to fight. Unless there was a severe shortage from one group, the food you sent went directly to the men from your enclave. 

The whole idea of taxes was preposterous.

“Don’t worry, that’s going to be gone soon enough,” I assured them, still glowering. “I probably won’t be able to repay you, seeing as how my predecessor was such a poor leader and did her best to cripple one of our top farming communities, but I won’t let it continue unless we need aid.”

That made everyone relax a bit more.

And then the captain spoke again. “Oh, but we need to deal with the others still.”

“Others? What others?” Rangvald asked in a menacing tone.

“The others in the mountain. The Queen, she was moving on to the upper class when she was here last.”

I looked at the others and grimaced. “Of course she was. Alright, someone open a door and I’ll see if I can get the crows to do the hunting for us.”
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It took the rest of the day to finish cleaning up the town. Apparently, Aiyana had finished corrupting the more respected members of the enclave and had begun branching out. Or, at least, her people had. Everyone from the butcher to the baker to the candlestick maker had found themselves twisted by her obsession with power. And that’s exactly what it had been.

Once she’d poisoned the Captain’s heart, she was very chatty about her reasons for doing so. She’d heard all about the wonderful rulers of the Summer Enclave. They were revered for not only their beauty but their balanced laws and commitment to both justice and mercy. It was always a difficult line to walk but they managed quite well most of the time. The family inspired strong loyalty. Aiyana wanted to turn the people away from them but knew that they’d be on guard for an attack against the Princess or anyone in her family. So, the young queen settled for attacking the people instead. What she hadn’t counted on was that a loss of emotion leaves cold logic in its place. They may not have been able to feel anything but they could still judge who would be a better ruler and who should have their loyalty.

The entire time he was explaining this, the sound of screams and the frightened calls of townsfolk rang through the streets. Just like in the throne room, though, it was never the people who’re being attacked. Only the bystanders were capable of feeling afraid. Those with mirrors in their hearts were oddly content to have birds fly at them and start pecking at their chests.

Who knew a murder of crows could be so helpful?

The first people to be fixed were the guards. They were also the worst off. At least one had to be treated by healers, as he was Aiyana’s backup in case the Captain failed. Once they had been fixed, the formerly afflicted spread out and tried to calm people down. Just like with the servants, any guard without a bloody chest was suspect until the crows had checked them. Several men began to gather up off duty guards and lead them to the town square, where at least five birds at a time were dropping off pieces of mirror.

That’s what ended up calming most of the citizens down. Well, that and seeing the men they’d known from childhood acting like their old selves again. More and more people began to work with the guards to gather friends and neighbors to be checked. A few were even dragged from their homes after having gone into hiding. By the time that the last citizen had been checked, an impromptu festival was in the works.

“I better get out there,” I remarked as the last of the glass was dropped into a pile in the center of the square. “This is probably the best time to make my announcement.”

Rangvald grunted before pushing his way through the crowd, Ylva contentedly following in his wake.

Erland had a peculiar expression on his face as we followed. “You know,” he began, “I wasn’t sure about them as a couple at first. It makes sense, though.”

“Oh?”

“Mmhmm. She’s always been in the public eye but hates the attention. He takes the attention and allows her to just do her job, without having to push too far out of her comfort zone.”

I grinned slightly. “Then they are well matched. A couple is composed of two unique individuals. Ideally, their quirks, faults, and talents should compliment each other, making them stronger together than apart. It inevitably leads to conflicts but also a more well-rounded relationship, as long as they learn to appreciate their differences rather than resent them.”

He glanced at me curiously. “Where did you learn that? From your Kai?”

I let a laugh burst out. “No. Kai wasn’t interested in marriage when I knew him. No, I was lucky enough to witness all my older brothers meet and marry their wives. It was a recurring theme with their relationships and I finally asked my mother about it. She said it was something that she and Father taught all their children as we entered into the age of courtship. It… struck me that the people who didn’t see marriage that way, the ones who went after people who were the most similar to them, tended to be the most unhappy.”

Erland just hummed in response, clearly thinking about what I’d said. He didn’t get a chance to respond, though. We’d already reached the fountain and I had a job to do.

And that was the point when I remembered why I disliked dresses. They tend to drag on the floor. I’m not the most energetic person but I went through much of my adolescence in communities that prized the ability to move over looking nice. So, I sighed and decided that looking a bit silly was better than wandering around the rest of the night with a wet hem smacking against my ankles. I still didn’t have shoes on, after all.

With Erland and the entire Summer Enclave looking on, I pulled the back part of my skirt between my legs and lifted it until I could tuck it into my belt. Then, I stepped into the decorative fountain, this one in the shape of the sun, and walked up the Eastern steps until I reached the platform at the top, ignoring the snickering that was coming from the crowd.

Then, with my head held high and my skirts still girded, I made the first of my announcements.

“Aiyana is dead!” Unlike in Forest or Spring, I knew that it wouldn’t be much a shock to anyone here. Summer had already learned that she was gone. Best continue then. Perhaps an abbreviated version, though. “I, Chilam Gerda of the Frozen Castle, claim the throne in her place. The war is over. Our ancient treaties with the Fey and our Alenian neighbors have been renewed. Now is a time to heal our land and our people.”

I paused for a breath but was interrupted before I could continue.

“What happened earlier? What was wrong with us?” someone called from the crowd, a call that was quickly picked up by the rest of the people.

I just sighed. “I was getting to that! It was discovered that Aiyana, in her jealousy, was attempting to turn your people against their rightful governor!” The gasps and angry words that erupted here were not unexpected. Instead, I let them continue for a bit. They had a lot of emotions that had been bottled up for a long time. They deserved to let them run loose for a bit. When it seemed to reach the height of its crescendo, I gestured for Ylva and Rangvald to join me. Seeing their rulers stand beside me instead of below me would help calm the crowd.

“Please! Listen to me!” I called, to no avail.

Luckily, Rangvald took over for me.

“Quiet!” he bellowed, bringing immediate silence. “You will listen to the new queen and hear what she has to say!”

I cleared my throat. “Yes. Thank you. As I was saying, we’ve discovered the cause and, with the help of these noble birds,” I explained with a gesture to the crows that still surrounded us, “we’ve been able to eliminate the problem.”

“What about the glass? What happens to that?” called out another voice.

I blinked and frowned. That… was something I hadn’t considered. Instead of saying anything, I decided to consult the mountain. It might have a better idea than I.

Burn it, the mountain whispered. I will take care of the rest.

I opened my eyes and cocked my head to one side. I’d never burned glass before but I was aware it could be done and it was best to trust the land to take care of the problem.

“We burn it. Your mountain has offered to handle the rest.”

Everything got a bit crazy from there. Faster than I thought possible, a bonfire had been set and the mirror shards were being burned. They started to pop and sizzle as magic gathered and the fire heated to far greater temperatures than it had any right to. Then they started to lose their sharp edges. It took me far longer than it should have to realize that the land had been borrowing magic from me to make it happen. Not that I was upset. Instead, I allowed more to flow through me and feed the fire. Then, when the pile had been turned into a lump of molten glass, the ground opened and swallowed it whole.

The people started cheering and carrying on while I monitored the process. It seemed that the fire helped to cleanse the already damaged enchantments and the mirror shards were powerless. Still, the mountain was unhappy with them and worked at turning them back into sand. When the final grain had been ground down to nothing and spread throughout the soil, I felt the last of my tension slip away.

Well, at least until I looked up and saw the full-blown festival that had appeared while I was distracted. Just like in Forest, my announcements had been met with a party. Unlike in Forest, they had a better reason than just the death of a tyrant: they were getting their friends and family back.

And they were considering the crows to be their heroes.

They did deserve the praise. After all, it was the murder that saved them from a slow death.




Chapter 7: The Holdup


I wanted to leave early the next morning, hopefully with a minimum of fuss, but our hosts wouldn’t hear of it. They were insistent that we rest for a while before being sent off in style. Naturally, I was overruled, finally giving in and agreeing to stay for another week or two. According to Rangvald, they needed help getting everyone settled again. I didn’t believe that for a moment, not when there was a party every night for a week following the crow attack. People began sewing red patches over their hearts that resembled the mirror shards. A remembrance, they told me. Also, the words ‘Snow Queen’ were being thrown around a bit too frequently, usually in reference to me, for my ease of mind. Particularly since it was the servants saying it, not Ylva or Rangvald.


For some reason, it seemed easier to deal with the leaders addressing me with respect than the people. I wasn’t sure why, though. Maybe it’s because the village leaders were always so polite to my parents and me but the people only acted nice when someone really deserved it.


“You’re different than I thought you’d be,” the princess said, ending my silent contemplation.


I blinked. “What do you mean?”


She smiled at me. “Well, there were quite a few different reports. Most people agreed you were a sweet child, but naive and a bit stupid. As you grew older, most said you were untamed and more vicious than any wild dog. And your cousin always seemed to combine the two opinions. She liked to say that you’d make a good pet if only you weren’t so ugly. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to expect but it wasn’t a strong, intelligent young woman with the heart of a warrior. You’ve impressed me.”


“Well, you may be the only one. I’m pretty sure I’ve disappointed everyone else.” I sighed and looked out the window at the enclave, mostly to avoid a continuance of the discussion. It isn’t easy to hear what people really think about you. Still, her words gave me plenty to think about, particularly when it came to my introductions to other enclaves. I had a feeling that I was going to have quite the battle, getting them to take me seriously.


Ylva, generously, let me enjoy the silence.


The town was actually quite pretty. I hadn’t had much of a chance to notice before, but it was much different from the other enclaves I’d visited. It wasn’t sparse in its design like Forest. Nor was it overwhelmed with green and growing things like Spring. The architecture was much more decorative than any of the places I’d visited as a little girl, if a bit more specific in their design choices. Almost every home had a sun on it. Some had arched doorways that were carved to look like a sun, others had murals of the sun, and still others used iron to create a stylized sun that was then hung over their windows or worked into a balcony railing. Being so far up allowed me to see that even the streets were set up to resemble a sun!


“Why the suns?” I asked, distractedly.


Ylva, who had been packing up some special furs for my journey North, walked over and looked out at her home. “A long time ago, when the first Snow Queen was fighting the creatures of the Deep North, a man came to our land. He was large and bright and favored by the Sun. His skin and hair and eyes were the color of the finest gold but he could not change his shape as the children of the snow could.”


I smiled at the familiar story. It was about one of my ancestors, the man responsible for the gold eyes that ran in our family. It was odd to hear it from another perspective, though. It was less… personal than I was used to.


“Many know of how the man came to meet and marry the Snow Queen. They know the glory of his battles and the strength of his love for our most esteemed ruler. Few know of his exploits before he met. The first enclave he came to was Summer. It was called Night at the time, for it was always surrounded by darkness and death. For some reason, the worst and most dangerous creatures of the Deep North were drawn to Night. They would constantly surround it and many lives were lost protecting the people of the mountain.


“The man of gold came to see where these creatures were from, to stop them from attacking his homeland and his people. As he tracked them, he found Night and saw it in a terrible position. The men had died. The women fought and bled and fled. The children were ripped to shreds or hidden deep in the rocks, listening to the horrors unfold above them. The man saw this and ran into the battle. He loosed a golden magic within these walls that destroyed every last creature and created a barrier that prevented them from ever returning.


“When he learned that we called the place ‘Night’, he told us that we should change it. That night had passed and the sun had come to us again. We named the enclave summer, after the time when day lasts and night is nothing more than a dream. The man left that day and when he returned, he was the beloved of our Queen, but we remember him as the one who brought the sun.”


I looked down on the enclave again and was amazed. My great-great-great-grandfather was a strong and well-known man, one of the few outsiders to truly appreciate and be accepted by our people. For the first time, though, I was seeing how kind he was. He’d helped protect everyone he could and left a quiet legacy that had transformed an entire mountain, not to mention our people! And yet, none of us knew his name. It was lost to history.


Ylva wasn’t finished speaking, though, and her thoughts must have echoed mine. “You must be cautious,” she said, turning to stare me in the eyes. “A great man will help without the need for glory. He will save without leaving a name because he doesn’t care about being loved by the people. But, not all who love obscurity are good. Some crave the shadows so that they can have greater control of others.”


I could feel my jaw tighten as I struggled not to react. “I don’t know what you mean.”


The Princess smiled sadly. “You do. You just don’t want to admit it yet. Your ancestor married a brave and noble man. He was part of the reason that she became so great. He supported her so that she could fly. You will do great things, my Queen. Greater than she ever did because you fight a ghost and a memory. Flesh and blood are much simpler to fend off or defeat completely.”


Erland chose that moment to walk in and look at me beseechingly. “Please make them stop. They keep asking me about you and I don’t know what to tell them. Also, they keep calling you the ‘Snow Queen.’ I thought that was your grandmother or something. Why are they calling you that?”


Ylva and one of the maids that were in the room with us blinked before looking at him in concern.


“You are a Wraith, aren’t you?” the maid asked cautiously. In her defense, Erland had hidden his horns before we snuck into the enclave. He thought they’d look conspicuous, although his skin was pretty distinctive. Hiding his heritage apparently wasn’t helping him anymore, so he let them come back out and dealt with the maid’s sharp intake of air.


“I’m half but I was raised with my father’s people and some things just get forgotten when you are trying to explain an entire culture. Mother must have overlooked it. So? Anyone want to fill me in?” he asked with a smirk and a pointed look in my direction.


I grimaced. “It’s an old title that was originally given to my ancestor when she raised the glacier wall to block the Deep North and then united the tribes into one people. It’s traditional to give the title to an exceptional ruler who takes care of the people and the land equally.”


Ylva coughed politely to spur me on and then rolled her eyes when I refused to continue. “She’s making light of it. It is actually a title given to those who champion both the people and the land. And your charge is quickly on her way to earning the title.”


“Ha! Hardly. I’m just bringing things back to where they belong, not creating a new normal.”


Judging by the three very exasperated glares, none of them agreed.


They’ll see, soon enough. I’ve done little more than any ruler should. I’m not my ancestor; I’m sure I’ll have a quiet rule once this Coronation Journey is over.


It’s frustrating when you can’t even convince yourself that you’re not lying.
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We finally got back to our journey about mid-afternoon, this time heading toward the Wall. Ylva had scoured her old records and discovered a mention of Kai going North with Aiyana when she went to inspect the border.


She also left me with a warning.


“There was a man here recently. The servants told me just before we came down. Apparently, he was stirring things up a few weeks ago. We’d had a few soldiers return with news of your ascension but he was spreading all sorts of tales about you. That’s why you weren’t even allowed inside the enclave. Be careful. You don’t know how many others he may have influenced.”


I’d thanked her but chosen not to mention it to Erland immediately. He wasn’t going to be thrilled about it, the news or my choice to keep it from him. Still, I wasn’t sure what it meant yet, so there wasn’t much of a reason to rile him up early.


After all, it was going to be a long journey and, unfortunately, we weren’t traveling as lightly as I’d hoped.


“This is ridiculous,” I complained.


“Shiny!” the crow croaked. He’d decided to come with us a little ways. I had no idea why, but I suspected it was because of the obnoxiously fancy carriage we were in. In addition to giving us new clothes–and boots for me–we were graced with the presence of the crow for the first day and an overly helpful driver and gaudy transport for the rest of our travels.


“Who makes a carriage out of gold?”


Erland snorted. “Dragons, actually. They’re notorious for it. Although, the ability to turn it into a sleigh is a nice touch. The runners are definitely more effective once you get outside. I’ll have to tell my father about this so he can try it in the sand. It might make things easier for our merchants.”


I turned to him and lifted a single brow. “Seriously? Your people would do something so frivolous? I mean, it’s really heavy and very soft, not to mention conducting heat. Why would you want to ride in something like that in the desert?”


He shrugged. “It gets cold there at night. Nearly freezing. A golden coach might work well when traveling at night. It would take fewer torches to see, since they’d reflect off the metal. And dragons can be extremely foolish about hoarding shiny things. Mother never really understood it. I sort of do.”


“Really? Why do they do it then?”


“Well,” he began slowly. “For starters, we have a strong urge to protect things that we value. That means that we are a bit intense about our family and friends. For many, hoarding wealth is a way of protecting them. You are prepared to get whatever they want or need. For others, things replace people. They value the tangible over that which is much harder to define.” He paused again. “And, of course, there’s the fact that we just like looking at shiny things.”


I started giggling. “What, like a crow?”


Erland scoffed. “No offense to our fine feathered friend, but no. Dragons are nothing like birds. More like cats, really. We aren’t cold-blooded, despite our scales, and used to actually have fur. That was before the curse exiled us to the desert.” A shadow seemed to pass over his eyes before disappearing again. “We like to lay in the sun and are very playful at times, but also consummate predators. Our attention wanes as quickly as a human’s does and we can be quite fickle at times. Also, we have to be careful about mint.”


I blinked. “Mint?”


He nodded. “Didn’t you know? Makes us rather frisky, same as cats.” I wanted to call him out on the lie, but the twinkle in his eye didn’t necessarily mean that he was jesting. He might be telling the absolute truth and enjoying watching how I’d react.


So, naturally, I chose not to react. Take that!


Instead, I turned back to the original purpose of the conversation. “And why did they have to send us with so many things? Simply refilling our food bag would have been enough. We didn’t need to cover the roof of this dratted vehicle with packages!”


Erland just smiled and shook his head before looking out the window again and leaving me to grumble in peace.


The crow left us the following day, heading back to his nest and mate while wishing us well. I had to admit to myself that I was going to miss the creature but I knew it was for the best. Besides, I had a feeling that the sun images of Summer were going to be joined by crows very soon.


If I thought that traveling by carriage would be faster or more interesting, I was wrong. The path we were on was flat, straight, and utterly boring. We didn’t even have the activity of walking to keep our minds off of things. I felt like I was going to go crazy. The only good thing that came from our cramped accommodations was that Erland was just as antsy as I was. Whenever we stopped, he would work with me on self-defense techniques. I knew how to hunt and defend myself from animals. People, not so much.


That was also when I realized that he wasn’t as perfect as I thought. In addition to having issues sitting still for more than a few minutes at a time–fidgeting to the point of driving me mad–he was almost too kind while teaching me how to fight and didn’t want to push me as hard as he should have. I had a feeling it was a combination of his not wanting to hurt me and worrying that his more aggressive tendencies would appear if he wasn’t cautious. And the man could be very aggressive when he wanted to be. He and the driver had a disagreement that ended with a fistfight in the snow, a bloody nose, and the two of them becoming fast friends. I was used to that, with my brothers, so I let it go.


Either way, it was incredibly frustrating and also a bit funny, watching him choke down his complaints when I didn’t move fast enough.


We followed that pattern from the very first day and it was a week later when something finally changed. There was a shout and the carriage started rushing forward at breakneck speeds. A yell and thump came from the direction of the driver as our mad dash was slowed before being completely halted.


I looked over at Erland, who had pulled his knife and was facing the door, ready for anything. I, myself, was also holding a knife, so he wasn’t alone.


“Get a lot of bandits up here?” he asked casually, his voice pitched low.


“Not usually, no. The foresters tend to police the open areas.” I grimaced. “Then again, considering who was in charge…”


He nodded and shifted his grip slightly, making sure he wasn’t holding on too tight. You didn’t want to lose blood flow to your fingers when you were planning on moving quickly. It just made you clumsy and dead. We were ready to go out fighting as soon as the door was opened.


Until they started talking.


“We’ve got your driver right here! If you come out and play nice, he’ll live to see tomorrow!” called a rather melodic woman’s voice.


Erland and I glanced at one another. Neither of us wanted the man hurt. He was an innocent, a solider without a family who’d only just been released from an emotionless existence! He didn’t deserve to die like that.


“I’m fine! They only shot me in the shoulder,” he called out, voice tight, probably from fighting off the pain.


I sighed and sheathed my knife. “No need to make things worse. You can eat them if it becomes too much of a bother,” I offered my bodyguard when he glared at me.


His scrunched up look of disgust was worth the ridiculous comment. “Don’t be ridiculous! They probably taste horrible and no amount of cooking would fix it.” Then, he turned to the door and shouted, “We’re coming out!”


After hiding his knife again–where, I have no idea and don’t want to know–Erland carefully opened the door and stepped out, his hands held high to show he wasn’t holding a weapon. I followed a moment later and stood next to him as we were grabbed and pulled away from the gaudy contraption we’d been riding in.


“Well, well, well. And who might you lovelies be?” asked a woman who looked much younger than she should. Because of my habit of listening to the land, I was more aware of people’s ages than most. I could sort of… feel how old someone was. This woman looked like she was in her prime when she was actually old enough to be a grandmother. Her vibrant blue skin showed that she didn’t go out in the sun much, or she had a greater control of her shifting than most people. Her hair was black as the winter sky and nearly reached her feet. The revealing clothes she wore were completely inappropriate for the weather but showed off her ample curves in a way that was sure to distract most men.


That wasn’t what drew my attention the most, though. No, her eyes were her most arresting feature. They were a brilliant green, like a leaf in one of Asta’s many gardens. Green was an unusual eye color and almost universally meant that she’d attained complete control of her shifting. It also meant she was a Seer.
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It’s generally not advisable to go up against a Seer. Most of them are old and they tend to be the advisors or leaders of their communities. The ones that are still physically active can be frustrating to deal with. One of the greatest warriors in our history gained his sight earlier than normal and was a horror to fight against. It’s said that he was always one move ahead and would often toy with people if he thought that they were annoying.


Facing off against a bandit who was a Seer didn’t seem like a fun experience. At all.


“Oh! You’re here, just like that man said. Thank you so much for bringing us such a wonderful prize!” she continued, unaware of my thoughts. “I’ve always wanted to give my daughter everything she deserved. A golden carriage is a good start, don’t you think Bodil?” The bandit leader turned to look at the only other woman in the group.


Bodil was everything her mother was not. She was a tall, active woman with defined, lean muscles which showed even though her winter clothes. Her skin was a light gray, set off by the bright red scarf she wore around her neck and hair. Their faces were similar, although Bodil didn’t pout like her mother did; instead, she scowled. Also, she was tattooed with glowing blue swirls that were traditionally worn by only those who’d killed a certain number of creatures from beyond the Wall.


“Yay,” Bodil drawled, looking at the monstrosity behind us. “Who makes a carriage out of gold?”


“Thank you! That’s what I’ve been saying for over a week!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands up and completely forgetting the tenuous situation we were in. At least until Erland growled at me. Bodil seemed to approve, though.


“I think it’s lovely and just what we need,” Bodil’s mother interjected. “Don’t you boys? We just have to deal with the pesky owners first.”


I fought back a groan as the other bandits began to pull back their bows. This is not my day!


Suddenly, the woman spoke again. “Wait! She’s wearing a beautiful coat. Perhaps we should have her change first so that it doesn’t get bloody. She looks to be about the same size as Bodil.”


Instead of fighting, I rolled my eyes and shrugged the coat off. I’d only worn it because it was comfy to sleep in. The thing was softer than a fresh snowfall and twice as fluffy but much warmer than I was used to. The rest of the wardrobe that had been sent with me was still packed on the roof. Luckily, I’d changed back into my travel clothes as soon as we’d stopped that first night so I wasn’t arguing with a fancy skirt while being held up.


And, apparently, my clothes meant something to the robber maiden. As soon as she saw them, her eyes flashed with recognition and she frowned.


“Maybe we should talk to them before killing them,” she suggested as the men prepared to shoot us again. “They’re… odd.”


“Nonsense! They’re just like every other idiot we’ve robbed over the years. Ready!” the leader called, making all the men draw their bowstrings back and hold them at the ready. Beside me, Erland began to tremble slightly. While the smirk on the leader’s pretty face said that she thought it was from fear, I knew that he was getting ready to take his dragon form. I hadn’t seen it yet, but I had a bad feeling that I should prepare to get out of the way. Dragons were said to be massive and I didn’t want him to accidentally squish me.


“Aim!” she continued, unaware of the danger we were all in. “And f–“


She never finished saying ‘fire’, but it wasn’t Erland who saved us. She stopped speaking because she was tackled by her daughter and her head was slammed into the snow. At that point, we were forced to watch the most awkward fight we’d ever seen. Well, that I’d ever seen. I couldn’t speak for my guard.


“Stop it, Mom!” Bodil yelled.


“You ungrateful wretch! I gave birth to you and you think you can do this to me? Ow! Stop biting my ear!”


“I want to keep them! They’re interesting!”


“Well, why didn’t you say so sooner?”


It went on like that for a while, with each sentence screamed at a high pitch and decibel. The men still watched us carefully but they were far too at ease with seeing their leader and her daughter wrestle in the snow for it to be anything other than a common situation.


After several long minutes of fighting, they finally separated and went in opposite directions. Bodil called for a man named Halvard to bring the driver and stomped to the carriage.


“Get in,” she growled while pulling a knife large enough to be a small sword. “And no nonsense or I’ll see how much fun it is to tickle your throat with my little knife.” Her smile showed that she enjoyed people arguing with her word choice and it melted a bit as we both shrugged instead of commenting. We silently obeyed her orders and helped our former driver into the carriage before getting in ourselves. A moment later, we were joined by Bodil, who shut the door and tossed my coat over the injured man.


“Now, what are you three doing out this way? I’m pretty sure that you aren’t the normal wealthy idiots who would be driving this sort of rig around in the middle of nowhere.”


I blinked before pursing my lips to avoid smiling. Erland snorted and settled back into his seat as the carriage began to move again. Only the injured driver got upset with her comment.


“It is not for wealthy idiots! It’s a special gift for the first Snow Queen and has been kept carefully maintained until the newest Snow Queen required it!”


Huh. Suddenly, this all makes a lot more sense. I was wondering why they were so insistent I take this thing. They must have made it for my great-great-great-grandmother and she decided it was too gaudy to bring with her.


“The Snow Queen? Please! That woman no more deserves the title than a tusked wolf does!” Bodil spat back.


The driver clearly wasn’t amused. “Not her you idiot. Didn’t you hear? The brat is dead. I’m talking about our new queen.”


Silence reigned for a precious few moments before it was broken by the inevitable question. “What?”


I sighed. “Aiyana is dead. She died about four months ago.” Then I closed my mouth and refused to say more. I had a feeling that telling them my name would have been a very bad idea.


Not that I needed to. Bodil had plenty to say, most of it involving a bloodthirsty mix of happiness that my cousin was dead and regret that she hadn’t been the one to do the deed. At that point, I expected her to celebrate. Everyone else had. What I found odd, though, was that she never asked about the new queen. Not that I wasn’t a bit grateful, it saved me the trouble of avoiding the question, but I was also confused by it. Usually, you would want to know who was taking over. So, why doesn’t she?


“Why did you save us?” Erland asked, interrupting her vivid description of feeding Aiyana’s body to the creatures past the Wall.


Bodil shrugged before lying, and poorly at that. Her voice changed and she refused to look at us, also developing a nervous twitch. She was probably a great warrior but a terrible card player. “Don’t know. You’re interesting. There’s hardly anything interesting up here anymore. Now settle in. It’s going to be a long trip, what with the weight of this rig.”


And with that, she settled back into her seat and closed her eyes. The conversation was over and our new lives as captives had begun.




Chapter 8: Autumn

We were stuck in that obnoxious carriage for a week and a half. We were allowed to leave it for short breaks so that we wouldn’t start using it as a latrine, but other than that, we were in there all day, every day. The one concession they made was allowing us out to see the first sunrise of the year. Even if we were prisoners, they agreed that we deserved to see the sun after more than two months of complete darkness. Then they shut us back in our box.

Considering how active Erland and I both were, it was nearly torture to be stuck in a box for more than a week. On the upside, we got along pretty well and developed a whole group of exercises and stretches for close quarters. Bodil was in and out quite a bit during that time. She seemed to get uncomfortable if she was cooped up for too long so she would alternate riding with us, riding with the others, and riding on the roof.

I’d never been more jealous of someone in my life and if I never had to see a carriage again, it would be too soon.

In between experimenting with doing pushups between the benches, Erland and I alternated keeping the driver’s wound clean and cared for. He slept most of the time, which we suspected had more to do with his heart than his arrow wound. He’d still been recovering from the effects of the mirror when we’d been attacked and the shock probably hadn’t been good for his heart.

Erland was, once again, a great help to me. He was quiet when I needed to think and gregarious when I needed to be pulled out of my head. He was quickly becoming one of my favorite people, actually. Part of that had to do with his flaws. While Erland was generally quite kind and gentle, he was also possessive and could be domineering at the oddest times. I never knew when he was going to suddenly demand attention or insert himself into a situation.

Also, him being cooped up for a long time reminded me of a child hyped up on sugar. The boy could not sit still. It probably made things worse that he knew he could easily escape. Holding yourself back from doing something easy is like trying to walk in slow motion; painful, stressful, and a lot harder than you thought it’d be.

What should have made me incredibly annoyed, though, made me feel safe instead. He wasn’t hiding who he was. There was no pretense, just honesty in our relationship and that was something that Wraiths longed for and held in high regard. When you are able to change how you look at will, you value transparency. It was one of the reasons that few ever attempted to change the way their faces looked. Yes, it was a power drain, but it also went against our desire to be known. Only a few people ever used their innate magic that way and they rarely did it for long.

By the time we reached our destination, I felt like I’d known him for years instead of a couple of months.

Having to snuggle together when the weather got too cold probably didn’t help me maintain my distance from him, I admitted to myself. It feels odd, though. I’m rarely this close to someone who isn’t related to me. Not even Kai cuddled with me when we stayed at each other’s houses for the night. I felt the sleigh start to slow. We’d heard cheers a few minutes ago, so we knew that we’d arrived.

“Shall we open the curtain and view our new jail?” Erland drawled.

I just sighed and did as he’d suggested. The view I found was quite unusual. “It’s an enclave?” I wondered aloud, although it didn’t really look like one. Instead of residing beneath a plateau, it was built into a rift in the landscape. The canyon was moderately sized and would have been easy to ignore, except for the homes that had been carved into its walls. Where most enclaves dug beneath and then built up, like you would with any other home, this one had simply dug into the cliffside to create their dwellings.

“I take it from your expression that this is unusual, then?” Erland asked with a curious tone.

I blinked and looked back at my friend. “Isn’t it? I mean, I’ve been pretty sheltered when it comes to enclaves, but I’m pretty sure I’d remember hearing about something like this if it were more common.”

He shrugged. “It’s an old style for us dragons. I mean, using it in an area with snow is definitely unusual but this is actually a favorite tactic in the desert. We have a lot of canyons once you get past all the sand. Building inside them helps cut the wind when there are storms and saves in time and resources. We don’t have much stone to build with and any that is left out in the elements is broken down rather quickly. If you just carve into the side of the canyons, it protects your cities.”

“Huh. So why is an enclave up here using the technique? Oh…” I said, my voice dying out rather quickly.

Erland turned to see what had stolen my attention. “Oh. I take it that’s the Wall?”

“Yep.”

Just past the end of the canyon stood the Wall. I’d missed it at first because it was so dark, being a new moon and I’d thought that the soft glow was a reflection of the Great Lights on the snow.

Most people, when they heard the word ‘wall’ imagined that it would look like either a canyon wall or a wall in a building. It didn’t. Instead, it looked like someone had frozen water as it poured down a waterfall and then stuck it in the middle of our entire country. It was a blue and white monstrosity that contained more caves than a dwarven mine and wouldn’t melt, no matter how hot it became. Even fire wouldn’t do anything to it. Touching it when there was a magic storm meant that you might become a part of it.

The massive glacier completely dominated the Northern horizon and stood as a faintly glowing testament to the strength of generations past. No one was quite sure how the first Snow Queen was able to raise it, just that she had. Wraiths didn’t have power over the elements and no sorcerer or mage from the South could have pulled off such a thing. Even the rulers of Brenlew were limited in their power. No one could deny its mystical origins, not with the way that the ice glowed faintly blue. It was an awe-inspiring sight but it also explained the rift in the landscape.

“The canyon must have formed when the Snow Queen created the Wall. Which means that this isn’t an enclave, it’s a military outpost.”

“Then why are they robbing people?” Erland asked, absently.

I shook my head. “No idea, but I think we’ll find out soon enough. We’re stopping.”

Bodil used the decrease in speed as an excuse to leap from the top of the carriage and walk beside it. Normally, I’d believe it was because she needed to stretch her legs again or to make sure we didn’t go running around attacking people, but her eyes were pointed outward. She was guarding us from her people, not the other way around.

When her mother appeared, things began to move very quickly. She’d somehow managed to gather a crowd and they didn’t look very happy about us being there. The murmured protests were quite creative in their viciousness and bordered on absurd at times. I’d never heard of being coated in salt and staked out for the deer to lick to death, although I’d have to remember that one. The point was that they didn’t want us gone. They wanted us dead.

“So, my darling daughter, what have you decided to do with the three of them?” Bodil’s mother asked.

Bodil sighed and leaned back against the carriage, blocking our door slightly. “What’s it to you, you old hag?”

Her mother gaped at her, her face turning purple with fury. “How dare you call me that! I am neither old, nor a hag and I won’t have you talking to me like that. Now, either tell me what you want or I’ll have the boys use them as shields for the next border raid!”

I blinked and frowned. Border raids were when soldiers went just past the border and cleared out as many creatures as they could. It was a tactic that was used in areas where the Wall had a break and the creatures were the most prevalent. I hadn’t known that there was still a need for such things. The foresters had been told that the Wall was still intact after the repairs my grandmother had ordered about a century before!

Why would they lie to us about it? I know Aiyana would have but there should have at least been rumors spread through the villages. It’s our responsibility to patrol the quiet places and make sure nothing has snuck through. It’s hard to do our job without information.

I looked around at the people in the crowd and ignored their hate-filled expressions in favor of their clothes. What I found shouldn’t have been a surprise, but it definitely was.

“They’re military,” I murmured to Erland. “Every one of these men is in the military.”

“Again, why are they robbing people?”

“I don’t know. None of this makes sense.”

Bodil’s voice cut through again, and this time she wasn’t insulting her mother. “Fine! The driver goes to the healer and then the barracks. He looks like a guard, so he’ll be more useful there. The other two are being added to my menagerie. And the carriage can be melted down for all I care. Just copy the design first.” A shout of outrage rose from the crowd but disappeared again as soon as our captor pulled her knife. “So noisy. If there is a tickle in your throats, I can take care of it for you.”

I couldn’t see her face from the angle I was sitting, but her casual tone belied the terrified response of the men she’d just threatened. Instead of fighting back or even looking to her mother for help, they backed off and walked back into their various dwellings. Not even an angry look was tossed her way!

So, which is worse? Being handed over to people who want to feed us to the beasts or being the pet of someone they’re all afraid of?
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Instead of traveling further into the inhabited parts of the canyon, the carriage was turned around and we headed toward the Wall. This time, we stopped in front of a very large set of doors that had been set into the canyon walls. The carriage was pulled through the opening and the doors closed behind us before we were dragged out of the vehicle.

“Take him to the healers,” Bodil demanded as her driver picked our driver up and began to walk away. “Then get some men over here to unload these packages. There’s food in most of them, from what I saw, so leave at least one bag and take the rest to the cook. He’ll tell you what to do with the rest.”

Her man nodded before exiting the room, leaving us alone with the robber girl.

“Come on. I’ve got pets to feed and I don’t have time to make you feel welcome. I’ll be lucky if they haven’t killed each other. The boys get skittish when they have to take care of my menagerie.” And then, she turned and walked away without looking back.

My brows rose nearly to my hairline. “Clearly she doesn’t see us as a threat,” I murmured as we followed after the brash young woman. “Which is odd, because I know she knows we’re armed.” We’d needed to bring out our knives to cut more bandages for our driver but she hadn’t said a word at the time.

Erland just shrugged and made sure that he was close enough to defend me without having me impede his ability to move. He only did that when we were around other people. Otherwise, he was usually walking close enough to bump shoulders with me.

I think I like him better as a friend than a guard. Not that he isn’t excellent at defending me. I’m decent in a fight but not well trained by any means. Fighting animals is very different than fighting people. I glanced at him from the corner of my eye as we sped up as Bodil entered a tunnel so that she didn’t leave us too far behind. Still, I think that this is the first time I’ve longed for a closer relationship to someone. Well, besides Nolana. Usually, I’m happy with keeping it superficial. What makes Aranck Erland of the Sudden Storm so different?

But before I could delve any further into this, we suddenly exited the tunnel and found ourselves in a vast cavern. The walls and ceiling were covered in tiny glowing crystals that twinkled like stars, giving the strong impression that the night sky had appeared beneath the ground. Around the circumference of the chamber were smaller tunnels and alcoves, most of them closed off with wooden doors that only rose high enough to cover half of the doorway. Inside sat the most stunning creatures I’d ever seen, most defying explanation!

Behind one door stood a large creature that reminded me of a bird, but one that couldn’t possibly fly. It was massive, nearly as tall as the door itself, and was covered in downy white feathers. It’s long neck allowed it to peck at us as we passed, but it seemed to be looking for food more than attacking.

“It’s an ostrich. Sort of,” Bodil said as she brought over a large bowl of grain. “At least, that’s the closest I can come to what he might be. They’re giant flightless birds from the Southern Continent and live in very warm areas. I found him when he was a chick, just hatched. No idea how the egg got to this side of the Wall but it did and I didn’t feel right putting him back when he wasn’t old enough to defend himself.” She moved to the next stall and we followed.

“These are a type of herd animal that used to run the plains here. Our ancestors called them buffalo. The creatures were thought to have utterly destroyed the population before the Wall was raised but this little herd found its way through the wall about a year ago. We’re still hoping more show up so that we can let them roam the area again.”

I looked at the furry giants, their huge humps and horns should have scared me but they looked more fuzzy than dangerous. Of course, so did bears.

A whinny made my head snap to the side and I began walking carefully to another stall. This one held what looked to be a horse, but far larger than I expected. It looked almost as large as the carriage we’d traveled in and twice as brilliant. The thing glowed like the snow at dawn, a pale glittering gold that belied the sharp look in its nearly black eyes. And then I counted its legs.

“Eight?”

“Ah, the Sleipnir. It took a while to find the name. It was rumored to have been the steed of giants. We’ve got a few in here. For some reason, whenever one is injured, it pounds its way through the nearest soft spot in the Wall and finds its way here. Half the time I don’t even know we have a new one until I discover it in the stall the next morning with no visible trace of how it got there except a new piece of the Wall that needs to be fixed. They also tend to disappear when they feel better. Well, most of them do. There are five that just won’t leave. I think they like our food better.”

“Why do you keep them?” I asked, turning to our captor as she began to shed some layers.

“I like them,” she said while shrugging her coat off. Instead of the shirt and vest I expected to see, the type of thing that most warriors wore, she was wearing a black sleeveless top that was cut to show her stomach, showing off more glowing tattoos that swirled rounder skin. Her arms were protected with bracers that hooked on her thumb but left her upper arms completely exposed. Her dark pants were tight-fitting, as I expected, but some sort of golden net was tied around her waist, secured high on one hip and draping nearly to her knee on the other. In fact, the only color she wore, except for that bit of gold, was the red scarf she was untangling from her hair.

I frowned. “Is your hair… moving? On its own?”

She blinked. “Doesn’t yours? I’ve seen it a few times.”

Erland coughed, covering up a smile. “She’s right, Gerda. It does move on its own sometimes. I thought you knew.”

I shook my head.

“Ah,” Bodil said. “It’s a sign of power and a throwback to one of our ancestors. You aren’t the only ones with foreign blood and it can sometimes react strangely.”

That… made a lot of sense actually. I’d felt my hair stand on end when the magic was especially thick. Why shouldn’t it move with the eddies of power?

Luckily, Erland redirected the conversation before I got too caught up thinking about magic. And hair. I seemed to think a lot about hair but hadn’t realized it before. Probably because it’s the most obvious difference between me and the rest of my people. My family all has gold eyes but none of them have my wild hair.

“So, why did you bring us here?” he asked, leaning casually against the wall and watching an iridescent bird flit past, humming as it went.

“Because you will make good pets,” she responded, just as blandly as he’d asked. At Erland’s snort, she sighed and relaxed her stance slightly. “Because I recognized you. The others might not have but I’ve got contacts near the southern border that like to keep me informed.”

Erland hummed slightly but refused to ask more. He was using his silence to gain the upper hand, something I’d seen my parents do with my brothers on more than one occasion with mixed success. Luckily, Bodil seemed to want to tell us what was going on. She just had a bit of her mother’s flair for the dramatic.

“Ugh! Fine. There is a bit more to it than just listening to an informant.” She sighed and ran a hand through her silver and pale blue hair before leading us to a table near the center of the room. Once we’d sat, she settled as well and eyed me cautiously.

“Before I start, you need to know that things weren’t always this way. There was a time when this outpost was merely a training area for soldiers before they were sent back to their enclaves. We had incursions at the Wall, we probably always will, but they were usually pretty minor. Mother has been the headwoman here for years. Her name is Sinopa Hillevi and she is one of the youngest Seers our people have ever had. It has made her a wonderful leader, although not the best mother at times. When your grandmother was queen, we had no trouble. When Aiyana began to rule… things turned bad very quickly.”

Of that, I had no doubt. My grandmother had been a fair ruler and generally well-liked. Unless you were family, that is. Even my father had issues with her insistence on always siding with everyone but her family. It was one of the reasons he’d left the capital and become a forester, before meeting my mother. He didn’t like having to be a perfect prince. In his words, he wasn’t a doll that would be destroyed by a little dirt. He wasn’t the only one affected though. From what I understood, her harsh expectations had only pushed Aiyana to more radical actions.

Bodil sighed and looked at the ceiling. “First it was the soldiers. They were always meant to be rotated, but we started receiving orders to send them to the South without receiving reinforcements. Then, we stopped receiving our food shipments. We were told that the war was being prioritized and that we should be more self-sufficient. We don’t have the ability to grow much food up here though, and animals are scared of the Wall and the creatures behind it. That’s when Mother started robbing again. Our family has always walked the line when it comes to legality and it had become necessary.

“Guards were turned into soldiers, wealthy travelers were ransomed back to their families in exchange for food, and we began to hunt on the other side of the Wall. We had to push the creatures back while we repaired the Wall but they had become so thick that we had to kill more and more each time. We’ve been living off of that meat for nearly ten years now.”

She paused, seeming to consider what she should say next.

“What changed?” I prompted. “Something must have. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have hidden who I was. People would be thrilled that I killed my cousin, not wanting to kill me because of my title.”

Even though Bodil was standing still, her hair had begun to move, betraying her anxiety. “I told you my mother was a Seer. She warned me you were coming. Not you specifically but someone of great importance that I should protect at all costs. That was a week before we headed out on a raid and met you. It was mere days before a strange man showed up and began stirring people up. He kept talking about how we didn’t need a queen. We could rule ourselves, as we’d done in the past. That this was a tribe worthy of being known across all lands. And the men have been eating it up. Even ones who normally wouldn’t care. The man who started it all disappeared just before we left, but clearly, things haven’t calmed any. The bottom line, though, is we need to get you out of here as quickly as possible. Before they find out who you are. Before it’s too late.”
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We stayed there, hidden amongst her menagerie for three days. Erland and I both wanted to be on our way sooner rather than later, but we also acknowledged the fact that people would be much more attentive if we tried to disappear too early. To throw them off, Bodil took my new clothes and would randomly parade around the outpost in them. She even took my boots, which was the second pair I’d lost on the trip. Erland teased me mercilessly. As the days passed, I got more and more anxious to leave. Instead, we needed to wait for a distraction.

Well, that and Bodil refused to leave her critters until the moment was perfect.

“Mother said I’d know the time to leave when it came. I’m not going to leave early and risk anyone causing problems in here.”

I eyed her as she brushed what looked like a cross between a reindeer, a moose, and a cat. I’d never imagined there was a world where something that ate grass had teeth that sharp, nor both hooves and claws. Even standing there, I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around the last bit. And his size was on par with the Sleipnir, which made him more terrifying.

“I got the impression that you and Hillevi don’t get along all that well.”

Bodil sighed. “Mother is a complicated person and defies understanding. She refuses to let me leave the outpost and does all she can to make sure I’m dependent on her but then complains that I’m not strong enough to stand on my own.”

A roar curtailed any further conversation and made us both reach for our knives and turn toward the entrance. Nothing happened for a moment and then a bell began to toll, echoing through the canyon with an ever-increasing swiftness.

“That’s the Wall! There’s been an incursion.” Bodil took a step toward the door before growling and turning around.

“What are you doing?” I asked as she started putting a blanket on the reindeer-ish thing before grabbing a large saddle with a rope ladder on one side and putting that on too.

“It’s the best time to escape. They’ll be concerned over the breach and all the men will be there. Now grab those saddlebags, would you? I’ve already loaded them for our trip.”

I moved to follow her orders while Erland grabbed the other bags and brought them closer. “Do you have any idea where we’re headed? Because I don’t think we mentioned anything.”

Bodil rolled her eyes. “You’ve talked about this ‘Kai’ more than once. I’m not stupid. It’s pretty obvious who you mean. There’s only one Kai who’s ever come through this outpost and he was with the last queen. She came back and started a fight with my mother. He didn’t. I’m pretty sure that I know where he is though. Mother’s mentioned more than once that Aiyana corrupted the Mirror of Reflection. No one knows how, though.”

“The what?” Erland asked.

“The Mirror of Reflection is a lake that is near our Eastern border and sits right up against the Wall,” I said. “It’s well hidden and said to have been the original home of the first Snow Queen. No one has been there in ages though. Grandmother was getting too old to visit and said that there had been strange goings-on at the Wall. The lake is frozen, as you’d expect, but it is clearer than glass and the unique properties of the soil there make it reflect like a mirror. It became enchanted, somehow, and it can help you reflect on the past, both your own and anyone else’s who may have impacted you.”

Bodil finished saddling up the last reindeer and began leading them to the door. I grabbed the lead rope for one of them as Erland opened the door and we all left the warmth of the menagerie.

“It’s a two-day journey to the next cabin,” the robber girl told us quietly. Not that anyone was around to care. Judging by the noise from the vicinity of the Wall, everyone was there, not in the canyon. “After that, there’s another stop and then we’ll arrive on the fourth day.” We nodded and followed her lead, sneaking through the shadows and avoiding the few pockets of people that remained.

When Bodil jerked to a stop, so did we.

I looked around her and grimaced as I saw her mother standing beside a bonfire with a bottle in her hand. Lucky for us, she was alone.

“I always knew you’d leave me one day. Too much like your father, that way. Never want to take directions from me,” the headwoman griped, her words slightly slurred.

“Mom,” Bodil sighed. “That’s not true and you know it. He left for his reasons. It had nothing to do with you. And I’m leaving because I’m too much like you. We’re too similar and being around each other constantly is going to ruin everything.”

Hillevi sighed. “I know. And I know you have to go. The Snow Queen is too vulnerable right now. She must be protected. But… you’ll come back?”

Bodil nodded, not even blinking at the title her mother had given me. “Of course! I’m your daughter! Our family always comes back home, usually after causing trouble.”

She huffed and shook her head. “Then, you better leave now. The men are almost finished.”

As we were passing her, I paused and looked back. “Why did you do it?”

“What?”

“Why did you capture me and hold me captive? If you knew it was coming, why didn’t you do something to prevent it rather than playing along?”

Sinopa Hillevi’s eyes glowed faintly green in the firelight as she examined me. “We’ve suffered too much under one queen. Why would I chance another with her madness.”

My eyes widened as I gaped at her. “Are you telling me that this whole thing was a test!”

She shrugged. “Of course! I needed to know the mettle of the woman I was sending off with my precious daughter, after all. My little pigeon is too innocent sometimes.”

I blinked and turned to Bodil. “Pigeon?”

She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yes. For some completely ridiculous reason, she named me Pules. At least my gifted name sounds tougher.”

I had to agree. ‘Battle will cure’ sounded much better than ‘pigeon’.

But we’d wasted too much time. Instead of talking more, Bodil led us away from her mother, who’d just downed the rest of the bottle she’d been holding, and we mounted our… reindeer just doesn’t fit but it’s the only thing I can think of. Then, we were gone, racing off into the long night with sky lit by glowing ribbons and the final roar of the creature as a sendoff.




Chapter 9: Traveling East


I had to say one thing for the reindeer. They were fast! We’d hardly gotten away from the canyon before they kicked up the speed and raced off, leaving absolutely no trail to follow. How something so heavy could run without leaving a hoof print was a mystery and one I didn’t intend to delve into. There was clearly magic at work but I didn’t need specifics. At that point, I didn’t even want to try and communicate with them. I wasn’t sure what would happen, though. I’d never talked to one of the creatures from the Deep North before and I was a little afraid.


I’d grown up hearing stories of the horrors those creatures had caused. Even taking into account the way people exaggerated things for dramatic effect, there was still the fact that they’d destroyed several villages and no one knew how. I really didn’t want to be one of their victims. At the same time, I could feel the impressions they were giving off and they didn’t seem to resent us. That didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous, just not to us and not at the moment. Still, I’d seen normal deer kill when they were cornered. I knew that every animal was dangerous if you put them in a position where they were uncomfortable. These just didn’t give off a menacing feeling. They were safe.


For the moment.


“How are you doing?” Erland asked as we stopped for the night.


I shrugged. “Not bad. A bit sore. I’m not used to riding much.”


Bodil frowned. “Must be nice to travel in a golden carriage.”


“Eh, not really. It was a pain. I like walking better but it would take too long and wouldn’t be as safe.”


“Wait, what?”


I glanced at her and tried to understand what she was asking. Then it hit me and I started laughing. “Y-you thought that was ours? Really? No, that was a gift from the Summer Enclave. I tried to refuse it but they wouldn’t hear of it!”


For some reason, the robber couldn’t seem to comprehend this. “But, you’re the queen.”


Erland shook his head and continued to put our dinner together, leaving me to deal with the misunderstanding. He knew me well enough to find the situation funny but wasn’t about to intervene on my behalf.


“You weren’t the only one who suffered under Aiyana’s rule. I was a danger to her rule and she had a price on my head. I’ve been in hiding since my grandmother’s death was announced.”


“Where? She had spies everywhere and she usually held their families hostage.”


I shrugged again. “Forester villages, mostly in the Western Woods. My father lived there for years before he met my mother and all of my brothers had become foresters by the time we needed to leave. It was easy enough to head into the wild and move from village to village. They all knew who I was, you can’t hide my eyes, but they didn’t care. They weren’t as affected as the rest of our people because Aiyana usually forgot about them. Well, that and she couldn’t handle the magic there. It was too thick and unstable for her. I don’t know who trained her but from what I saw, she wasn’t comfortable allowing it to flow through her. Anyway, most of the rebellion went through the foresters and she never noticed.”


Bodil nodded. “I know. I come from forester stock myself. The canyon is actually standing right where my family’s original village stood before the Wall was raised. We still teach our children their responsibilities to their people and usually have them fostered at one of the other villages when it comes time to train them on how to survive off the land. There’s not enough here to teach them how to hunt properly.”


Something occurred to me then. “Is that why you have so many animals? Because of your training?”


Erland frowned. “What?”


Bodil stared at him in shock but I just sighed. “He’s not from here,” I told her before turning to him. “Foresters consider taking care of the people and taking care of the land to be the same thing. You can’t have one without the other. Because of that, we tend to be much more conscious of how the animals are doing and if one area is lacking, we try to take up the slack. If there are too many small predators and too few large, we take on that role. If there are too many prey species, we cull them and store the meat for lean years. If the large predators are causing problems, we try to relocate them to other areas. It is about balance.”


Bodil nodded. “Exactly. And this land has been out of balance for a while. What the Snow Queen did was necessary but it robbed the land of necessary creatures. So, I look into them and see if they will help or harm us. I put back more than I keep. We don’t need an infestation of ratatoskr, after all.”


I shuddered. I still remembered the last time that had happened. It had taken nearly a year to hunt them all down, and that was with us using a lot of magic! Those little squirrels were a menace that no one wanted to deal with again.


“So,” she began. “Why is loverboy here cooking instead of you?”


Erland tensed ever so slightly while I started coughing. “What?” I asked, incredulously. “Loverboy?”


She shrugged. “You know what I mean.” And then I caught her giving a very pointed look to Erland before turning back to me. “But I’ll let that go for now. Why is he the one cooking?”


“Um… I’m not really sure. He always just takes over.”


Our attention seemed to make him uncomfortable, but Erland didn’t stop stirring the stew. “It just makes more sense. She’s got more experience in this terrain than I do. Besides, I like cooking for people.”


“Is it a dragon thing?”


This time it was Bodil’s turn to be surprised. “Dragon?” She blinked and then turned her gaze to Erland again. “Really? Is that why you have the odd markings all over?”


For some reason, that seemed to insult him. “Wow! You didn’t hear me call your hair odd, did you? And yes. These are my clan markings. My family is known for our celestial marks. Mine are a bit more extensive, I’ll grant you, but they are still pretty typical for our family.” She didn’t look completely convinced, though, so he sighed and let his horns show themselves. Bodil jumped and her eyes grew wide.


“You have horns?”


“What part of dragon don’t you understand?” he asked with a sardonic grin. “Food’s done.”


“But,” Bodil continued, taking the bowl he handed her. “You look like a Wraith. Are you half or something?”


Seeing his put upon expression, I decided to jump in. “Yes. He’s the son of our ambassador to the dragons. He came to reestablish communication and request aid for his people. Apparently, Aiyana didn’t want to continue our relationship with his father’s people and so she cut off all of the help we’d been giving them.” I watched her roll her eyes and got angry. She seemed to be making a lot of assumptions about a lot of people and I was getting tired of it. While we’d been in her menagerie, she made a lot of little, cutting remarks about the enclaves and how much food they had. She ignored me whenever I commented about how bad off the ones I’d seen had been, not that I went into details about them. Not with how quickly she changed the topic. She assumed I’d grown up in the lap of luxury and now she was acting like helping our allies was unimportant. I was done.


I cleared my throat to get her attention again and locked eyes with the robber girl so that she would really listen to what I was saying, “You weren’t the only ones that she hurt.”


“I know that!”


“No, I don’t think you do. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been robbing from passersby without a single thought as to why they were traveling that far north with those goods.”


Bodil grumbled under her breath and turned back to the bowl of stew. It reminded me of dealing with an adolescent child. She was old enough to understand but had been more or less sheltered by her mother. She’d not seen what Aiyana had done to the rest of the people, assuming that her group had it the worst. It was short-sighted and frustrating. It was also potentially dangerous. She needed to understand.


“Bodil, you’ve grown up in relative isolation. I understand that better than you think. I didn’t know half the things that Aiyana had done until someone from the rebellion approached me.”


Her chin lifted. “I know more than you think.”


I narrowed my eyes. Clearly gentle wasn’t working. “Really? So you know that the war did more than just cut us off from our neighbors? You know that every eligible man was drafted and sent to the war front? You know that it caused a severe food shortage because of a lack of people to tend the fields? What about the depleted the soil because Aiyana was growing hallucinogenic plants? Or the fact that she’d cut off the Spring Enclave, where much of our extra produce comes from, because she was jealous? And then attempted to drive the Headwoman insane? Or how about the Summer Enclave, where she was literally stabbing people in the heart with mirror shards that made them lose their ability to feel emotions? Did you know about all that? Did you even care to ask?”


Seeing that she finally was understanding, I gentled my tone again. “I don’t blame you for being unaware. I just think it is foolish to assume that you understand everything that has gone wrong just because you have suffered. And you have suffered. Nothing can take that away from you, so don’t try to diminish what others have gone through to make yourself more important. You aren’t the center of the universe and you wouldn’t want to be.”


Bodil worked up a tiny laugh, clearly feeling foolish and trying to lighten things a bit. “Why not?”


“Well, for one thing, every mistake you made would directly impact the rest of the universe. And for another, I don’t think that I could handle the universe being named ‘pigeon’.”


This time it was a real laugh, one that we all caught as she complained about how ridiculous her name was.
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Very late on the third day, we reached a tiny shack in the middle of nowhere. It was more of a roof than a building. Most homes in the villages had steep roofs to help avoid the snow getting too heavy and breaking through. Instead, it just slid off under its own weight. This home had a roof that was so steep it almost looked completely vertical. And the door was half-buried in the ground.


“What is this place?” I asked.


“The Fisherwoman’s home.” Seeing our incredulous looks, Bodil explained. “It doesn’t look like much but that’s because it is safer this way. I’m not completely sure who she is or why she lives out here. She just said that it was safer this way. I’ve been here once or twice before and she actually has a pretty large home, but all of it is below ground.”


Then, Erland asked the obvious question. “How can she be a fisherwoman? There’s nowhere to fish around here.”


A craggy voice answered him. “I have an underground lake, if you must know. Not that it should matter to you, son of stars and storms.”


We turned and were greeted by possibly the oldest woman I’d ever seen, apart from my grandmother. She had to be over 900 years old! Most wraiths only live until their 700s. Once they get past that, though, it becomes very obvious. Whatever natural barriers they had before disappeared and they no longer have the ability to stop the magic as it funnels through them. No matter what color their eyes had been, they develop a green cast. Our skin develops age spots, but not like the ones I’d seen on humans when I was little. No, these looked more like tiny snowflakes that had become embedded in the skin. It is said that Wraiths don’t die of old age. They simply freeze and shatter into snow, becoming one with the land around them. Very few live that long, though. Usually, they become ill or get injured and pass away before that point.


“Well, are you coming in or not?” she asked gruffly as she crossed to the door. Her braid swung down around her waist and revealed another sign of aging. There were liberal streaks of brown throughout her ashy-grey hair. In fact, it almost looked like brown hair streaked with grey. It was odd, to say the least. Very few have hair in such a strange color.


I didn’t say anything, though. Instead, I obediently followed the old woman to her home, letting go of the lead for my reindeer when it became obvious that there was nowhere to picket them. I wouldn’t be overly sad if they left but they hadn’t the night before. Bodil just smiled and crouched down before crawling through the door. I followed, with Erland behind me. It was a tight fit for me, so I couldn’t imagine how uncomfortable it would be for someone with a dragon’s bulk. He was good about slimming himself down, but there was only so much that a Wraith could shift about themselves before it became painful. There were limits, after all.


When we exited the tunnel we’d crawled through, I saw that Bodil had been right. The house was much larger than it appeared. The absurd looking roof was perfect for venting the smoke from the fire and the floor was at least 12 feet lower than the door had indicated. Luckily, there were stairs that led down to the main living area. Around the outside of the room were several tunnels that I imagined led to a bedroom, a washroom, and the lake that we were told about.


“We’re having fish soup. No complaints.”


We all shared a look and I wanted to tell her that we’d figured that out already. What else would you expect from a woman referred to as ‘the fisherwoman’? Grilled steak and a green salad?


The crotchety old woman gave me a glare that might managed to melt the Wall itself, almost as if she could hear my sarcastic thoughts, and then harrumphed before turning back to the pot she had hanging over a fire.


Bodil cleared her throat. “May we clean up a bit before we eat? We’ve been riding hard for a few days and I remember that you have a few hot springs under here.”


This time, it wasn’t me who was glared at. “I suppose you’ll be wanting some soap and towels too, eh? It’s not enough that I’m feeding you and letting you sleep here, now you want to take a bath too? You haven’t changed one bit from the spoiled selfish brat you were when you were here last, Pules Bodil!”


Sounding completely unfazed, Bodil just smiled and said, “I simply don’t want to offend your senses while we eat. It wouldn’t be right to take away from your wonderful food by eating with people who smell of sweat and animals.”


The fisherwoman snorted and waved us toward one of the tunnels. That seemed to be enough for Bodil, who led the way to a series of caves with hot springs hidden in them, all leading to a giant underground lake that was filled with glowing fish and plants. After a quick and luxuriously warm bath, each in our own caverns, we all returned to the main room.


Dinner was a quiet affair and we went to sleep soon after, only to be woken early in the morning by the fisherwoman.


“You’ve got a ways to go. Best get gone while the day is with you.” She turned and grabbed something that looked a lot like a fish and handed it to Bodil. “For your grandmother. And you,” she said, turning to face me with her finger out and ready to wag. “Don’t let sentimentality blind you! You’ve got too much to lose.”


And then she walked away, leaving us standing there, gaping, confused, and holding a fish.
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We traveled quickly that day, desperate to reach our destination. For some reason, as the day progressed, I’d felt like time was running out. This gnawing anxiety had overtaken me and it seemed like there was no real reason for it.


I was the first to break the silence. “Is she always like that?”


Bodil turned her head, the wind pulling at her scarf as we raced across the tundra. “Who?”


“The Fisherwoman.”


“Oh. Yes. She’s a bit batty but usually right. I have a feeling that she sees more of the futures than most.”


“You mean ‘future’, don’t you?” Erland asked.


She shook her head, nearly losing her balance when a sudden gust hit her from the side. “No, futures. Mother says that there are always multiple possibilities. Seers usually only see the most likely. Sometimes, they change something and see a worse future. Those types usually go mad as they try to correct everything so that it all turns out perfectly. Others believe that they shouldn’t try to change anything, just make sure that they can help in the aftermath. Then there are those who see multiple different futures at the same time. They’re usually the best source of information that you can get but they also have the hardest time dealing with all the information. Mother said that’s probably why the Fisherwoman moved out into the middle of nowhere. There are fewer futures to see if you aren’t around things that change a lot. The snow might shift and the fish might live and die, but that doesn’t change drastically.”


I heard what she wasn’t saying, though. Natural things don’t drastically change, not usually. People do though. And if she got attached to someone, she might be forced to watch them die over and over in various ways. It was a horrible thought and I was suddenly glad that so few lived to be as old as the Fisherwoman. I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone.


“There it is!” Bodil called.


I looked ahead and saw… nothing. No house, no roof, nothing. Then I squinted and realized that there was smoke coming out of a strange rock formation.


What is that? I wondered as we pulled closer. My question was not answered, even when we stood right next to the giant stone.


Then, Bodil knocked on it. And the stone opened!


“Pigeon, is that you?” asked a woman who looked about as old as Bodil’s mother but who was probably almost as old as the Fisherwoman, judging by the spattering of snowflakes on her skin.


“Grandma!” Bodil cried and threw herself in the older woman’s arms. “I’ve missed you!”


They hugged for a bit before we were hustled into the stone. It turned out that the Fisherwoman wasn’t the only one to have built her home beneath the ground. Bodil’s grandmother had as well but had also taken it a step further. Instead of just digging down beneath a roof, she’d hollowed out a boulder, using it as a chimney on one side and an entrance on the other.


Unsurprisingly, the place was hot. I didn’t know why she had her fire going, because she hardly needed it. There were more hot springs beneath her home and they kept the entire place heated. I felt like I was going to drown in my own sweat! I was used to icy temperatures, not a sticky heat that seemed to fill your lungs with water!


“So, what brings you three this way? Not much out here to see,” she asked after handing out some cookies while we waited for dinner.


Bodil was the one to answer. “We’re looking for Gerda’s old friend, Kai. We think he passed this way with the old queen, on the way to the Mirror of Reflection.”


Erland shook his head, clearly still thinking the name was silly.


Granny Finn, as she insisted we call her, frowned. “I take it that Aiyana is dead? Good. That woman was the worst thing to happen to us in ages. Hmm… I think I remember now. They were traveling rather fast, but this was years ago. They caused a lot of ruckus as they passed. It even made old Fisherwoman come over and visit.”


I blinked. “Even you call her ‘the Fisherwoman’? Why?”


“Oh, dear, that’s her name! Well, it is now. I believe that her birth name was something about fish and it just sort of clung to her. Speaking of, did she send you with anything?”


Bodil snorted and pulled the fish out of her bag. Because of the freezing weather on the way there, it was still quite fresh, but it also looked odd. I squinted at it, only to realize that someone had written on the fish.


“Um…”


Granny Finn smiled at me. “She rarely has paper. It’s just easier to send notes to me on fish. I can cook them that way and we aren’t wasting anything.”


“Ah.”


Erland was valiantly fighting back a snicker, but what do you say to that? Oh yes, I get fish mail every day. Do you prefer trout or halibut? I think I like the flatfish better. They’re easier to write on. It’s utterly absurd. And a bit genius as well. You don’t have to worry about your words being used against you later on. If they are, there is something really wrong, as they are holding on to a dead fish. Hopefully, it isn’t the new medium for love letters. That would get awkward very quickly.


“She says that you’ll be fine and I should let you deal with things on your own. She also asks that I find out why our new queen isn’t wearing shoes. Oh! Dear me, that’s a good question. Where are your shoes, young lady?”


I flushed slightly. “Well, the river took my first pair. She looked better in the red leather anyway. And Bodil took my second pair when she was pretending to be mean. I think we forgot them when we left. Honestly, I stopped noticing a while ago.”


“Hmph. Well, I can’t fix it now. You’ll just have to pick up some on the way back.” Then, she went back to the fish and read some more. “Oh, and before you ask, my little pigeon, no, I can’t give her anything to help. She already has everything she needs.”


Bodil sighed. “Grandma, I’m sure you can give her some sort of help.”


Granny Finn shook her head. “She has all the power she needs. It is her purity and innocent heart that will triumph over the evil queen’s schemes.” She sounded so pious that all of us looked at her like she’d gone insane. I’d only been around her for a short period of time and I could already tell that her tone was completely false.


She held her composure for a full minute before losing it and cackling with glee. “Oh! You should see your faces! Oh! I wish I could freeze that moment and relive it again and again. Ah, that was perfect.”


“Oh good! I thought you’d lost your mind, Grandma,” Bodil sighed.


“Not quite, yet dear. And I wasn’t joking about the innocence and purity. I may have made it a trifle more dramatic than necessary but it was true nonetheless.” She turned her eyes to me and gave me such a compassionate look that it made me want to hug the older woman. “You walk a difficult path, young lady. It will not be easy. There is a reason that most queens are older when they take the crown. It takes wisdom and discipline to rule well. Your cousin was far too young. She sought the wisdom of youth, of experiencing everything you’ve been told to avoid instead of learning from the mistakes of others. She believed that discipline meant controlling others instead of controlling yourself.


“Because of her foolishness, you now have to unite a people who are divided. They have had to become selfish to survive and if they continue in that way, our people will cease to be. The Wraiths may live on but they will not be in harmony with the land, nor will they care for it as the Creator has tasked them to. You must remain pure in the face of corruption and innocent in all your dealings. It is the only way you will succeed.”


We were quiet for a long moment, processing all she’d said. It was more than just some simple suggestions. Everything she’d told me made absolute sense. I’d already felt the way that the land responded to me, to the fact that I was attempting to reverse the harm my cousin had wrought. I also understood that the people would be much harder to deal with. People, no matter their race, will adapt to the situations they find themselves in. They will, as a rule, seek out comfort and safety before dealing with things that they’re scared of. It is a basic instinct, one that I understand, even if it does allow evil to grow and multiply in their hearts and lives.


I sighed and nodded. There was nothing else to do but accept what she’d said and keep it in my mind.


Then Bodil spoke, asking the question that had been on everyone’s mind. “How did she fit all that onto a fish?”




Chapter 10: Castle of Snow


Granny Finn sent us off with a huge breakfast and one last word of wisdom for me.


“Find some shoes.”


It wasn’t very encouraging.


Walking out of her home was quite a shock to the system. The warmth that overwhelmed me beneath the earth quickly leached out of my skin, leaving me feeling distinctly chilled and very awake. Honestly, it felt refreshing. The fact was, I just wasn’t built for the heat. I could barely stand being in the enclaves and they were far cooler than that cavern had been.


Unsurprisingly, the reindeer were waiting for us, just where we’d left them. It didn’t take long to resaddle them, particularly now that they’d gotten used to us. I liked to think that they’d grown attached to us but I also didn’t want to lie to myself. I didn’t actively communicate with them, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t hear some of what they were saying to one another. The word ‘meat’ came up far too often for my peace of mind when they were referring to us.


But, should I really be discriminating against them? Isn’t that wrong? Or am I just being cautious? I bit my lip and looked at my mount. Isn’t this just what Granny Finn was warning me about? Staying pure and innocent? Children are innocent and they have very little compunction about talking to anyone and everyone. So, why am I not willing to give them a chance if they’ve done nothing but help us so far?


I sighed and centered myself for a moment before trying to talk to them.


“Thank you for your help,” I whispered.


My mount blinked once before turning its head away.


“I mean it. I’m sorry I didn’t speak earlier.”


Scared. Stink of fear.


I flinched as she gave me the memory of the scent. “Yes, well, you aren’t tame and it would be foolish to believe you couldn’t hurt me.” She turned to look at me, seemingly flattered. “I just want to make sure you’re still okay, letting us ride you.”


Light. No burden. Tiny meat. Not worth eating.


That made me blink. I’m not very large or heavy but Bodil was pretty muscular and Erland was a lot heavier and taller than either of us. I couldn’t begin to imagine what they ate if they considered him tiny.


“Um, thank you?”


A large furry nose rubbed against my cheek and I got the impression that she was laughing at me. Silly. Eat trees. And then I saw an image of her chowing down on a tree. Well, tree stump. She didn't go after the greenery. Instead, she took out the old, seasoned wood in huge chunks and seemed to love every moment of it.


I sighed. "Thanks for that. It's a bit of relief. Wait... Does that mean that you've been messing with me this whole time? Talking about meat?"


This time, I was positive she was laughing at me.


Groaning, I finished getting her set up and mounted before moving toward the others. "These things have a horrible sense of humor, Bodil."


She blinked at me. "What?"


"The entire time, I've been overhearing them refer to us a 'meat'. Turns out that they eat trees. They knew I was listening and wanted to tease me." Erland started snickering. "It's not funny."


"Yes," he wheezed. "Yes, it is."


I smirked and bit my lip. "Okay, yes it is. Just a little though." I waited for a moment for him to calm down, but seeing as how his shoulders were still shaking, I decided it was up to me to be the sensible one. Bodil certainly wasn’t helping, gaping at me like she’d never seen me before. "Come on. We've got a long way to go still."


Bodil nodded, still looking a bit shocked, although I wasn't sure why.


"She can't hear them," Erland told me when I caught her giving me another odd look. "I doubt she even knew it was possible outside of stories."


"Yet she takes care of them.”


Bodil, who apparently could hear us, even over the wind, turned and looked me dead in the eye. “You don’t have to understand someone to care for them.”


I grinned. “No. No, you don’t but it takes a special person to realize that.”


She shrugged and turned back around, only to have to face me again when I called her name.


“Bodil! I can help you, with hearing them. When we’re done with this.”


She blinked rapidly and clenched her jaw before nodding and facing front once again.


The woman was so different from everyone I’d met before. She was a bundle of contradictions, all wrapped up in a tough-looking package. She was a warrior with a tender heart, sheltered yet exposed to so much danger, and spoiled but very caring. As I looked at her, I let my mind quiet and accidentally fell into the place I went to listen to the land, and I suddenly saw her more clearly than ever. I saw her as the Creator must, as beautiful and beloved with so much potential coiled within her.


Then I blinked and she looked the same as she always had.


I’ve been given a gift and I haven’t been using it to the fullest. Instead of looking at people with my eyes, I should look at them with the Creator’s. That’s what listening is, after all.


So, I decided to start right then. We were going too fast to have a conversation with anyone but my reindeer, so I began to speak with her and to listen to her tales of the land beyond the Wall. It was different than I expected. Their homeland was just as treacherous as we thought, but it was also beautiful, filled with wonders that we’d never see. Our mounts missed it but weren’t in a hurry to go back either. They liked being cosseted by us odd two-legged creatures. They particularly enjoyed being around the wild-haired one that, for once, wasn’t me. They loved to watch the magic move through Bodil’s hair and make it move independently. I didn’t blame them. They could actually see magic, not just feel it, and the view they got was incredible.


The rest of the trip moved very quickly. My mount and I traded stories as we went, with the other two chipping in randomly when they got bored. It was enlightening and far better than worrying over what we would find when we arrived. It also seemed to encourage them to move faster because just before we would have stopped for lunch, Bodil told us that we were nearly there. A half-a-day early.
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No further, my mount told me when we were within sight of the castle. Well, within sight is a bit of a stretch. It was glittering on the horizon but still a couple of miles away and hazy in the darkness of winter.


“What do you mean?” I asked her.


Bad place. We stay here. No further.


And then, she sat down in the snow, nearly knocking me from her back in the process. The other two did the same, making my guards look at me in confusion.


“What’s going on?” Bodil asked as she stood up.


I sighed and followed her example. “They don’t want to go any further. Apparently, this is a bad place. Which isn’t very comforting considering some of the places they’ve been when they were on the other side of the Wall. And none of those were considered bad.”


Oddly enough, and judging by their heavy sighs, that didn’t seem to comfort either of them. Instead of complaining though, we just worked together to get them unsaddled and comfortable before throwing together a quick lunch, emphasis on quick. For some reason, no one felt like eating much. For my part, I was feeling very uneasy, as if there was something coming that was going to not only put my life in danger but possibly destroy everything I believed.


Or, I was just nervous and overdramatic. It was a toss-up.


After packing everything back up, we began our long trek to the castle. The distance seemed even more of an obstacle after traveling on reindeer for so long. Being so far north didn’t help. The snow was thick and soft, making it difficult to walk through. Even with the assistance of some snowshoes, we were still struggling to move through the powder.


Roughly an hour-and-a-half after leaving our mounts, and about halfway to the castle, I spotted something moving on the horizon. The combination of the moon and the Great Lights made it easier to see than normal and they were reflecting off of several large objects that were moving very quickly.


“Incoming. We’ve got something headed our way, fast!” I announced before dropping my pack in the snow and pulling my knife.


Erland and Bodil followed my example, although both of them had short swords as well.


“What are they?” Erland asked, squinting as the distance rapidly diminished.


Bodil grimaced. “Guards. I’ve never been here but Mother always said that the Snow Queen’s castle was guarded by the fiercest of creatures, heartless creatures with no remorse and no compunction about killing.”


Erland and I eyed each other and began rolling our wrists around and alternating our grips on our weapons. Words like that would make you tense up more than normal. Tense is not always a good thing when fighting, not if it means that you lose your weapon or break a wrist because of it. I was just grateful that Erland had been teaching me to fight. I wouldn’t be as unprepared as normal.


It took less than a minute for the danger to get close enough to identify.


“Wait, I think I see… snowflakes.” My voice died out at the last word as I tried to reconcile the danger with the oversized ice flowers that were bearing down on us. “Why are we being attacked by snowflakes?”


“Snow bees,” Bodil corrected. “When they’re joined together into a swarm, they appear to be giant snowflakes. They’re twice as sharp as any razor and can poison you with the slightest cut.”


I couldn’t tell her that they still looked like comically large snowflakes to me. Particularly not when they finally reached us and began to attack. Luckily, there were only three of them, even if each was about four feet in diameter.


Since I was the one with the least battle experience and shortest weapon, I stood behind the other two and acted as back up when the snowflakes started to push one of them too hard. Generally, that meant I stood there at the ready and shifted my gaze around to make sure I was watching both of my friends at the same time. It left me feeling a bit ineffectual but with a greater respect for the training the other two had undergone.


Bodil practically danced across the snow. She was a whirlwind of steel and magic. Her hair was actually fighting with her, acting as a shield by directing magic out to push away any sharp edge that got too close. I doubted that she had any idea that it was happening, though. With what the reindeer told me, I had a feeling that it was instinctual. Still, it was amazing to see her shift one direction and have a miniature blast pulse out of her hair in the opposite direction and deflect an icy blade.


Erland was much less active but all the more amazing for that. He hardly moved at all, instead choosing to plant his feet and hold off the attacks with little more than his sword and innate strength. He did let a bit of himself go, however. Where his horns had been hidden for the day, they were now on full display, but it went further than that. He’d also shifted to allow for a set of wings that looked large enough to carry him. The midnight blue appendages were liberally sprinkled with silver speckles and looked just as sharp as the snowflakes. They also told me that he’d allowed more of his other form’s strength to come through.


All in all, things seemed to be going well until, suddenly, they weren’t.


The snowflakes had apparently been taking it easy on us because they suddenly sped up until they were spinning blades of death, forcing both warriors to move back, if slowly. Then we heard an unusual creaking sound. And another. And another.


“What is that?” I asked, practically yelling to be heard above the sound of blades chopping ice.


“Well, the good news is this will be over soon,” Erland began. “The bad news is it will be because we’re dead. My sword is starting to crack. Whatever these things are, they have lowered the temperature so much that it’s causing stress fractures in the steel.”


“Mine too,” Bodil chimed in. “It’s not looking good.”


I bit my lip and looked back and forth between the two of them. I wanted to help, but what could I do?


I closed my eyes and listened to the world around me before realizing what I was doing. I was going to try something crazy. The land had helped me, the river had helped me, the animals had helped me. Now it was time to see if the wind would step up too.


“Please, help us,” I begged, a request aimed more at the Creator than the wind. “We can’t do this alone.”


A gasp made me jerk my head up. Then my eyes widened as I saw something completely unexpected. There were two massive winged creatures, their bodies transparent except for where the wind that composed them had picked up snow and swirled it around. Each one had six wings and they were terrifying to look at. I’d faced my death on many occasions, but never had I been so certain I was going to die. The fear was so strong that I couldn’t breathe. The only reason I calmed by even the slightest bit was that they held massive swords that were being used to utterly shatter the giant snowflakes. When the last one was destroyed, a harsh wind blew and they disappeared completely, leaving us in utter shock.


Which Erland ended when he pronounced, “So, that just happened.”
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There are moments in life where you strongly believe that nothing could be added to make a day any more dramatic. Perhaps it’s a family meal where all of your relatives are alternating between telling embarrassing stories about you to someone you want to impress and breaking out into fistfights for no apparent reason. Perhaps it’s a series of absurd accidents that should be impossible but somehow happened, all in one day. Whatever the case, whenever you think that it can’t get any more ridiculous, something else happens to prove you wrong and you can’t quite comprehend how the day got so completely out of control.


That’s how I felt when the wind beings disappeared and the shattered snowflakes began to move again.


“What? How is that even possible?” Bodil grumbled as she shifted into guard position again. “I thought that they were gone!”


“Apparently not,” Erland responded in a deceptively mild tone, one he only used when he was in bodyguard mode. It was his version of a serious voice.


Stop thinking about the man’s voice and start worrying about the things that are still coming after you! I admonished myself.


Unfortunately, that didn’t make me move. Instead, I just stared in shock and fear as I realized that the three large snowflakes had shattered into so many tiny pieces of ice that it looked like a thick patch of fog had risen in front of us.


Then, we heard the buzzing. I’d discounted Bodil’s tales of snow bees because I hadn’t had the ability to process it while we had death rapidly bearing down on us. It was just easier to think of them as snowflakes and explain away the buzzing sound as a product of their rapid movement and the blood rushing through my head. It had suddenly become much easier to view them as swarms of insects, and I really wasn’t pleased with that fact.


The swarms drew closer, letting me see that they really were bees made out of ice! Their bodies were nearly clear, covered in a fuzzy frost that created a series of darker bands along the thorax. Their wings were made out of snowflakes, linked together to create a wing shape.


Which I noticed because one was humming less than a foot from my face!


A quick glance told me I wasn’t the only one getting an up-close and personal view of them.


“Any thoughts?” I asked, trying not to make too much noise or move my mouth too much. They hadn’t attacked yet and I didn’t want to encourage them to.


My guards both responded negatively, leaving us standing there awkwardly while snow bees buzzed around our heads. A few even landed on my cheeks and began to walk around, which tickled horribly. The frost that covered their bodies was also all over their legs and felt a lot like tiny hairs being lightly dragged across my neck and hands.


Completely out of nowhere, a warm feeling enveloped me. I frowned, trying to pinpoint its origin. I wasn’t happy right then. I was actually quite cold, so the weather wasn’t the reason for the feeling. Erland and Bodil were also looking worried, though I rarely got emotional impressions from other people. The land seemed to be anticipating something while the wind was completely gone, adding nothing to the situation.


Then, it dawned on me. It’s the bees! They’re happy! But… why?


“H-hello,” I ventured. “You guys are making us a bit nervous. Could you give us a bit more space?”


Surprisingly, the bees listened. I was given a feeling of apology and understanding. They also sent me a very odd image of who I assumed to be me along with a sweet flavor.


I blinked. “Huh.”


Erland and Bodil had retreated to my side and warily eyed the swarms. “What? What’s going on?”


“Well, it appears that they like me. I taste sweet? Or maybe I just remind them of honey. I’m not sure which. Do snow bees make honey? Bees don’t think the same as other animals. It’s more of a feeling here and there and a few images to pull it all together. Oh, and movement. I just don’t understand their language.”


Bodil snorted. “Of course you don’t! We don’t have bees up here for you to talk to.”


I shrugged. “Maybe we used to? Maybe that snow bees were one of the things that got caught on the other side of the Wall. And the enclaves sometimes have bees, although not many. It’s hard to keep them in a contained area and they don’t like the cold. Anyway, I think that the swarms want to help. I get the impression that they’ve been stuck together by a spell for a while and were forced to defend the castle.” I frowned. “I’m just not sure who did it. It feels older than Aiyana… much older.”


I shuddered and Erland huffed. “Enough of that. It’s colder than usual thanks to them and we need to get moving. I don’t want anyone freezing because we decided to stop and chat with the bees.”


“Agreed,” Bodil said before taking a hesitant step forward, followed by a more confident one when the bees seemed to do nothing to stop her.


Erland and I followed her, as did the bees. They seemed to be happy about our presence, dancing around us in unusual patterns and landing on us for a bit before flying off again. All the while I got to share their joy at being able to move independently again.


The walk wasn’t a terribly long one. We were moving rather quickly, thanks to the snow having been frozen so well by the swarms when they came to greet us. In little over a half-an-hour, we’d reached the base of the castle.


It was a huge building, larger even than the palace at the Queen’s Enclave. It wasn’t made of any stone I’d seen before. Instead of gray, black, or red, it was a strange gold color, like sand shot through with iron pyrite. There were swirls of blue and turquoise that pulsed in the stone, which added to the unusual look. Then there was the way it was constructed. I’d seen buildings carved from stone in the enclaves. It was unusual but not unheard of. Most homes, however, used a more typical construction method with quarried rock being stacked with a mortar sticking everything together. This building didn’t appear to be made from either method. It was almost like it had been lifted from the earth itself… and I couldn’t precisely identify why I felt that way. I just did.


It was tall, at least three stories, and was placed to block a natural cove in the Wall. From the front, it looked like it was built into the Wall itself and was just one long building, a mini-Wall of sorts. I had a feeling it was shaped more like a horseshoe, though, and that the lake we were looking for was on the other side.


“Well, should we head in?” I asked. The other two chuckled nervously. “Ah, so it’s not just me that is worried. Good. I was beginning to feel a bit weak.”


“Not weak,” Erland said as he threw an arm around my shoulders. “Just cautious. It’s been a long journey, but relatively easy in a lot of ways. It seems to me that there’s usually something more that happens before we reach our goal. Or maybe I’ve been listening to the storytellers too much.”


Bodil absentmindedly tightened her grip on her knife. “No, that’s how it usually goes.”


I sighed. “Then, let’s get it over with.”


I stepped forward and opened the door, ignoring my conscience as it told me that it’s rude to just walk in. The bees, meanwhile, assured me that it was almost completely empty. It was the almost that I was worried about. Bodil and Erland stood on either side of me as I took my first step into the empty hall.


That’s when things got a bit… odd.




Chapter 11: Seeing the Past


I wasn’t standing in the front hall. Instead, I was in a library.


And I was alone.


I rapidly turned around, feeling foolish even as I desperately searched for Erland and Bodil. I hadn’t been alone in a while and I wasn’t feeling good about it. At all.


“Okay, think. You aren’t helpless,” I muttered, hoping to take courage from my words. It made me feel better. A little, anyway.


The library was quite old, proven by the fact that most of the walls held scrolls instead of books. I’d seen that once, in the archive of the Queen’s Library. Makes sense, if this really is the Snow Queen’s original castle. And Aiyana was never one to read, let alone collect ancient scrolls.


Since there was nothing of note in the room, I decided to check out the hallway. There was always a chance that I’d find my friends, not to mention Kai.


I wonder if he’s read the scrolls. I eyed them one more time and decided that he hadn’t. I didn’t know why, but they seemed… abandoned. It was odd, though. Kai had loved reading. He said that it was where he got all his best ideas. People change though. I have.


Shaking off the odd thought, I carefully opened the door, knife in hand. Better to be prepared than dead. The hall looked quiet, but there was no telling what other traps lurked in the place. Slowly, I stepped into the hall…


…and landed straight in a memory…


“Chilam!” Aponivi called. “I’m done playing with the others. What do you want to do?”


I blinked at him. He looked so big! And I was so small. It’s no wonder he didn’t want to let me play with him and the others.


“I-I don’t know. Maybe we should just stay in the garden? The snow rose is blooming.”


A happy look flashed across his face and I knew I’d chosen correctly. He was always happier when we did things together…


I blinked and shook my head. And took another step…


“Don’t listen to them, Gerda,” Kai said. “They’re just jealous.”


“But… Kai, you’re the only one who likes me! M-maybe there is something wrong with me.” It was all my young mind could think. I was hated by everyone our age in the enclave. Most of the adults seemed to dislike me too. Kai always told me about the bad things they’d said about me. They’d even made fun of my gifted name. They said that I wouldn’t be able to protect anyone, that I was too weak and too uncivilized. They said I was more like a creature from the Deep North than a proper Wraith. And I was terrified they were right.


“They’re just scared of your cousin,” Kai reassured me. “They think she’ll find out they were nice to you and punish them. Don’t worry about it.”


I frowned but accepted his words. Kai was usually right. He was smarter than pretty much everyone else, after all. Still, I was beginning to wonder if he didn’t want anyone else to like me. Maybe… maybe he wanted to keep me to himself, as just his friend.


I looked at him and felt my heart begin to grow warm. The idea that someone would choose me as special was enough to make me positive that we’d always be together. And that, regardless of what he felt for me, I was in love with him and would be until the day I died.


I frowned as I found myself in another room. This one held a dining table but no Erland or Bodil. I looked back at the hall, nervously. I wasn’t sure what else it would show me, but I wasn’t feeling as great about Kai as I thought I would. Looking at our relationship as an adult, I was getting worried.


“There’s nothing for it though. I need to find the others and I won’t do it by sitting around in the dining room.”


So, I stepped out again…


My dress swished around my feet, making me feel both beautiful and out of place at the same time. I wasn’t used to dresses, and I never wore ones with so many layers! Father said that girls should be allowed to move as easily as boys and insisted that I be allowed to dress like a forester, even if the others in the enclave didn’t approve. They thought it should have ended when I started to transition into adulthood, when I received my gifted name the year before.


Mother and I had worked on my dress for almost two months. She said it had to be special. It was my first time going to court as an adult and I needed to be well dressed so I wouldn’t embarrass my grandmother. Technically, it was my first time ever going to court but Mother never liked to mention that. And grandmother was going to be hard to please. She was the Queen, after all. Father had just laughed and said his mother wouldn’t care, that she’d still insist on buying another dress so I didn’t embarrass her. Which was why mother had dragged her feet, so that I wouldn’t have time to find another gown. We were supposed to arrive two days ago but hadn’t gotten there until right before the ball started.


So, there I was standing in a ballroom, dressed like the princess that I technically was, even though Grandmother disagreed, and feeling completely lost. Kai had come with us and danced with me earlier, but he’d disappeared not long ago. And my cousin was moving around somewhere. We’d never gotten along, the few times we’d been around each other, but she’d seemed even ruder to me than usual. I could practically hear the mean things she was probably saying about me…


“She’s such a silly little thing, and quite ugly. Why would you dance with her and not with me?”


I grimaced, realizing I’d accidentally found her hiding place and was standing close enough to the door of the balcony to overhear her. Then, I blinked as a familiar voice responded.


“Princess, she is a childhood friend and it would be unseemly not to dance with her. And I am far too lowly to be noticed by one such as you.”


Kai. She was trying to steal my Kai! But then, she would. She’d always been like that when she visited. Still, this was pretty low, trying to take my only friend and the man I was in love with. Not that he felt the same way.


“So, she’s like a pet to you?” Aiyana asked.


“More like a little sister… though, I suppose pet fits too. But I still shouldn’t dance with you…”


I cringed and walked away before I could hear more. I knew he didn’t feel the same, but that was horrifying to have to hear. And I was stuck at a ball, having to pretend that I was happy! I glanced back at the balcony doors, seeing Kai with a polite mask walking back to the dance floor, and our eyes met. He smiled at me and lifted a hand, but I ignored it and walked over to my grandmother, deciding to spend the rest of my night with her…


My breathing shuddered. That was the last time I saw my grandmother and was a night I thought I’d never forget. She’d seen I was upset and actually thawed enough to make me miss her when she was gone. We’d spent the rest of the night talking and sharing stories about my father and his frustrating sense of humor. It was the closest I’d ever felt to her and because of those memories I’d managed to avoid thinking about Kai’s involvement for a long time. Now his words would taint the whole evening.


I took another step…


We were leaving home. I knew why. Grandmother was dead and Aiyana was just announced as the new Queen. I didn’t want to leave, though. Not when I knew that Kai would come back. He had to…


A tear slipped down my cheek and I brushed it away as I stepped forward…


“You have to do something, Gerda!” my oldest brother yelled. “You’re the only one that can!”


I growled and grabbed another branch before using my hatchet to bring it down. I was on forest duty, making sure that the dead branches were taken so that they wouldn’t lead to an infection in the tree. “Why me? Why can’t anyone else deal with her? I’m nothing and nobody. And I definitely don’t deserve the throne.”


He sighed. “But you’re the only heir, sister. Don’t you understand? You are the only one who can save us from her madness. The rebellion needs you.” His big hand came down on my shoulder as I leaned my head against the tree.


“Do you know what you’re asking of me? What this is going to require? I’m going to have to kill her, brother. I’m going to have to murder someone in cold blood and steal the throne from her.”


He pulled me backward and into his arms. He always gave the best hugs. My other brothers tried but they couldn’t quite make me feel as safe and loved as he could with a single embrace. “You will have to kill her, but it won’t be murder. You were named ‘Gerda’ for a reason, Chilam. ‘Protection’ comes in many forms. She drains the land and the people, more and more every day. She’s trying to conquer the rest of the continent. I wish someone else could do it but you’re the one with the destiny, little sister. You just have to decide whether to protect yourself or everyone and everything else. And whether you trust us to be there for you, no matter what.”


I closed my eyes tight and shifted my grip on the hatchet. “Fine. I’ll do it.”


A sigh escaped me and I sank down onto a chair. The bedroom I’d found myself in was decorated in a variety of shades of orange, which I found oddly soothing. After a few minutes, I took a deep breath and walked back to the hall door again. I had a feeling I knew what was coming next, but I wasn’t looking forward to it.


No one wants to watch the most painful moment in their lives happen all over again.
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I looked around and frowned. I was at the Queen’s Palace again, but I didn’t recognize the scene. It certainly wasn’t what I thought was coming next. I glanced around the room, what looked to be the nursery, and spotted a very familiar little girl.


“Aiyana?” I whispered, shocked to see her sitting there as a child. Judging by her age, I hadn’t even been born yet! “What–“


A whispered conversation from the hall drew both my cousin’s and my attention. She got up and snuck over to listen in. I decided to do the same.


“I’m telling you, the Queen is concerned. She says that the Crown Princess is too weak to rule,” murmured what I assumed was a maid.


A man snorted. “Then who? She only has one daughter. The rest are all sons and can’t inherit.” He paused. “Wait, you can’t mean–? No! Not that little brat! She’d be a horrible queen!”


“Shhh!” the maid exclaimed. “She’s in there right now and the Queen would be furious if you said that.”


He sighed. “Well, she is. She doesn’t play well with other children, always taking their toys and demanding that they pay attention to her. She’s even hit a few of them and then told them that they shouldn’t complain because they were only servants, not royalty.”


“I know, but still… she’s a little girl. She can change.”


“Not with a governess from that cult. I have no idea who chose such a heinous woman but…”


His voice faded as they walked away. Aiyana apparently had heard enough, though.


“What do they know?” she asked the empty room. “They’re only servants. And someday I’ll be queen…”


I blinked and leaned against the wall. “What cult? They can’t have meant…” I thought back to the quiet conversations my parents had when I was very young. They’d mentioned a cult that had been exiled from the palace for killing the Crown Princess, Aiyana’s mother.


I frowned and took another step…


Aiyana was older this time and looking up at a woman with hero worship. She was paler than snow, so white that her skin was nearly iridescent. Her hair looked like molten silver, and, in the center of her forehead, sat a series of jewels. They were all yellow and the center was a round with five long tear-shaped ones reaching out. It looked like a sunrise.


“What now, teacher?” Aiyana asked. Her own skin quite a dark blue still. I was used to seeing her look a lot more like the woman in front of her. Now I knew why she’d chosen to become so pale, despite most wealthy women preferring to have very dark skin.


“Now we take care of the problem. You will never be queen if your weakling of a mother is next in line. She will bow to whoever confronts her first.”


Aiyana frowned. “But… Grandmother is going to make me her true heir. Isn’t she?”


The teacher huffed a laugh. “Of course! We’re just going to ensure that it happens as it should. And when we’re finished with your mother, we’ll take care of that brat of a cousin who’s shown up.”


Somehow, I didn’t think this would turn out well.


The two of them walked outside and into a garden. It must have been summer because the sun had melted some of the snow and allowed a few cold-resistant flowers to grow. Aiyana’s mother was sitting at a table, drinking tea, when she spotted them.


“Hello, darling! How are you doing today? Have you learned anything interesting?” her mother asked.


“Yes,” Aiyana told her. “And Teacher is going to teach me how to become the heir.”


My aunt didn’t have the time to say anything before the teacher opened a vial and threw it on her, making her scream as her face began to burn and the flesh melted off.


Aiyana jumped and tried to run, but her teacher held her still and made sure that she saw every moment of her mother’s agony.


When her mother finally stopped moving, the teacher leaned down and whispered in Aiyana’s ear, “This is what happens to the weak.”


And then she was grabbed by a few guards and dragged away, leaving Aiyana to watch her mother’s corpse.


“I’ll never be weak,” she promised as the scene disappeared.


I nearly threw up when I found myself back in the castle. “What kind of person does that to a child?” I whispered, as if afraid to bring on another vision. It was one thing to assassinate the Crown Princess and quite another to make a little girl your accomplice and force her to watch her own mother die in such a violent manner. No wonder she’d ended up so twisted.


After taking a deep breath to steel myself, I stepped out again, hoping that I would find the other person soon. I didn’t know how much more of that I could take.


“You deserve more than a pet,” Aiyana told Kai.


He smirked at her, making me blink. I’d never seen that expression on his face before. It was entirely too cocky. Like he was enjoying her attention but didn’t want to let her know.


“And what do I deserve, exactly?”


She shrugged, looking a bit unsure behind her airs. “A Queen. Don’t you want to know what it’s like to kiss the next queen?”


His eyes narrowed slightly but his smirk never faltered as he nodded. But, he didn’t move forward, making her take the next step.


So, Aiyana did. She pushed him back against the wall and kissed him. And then, she kissed him again, but this time, he took over.


It hurt to watch but it also confused me. Kai might not have been the image of perfection that I’d thought he was, but this was... It was the first time I’d seen him as a bad person. I hadn’t been the only person he manipulated. As I watched them, it became obvious that he was taking advantage of the situation and it didn’t sit right with me.


They broke apart and he smiled at her. “Let’s go dance.”


I groaned and put my hand against my head. I had a pounding headache and I wasn’t enjoying the trip down memory lane. It was enlightening, though. Aiyana hadn’t been good for a long time but she’d been a lot more innocent than anyone gave her credit for, if that last scene was true. And Kai had a hand in turning her into the monster that everyone knew.


I stumbled and fell into the hall, and straight into the memory I was most dreading…


Aiyana sat in her sleigh, being pulled south as fast as it could. The soldiers around her looked tired and thin, not to mention terrified. They seemed to sense something was wrong but couldn’t identify what and they didn’t dare tell Aiyana that they should turn back. Suddenly, there was a yell and a huge tree fell into the path, nearly hitting the sleigh and causing the horses to turn too quickly and knock the sleigh on its side.


“Rebels!” shouted one of the soldiers as Aiyana climbed to her feet and shot a nasty glance at the sleigh.


“I better not be late meeting Tiertanal. We need to solidify the wedding plans,” she muttered. Then, she turned and stopped in her tracks.


I’d stepped out of the trees and was staring at her. Seeing myself standing there, I started to tremble. I knew what was coming, but this time I had to watch instead of being a part of it.


“You. Of course, you’d join up with the rabble. Well, it’s flushed you out, so I can take you out once and for all.”


I looked at her sadly. “I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve hurt so many people.”


She laughed. “When will you learn that they don’t matter, little cousin? The only one that matters is the one with power, and that’s me.”


I sighed and watched myself step forward and shake my head. “No. Power doesn’t matter. It never has and believing otherwise has gotten you into this mess. I don’t know why you’ve done all this, but I can’t let you do anymore.”


And then, I shifted my hand and threw my knife, watching as it hit her in the heart. She stumbled back and glared at me.


“Do you think a knife is enough to take me down?”


I shook my head. “No. But the poison I dipped it in should be. Goodbye, cousin. I’ll make sure to fix what you broke. I hope that you make things right with the Creator, while you still can.”


She tried to speak but couldn’t. Instead, she fell on the ground and breathed her last, watching me cry silently at her death and my loss of innocence.
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“I don’t want to see what’s next,” I cried. Seeing it from her perspective, it hurt. It hurt so much that I felt like I was breaking inside. Despite everything she’d done, I loved her. She was family, even if she was basically a stranger, and I hated that she’d become a monster. She’d deserved better, deserved to be better.


I wasn’t sure what was going to happen next, but I was positive that whatever was going on, it wasn’t over yet. I just knew that there was more to see and that I wouldn’t like it.


Every revelation so far had hurt me, from Kai’s manipulations to Aiyana’s painful childhood. Even so, they were useful, showing me the truth of the situations. There is always more going on than we are aware of, with our limited perspectives. It would make sense if things ended there, but I was still in the castle, still alone. No, there was more coming and I had a feeling that it was going to get worse from here. I also knew that there was nowhere to go but forward.


“Besides, what good has hiding from my problems ever done me?” I rolled my head around to loosen my neck and took another fortifying breath before stepping back into the hallway and into another memory…


Aponivi stared at the little girl in front of him. She’d just moved in, next door to his grandmother. She was younger than him and odd-looking. Her eyes were a disturbing gold color that he’d never seen before and her skin was so pale that he knew she must have come from a forester village. They were the only ones who had kids with skin that light. His had started to darken already but he knew what he was talking about. He’d lived in a forester village before his parents had died. His mother had been the headwoman and died of a plague about two years before.


“Aponivi, this is Chilam. She’s going to live next door. Why don’t you two go play while I talk to her parents,” his grandmother said.


He nodded and started to walk away before realizing that the girl hadn’t come with him. So, he went back, grabbed her hand and pulled her away. She didn’t fight. He liked that. He liked that she followed him around. The other children all wanted to get to know him because he’d been new. They’d want to know this new girl now, but he might be able to keep their attention if he stayed close to her. That was the way it worked at his old village, anyway. Those with something new and special were always the most important. He liked feeling important, like when he made up games for the other children. He also liked when people didn’t know just how important he was.


You were more important if you had secrets. Like his parents had been, keeping everyone in line, but quietly so that the secrets didn’t get told. Mama always said the best power was the power few realized you had.


“Is she the Queen’s other granddaughter?” Aponivi heard his grandmother ask and he paused.


“Yes, but we don’t like living in the capital. Too crowded. Besides, I don’t want her feeling like she has to compete with her cousin. She may be a princess but she doesn’t need to let that define her.”


Aponivi looked at the girl with a new appreciation. He wondered if he could keep her to himself… she didn’t really need any other friends.


A groan worked its way out of my throat and brought me back to reality. Just in time for me to trip and step into another memory…


Kai had just received his name. He was finally on his way to being an adult. It was a bit silly that his gifted name meant ‘rejoice’, but people did seem to enjoy that he was always smiling and cheering others on. They didn’t seem to realize that they were more likely to listen to him if he was kind to them. He liked having that influence over others. And he liked how they acted when they were happy.


He looked out over the crowd and spotted his friend, Chilam. She was too young to get her name quite yet, but it wouldn’t be long. She was already growing up and becoming quite pretty, though her eyes always seemed odd-looking to him. Gold eyes were just unnatural. He liked his better. They weren’t striking and made it easier to blend in when he wanted to. He could hardly wait ’til she was a bit older. He was popular with the other girls in the enclave and enjoyed their attention. A few had even let him kiss them. If Chilam looked like the others when she got to his age, he could hardly wait.


Chilam was cheering as he and the other two children in his age group received their names and Kai noticed that the adults were looking at her with indulgent smiles. He fought a frown. She wasn’t comfortable around other children anymore. He’d seen to that easily enough. He wanted to keep her to himself. He vaguely thought it would be nice to be the one in charge of a princess. His life has always been about secrets and power. What was better than having power over a royal and knowing all her secrets? But his plan hadn’t quite come together as he intended. He’d forgotten the adults.


Kids were easy enough to sway. Adults would be harder, but Kai could do it. His mother had always told him that lies had just as much power as secrets, if you were considered to be honest. Everyone loved him, so it would be fairly easy to convince them that she was a bit spoiled and needed to be brought back to reality. They already disagreed with how her parents had raised her, calling her unruly and saying her eyes were eerie. And it would be simple to make her believe that they all hated her while reassuring her that they didn’t.


“One day, I’ll marry her,” he told himself, his voice so low it was almost silent. Still, he noticed a sharp look from his grandmother and began to worry. If anyone could ruin his plans, it would be her. But she wouldn’t because she never used her powers for anything but food.


My head was on fire now. It felt like I’d been slammed into a stone wall instead of walking through a castle. I was unsteady on my feet and feeling like my heart was breaking. And then, I tripped again.


“She’s such a silly little thing, and quite ugly. Why would you dance with her and not with me?” Aiyana said after cornering him on the balcony. Not that he minded; he’d hoped she would after lavishing so much attention on Gerda and shunning the Crown Princess.


“Princess, she is a childhood friend and it would be unseemly not to dance with her. And I am far too lowly to be noticed by one such as you.” He reassured her, making sure he sounded properly cautious. He didn’t want her figuring out his game too early.


“So, she’s like a pet to you?” Aiyana snidely asked. It took all Kai had not to snap at her. He may not love Gerda like she obviously did him, but after all the years he’d spent with her, he found that he cared for her deeply and wanted her happy. And who would know how to make her happier than the person who knew everything about her? That’s why he was doing this.


“More like a little sister… though, I suppose pet fits too. But I still shouldn’t dance with you…”


“You deserve more than a pet,” Aiyana told Kai.


He smirked at her, letting her know he thought so too. She was so painfully easy to manipulate that it was almost shameful. Still, through her he could position himself to protect Gerda and make her queen. Eventually.


“And what do I deserve, exactly?”


She shrugged, looking a bit unsure behind her airs. “A Queen. Don’t you want to know what it’s like to kiss the next queen?”


His eyes narrowed slightly but his smirk never faltered as he nodded. But, he didn’t move forward, making her take the next step.


So, Aiyana did. She pushed him back against the wall and kissed him. She wasn’t as practiced as he expected. Then again, she’d looked pretty vulnerable when she’d talked to him earlier. She pulled back and looked at him for a moment. And then, she kissed him again, but this time, he took over. After all, if he was going to commit himself to this, he should enjoy himself. He didn’t have long before he’d have to stop playing around and show his interest in Gerda. If he started immediately, no one would have any objections when he asked her to marry him in a few years.


My nose was bleeding and my ears felt like they’d been boxed. I was having trouble holding still as each memory swept me along. I kept losing my balance and stumbling further in…


Aiyana was in his room. He looked at her in surprise, although he was actually quite pleased. She’d come to him, secretly. He had been worried, what with her recent obsession with the Fey King. It had spread quickly, after the ball. He didn’t mind being used as long as he was aware of it. The point was, she was there and he was now in a position to get her cast out as the heir.


She smiled at him and raised her gloved hand, sprinkling something in his eye. He blinked and the world suddenly looked very different. His room was too small. His clothes too worn. His companion wasn’t worthy of his notice.


Then, she pushed something into his heart, and he stopped caring. It felt just like before, except he was less emotional about it.


“Now, you’re mine,” she murmured and kissed him.


Kai kissed her back, feeling the cold seep into his bones and not caring. Why should he? He already had Gerda in love with him and now the Crown Princess was obsessed as well. He was in a position to get everything he ever wanted and more.




Chapter 12: Puppetmaster


I crumpled to the floor and instead of ending, the memory shifted, leaving me lying there in agony as everything changed around me.


Kai walked out of the Forest Enclave without a second look and cuddled up to Aiyana in her sleigh. He knew that there was no reason to keep him around if he didn’t play her game. She wanted to be wanted and to beat her cousin. It wasn’t hard to figure out why she hated Gerda so much. The younger girl was everything Aiyana wasn’t. She was effortlessly lovely, had a kindness that drew people to her, and enough talent and intelligence to easily take over the role as Crown Princess. And Aiyana didn’t want to lose her place. She was the definition of someone trying too hard, but that type was always easier to control. You just had to remind them that they didn’t quite match up to their own standards.


They rode directly to the Queen’s Enclave, where they met with their first obstacle.


The Queen.


“Thyra! Where have you been, child?” the Queen demanded of her heir.


Kai thought it appropriate that Aiyana’s gifted name meant ‘thunder’. Generally, she made a lot of noise and scared people without actually causing much trouble. She probably objected to not being thought of as dangerous all by herself. Just one more thing he could leverage.


“Hello, Grandmother,” Aiyana said with little expression. “And I thought I told you to call my Aiyana. I hate my other name.”


Her grandmother just glared at her. “Why? Because it makes you feel pretty? Child, I don’t know why your mother gave you such a useless name. ‘Eternal Bloom’, pah! It’s made you think that your only value is in looking pretty! That is not what makes a good queen.” Then, she turned and looked at me. “Gerda’s friend? What are you doing here?”


“He’s here with me!” Aiyana declared.


“Is that why she was so upset when she came to visit? Because you went and stole her friend?”


“It’s none of your business, old woman! And who cares about that little brat?”


The Queen scowled. “She is a perfectly wonderful girl, if a bit wild.”


Aiyana and Kai both scoffed, although he did so silently. “That mouse? Wild? Please. She’s probably too afraid of her own shadow to squeak when it startles her.”


For once, Kai had to agree with the brat. Gerda was a wonderful girl, particularly in comparison with her cousin, but she wasn’t wild. She was far too quiet and contained for that.


“Dear, you’ve always confused wild with loud and rebellious. There is a difference. She’ll come into her own in time and when she does, I’m sure she’ll shake the foundations of our people,” the older woman replied with a tiny, fond smile.


That may have made sense to Kai but it didn’t please the little princess. She didn’t want her grandmother’s approval, but she also didn’t want anyone else to have it.


Arguments ensued. Kai ignored them. Mostly. He did listen in here and there in an effort to find new information that might be of use in his plans. He also scratched his chest, feeling part of the mirror shard that had been shoved into his heart. She hadn’t done a good job of it, leaving the end to stick up and stretch his skin. He’d been considering pulling it out, since he didn’t like his current, emotionless state. It seemed to cause him problems. Still, it could be useful, having the ability to put it back at will. He’d try that soon. After he was sure that he could pull it back out.


Soon enough, Aiyana was dragging him to her chambers and whining about her grandmother.


…the world shifted…


Kai was sitting in the shadows of a balcony, watching Aiyana dance with someone in the ballroom below him. All he could think was that he was glad she had a new toy. He’d grown tired of her and wanted to be ignored. At least for a while.


“You’re good at this,” someone said.


Kai turned and looked at the man behind him, not that he could see much. Whomever it was had a hood on and their features were completely shadowed.


“I’m sorry,” Kai asked with a grin. “I’m not sure what you mean. I just wanted to get a little air. Am I not supposed to be up here?”


The man snorted and threw his hood back. “Don’t try and fool me, boy. I’ve been doing this too long to fall for your paltry attempts. You may have everyone else convinced that you’re a clever but generally harmless fellow, but I’ve met your type before.”


Kai blinked, trying to place the man, and then let a tiny grin come out. “Ah. I should have expected you sooner. You’re from that cult, right? The one that touts our supremacy?” He should have expected to see someone with that ridiculous jeweled sunrise on their brow sooner. Aiyana had a soft spot for them, for some reason. Her grandmother would kill her if the old bird ever found out. “Something about the dawn, right?”


The man chuckled softly, not offended. “Clear Dawn, although I’m not surprised you didn’t know the actual name. We’ve done a good job keeping quiet over the past few decades. And yes, more or less. We tend to be painted as supremacists. Really, we believe that only those who are strong should survive and that the gods should eliminate everyone else. The silly stories about the Creator make us weak, having us serve the land instead of the other way around. If someone can’t survive without help, they shouldn’t. The aid that we’ve given those filthy dragons is abominable.”


The man seemed a bit unhinged but not completely crazy, at least at the beginning. As he spoke, however, his lack of emotion was so obvious that Kai was wondering if the man had a mirror shard in his heart as well. His logic was too cold to fit with most religious zealots, which was probably why the cult continued despite being hunted after one of them killed Aiyana’s mother. And he was clearly clever enough to find a way into the palace, despite his very visible tie to Clear Dawn. That would have taken a lot of skill.


Deciding to cut to the chase, Kai asked, “Why are you here?”


The man smiled. “To visit my sister’s apprentice, of course. She’s too visible to continue teaching the princess in person, but she does like the girl. I’m not sure why, though. I mean, besides how easy she is to direct. For someone who likes having her own way, little Aiyana is terribly easy to manipulate.” He paused, as if expecting Kai to chime in, but received nothing but a blank expression in return. “I’ve forgotten my manners, though. My name is Hassun Stian of the Silvered Glass.”


Kai was faintly surprised but hid it. The Silvered Glass clan was the best mirror makers on the continent and specialized in enchanted mirrors. They were also expert miners, which explained the man’s birth name meaning ‘stone.’ His gifted name though… “Did they really name you ‘wanderer’ or did you choose it yourself?”


Stain smirked. “Oh, they gave it to me, alright. Seers are pesky things, don’t you think? But enough about me… I have someone that I want you and your dear Aiyana to meet…”


… I rolled my head to the side and started dry heaving just before I was pulled under again…


Charlotte Rancune was exactly as he’d imagined: beautiful, powerful, and heartless. If someone had told Kai that she too had a mirror shard in her heart that had frozen it, he wouldn’t have been surprised. It was a good thing he’d put his back in before the meeting. He was going to need the ability to look at things without caring.


“So, he’ll have to come to me to break the curse?” Aiyana asked the older woman. How Charlotte had managed to stay so young looking was a mystery and one that Aiyana clearly wanted an answer to. She was already thrilled with the curse she’d been given for the King of the Fey.


“Of course!” Charlotte reassured her. “Just make sure to mention the bit about true love breaking it. It should convince him that you love him when he finally comes to you on his knees.”


That made the princess beam with happiness. “Good. He deserves a bit of humiliation for denying me.”


Stian interjected here. “Don’t forget, darling, you must take out your grandmother first. If she’s still around when you curse him, she’ll make you undo it. And we can’t have that.”


Aiyana rolled her eyes. “I know that! I’ll take care of it.” She huffed before eyeing him and pursing her lips. “Uncle Stian, do you have any more of those mirror pieces? I tried them, just like you told me and it seems to be working…” She glanced at Kai before looking away.


“Of course,” Stian reassured her before handing her a pouch. “Just use it wisely. I can’t make anymore, you know. And don’t try it on your grandmother. The Queen is strong enough to resist the mirror.”


Aiyana laughed. “No, I’ll make sure that she’s properly dead. And no one will be able to tell where the poison came from, let alone think of looking at me.” She sighed. “Now, if only I could get rid of precious little Gerda that easily.”


Kai couldn’t feel anything but he still rebelled at the idea of her hurting Gerda. He had a plan in place and it involved his childhood friend surviving long enough for him to get rid of her insipid cousin.
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I found myself in a room, lying across a bed and feeling like I’d been stomped on by my reindeer. I groaned and rolled over, not wanting to chance getting up. It hurt too much.


“But I have to know what happened next,” I whispered. “If he’s been using Aiyana, why is he out here?”


Before I could question any further, the room began to swirl around me and I fell into another memory…


Kai very much wanted to kill Aiyana but he wasn’t going to. Not yet. He still had plenty to do, though. She wanted to set up a home in Forest Enclave so she could be closer to the Fey. That didn’t work for him. He didn’t want anyone from home knowing that he was alive. They might tell Gerda and then she’d be in danger. The foolish girl wouldn’t want to leave him in her cousin’s keeping and would miss the obvious signs that he’d been with her of his own volition.


He’d just have to convince Aiyana to go on a tour of her land. She had before, during her Coronation Journey, but there were still plenty of places for her to visit.


“Darling,” he said as he watched her brush her hair. “Why don’t we go on a trip?”


She paused and then continued what she was doing. “Why?”


“Well, you were telling me about the Snow Queen’s Castle, with the mirror lake? I want to see them. You never know what family treasures might be hidden in the old place. Besides, you’ve been cooped up here, doing all that tedious paperwork. Don’t you want to do something interesting?”


She pursed her lips and watched him in the mirror. “I have been wanting to visit the Spring Enclave, and maybe Summer. Someone’s been spreading rumors that the leaders there are actually better leaders there, and more beautiful as well! Can you imagine? I wonder where they got such a silly idea.”


Kai hid a smirk, well knowing how vain she was. If anyone even hinted that someone else looked better, they risked imprisonment and the woman they were talking about might not come out the confrontation alive. Although, why Aiyana was so obsessed with having perfectly pale skin and hair was a mystery to him. He personally thought it made her hideous gold eyes stand out too much. He’d always hated how they looked, both on her and on Gerda.


… I was on the floor in the kitchen, only having the time to notice that the stove was lit before losing sight of the world again…


The Spring Enclave was as lovely as its name implied. There were flowers blooming everywhere, the smell of ripe fruit filled the air, and people seemed genuinely happy as they moved from task to task.


On one hand, he could appreciate how well everything worked together. On the other hand, it was frustrating to see something that he couldn’t improve. He liked improving things. He loved how people treated him when he’d fixed something.


Perhaps I’ll just have to break it first, Kai mused as he followed Aiyana. Judging by the careful mask of pleasant approval, it wouldn’t take much to convince her to raze the place.


“Welcome!” exclaimed a stunning woman who was clearly in charge of the enclave. She was clearly of mixed blood, with her pink skin and purple hair. Still, she was exotic looking and she smiled quite a bit, which made her eyes sparkle and a dimple to appear on one cheek. “What brings the Queen to our home?”


Aiyana’s expression froze as she took in the lovely woman in front of her. “I’m examining all the enclaves, assessing what they might need.”


“Well, that sounds great! I’m Ela Asta, mayor for our little enclave. I can give you a tour, if you want. I don’t think there’s much we need, though.”


Kai examined her and noted the worry in her eyes. She was polite and friendly, but not stupid. She knew that she was in a dangerous place and that the Queen could turn on her at any moment. He also noticed that she was greeted by everyone as they walked. It wasn’t impersonal either. She knew everyone and asked about their families and crops. She thrived when surrounded.


So, he leaned forward slightly and whispered to Aiyana, “Take her people and she will go mad. But do it slowly. It will be torture.”


… My eyes caught sight of an ornate, crystal chandelier just before they closed again…


He loved looking at all the different enclaves. They’d circled back toward Summer after visiting several others that were further east of Spring. Aiyana had needed to check in on the war effort before heading back out. Summer was another unique place, so organized and so obsessed with the sun!


And, of course, being run by a very young, very beautiful, and very well-loved princess.


Naturally, Aiyana hated her on sight. It also meant that they had to stay for a while.


A burst of giggles preceded the Queen as she entered their shared bedroom.


“Out with another conquest?” he asked, attempting to sound jealous but no longer caring as much as he should.


She flipped her hair over her shoulder and gave him a sultry smile. “Of course! The Captain of the Guard is such a polite and honorable man. It was refreshing to corrupt him so thoroughly.”


He lifted a brow. “Oh? Do tell. Did you take my advice?”


“Ha! You know I did. You always have such delicious ideas,” she declared while running her hands up his chest and wrapping them around his neck. Then, as she pulled him down for a kiss, she asked, “How do you think them up?”


His lips devoured hers as he pulled her tight to his body. “You’re an inspiration, my Queen. So you put the mirror in his heart?” Kai started kissing down her neck, leaving her available to speak.


“Mmmm! Yes. I think I’ll visit more often and see who else the barracks has for me. Maybe I can add a few more to my ranks.” Her voice was breathy as she enjoyed his attentions.


“Sounds delightful,” he breathed. “The Princess seems to love the family atmosphere here. Perhaps you should see about stealing her people’s loyalty? Slowly, of course.”


She giggled again and he reveled in the fact that her plan would backfire. He knew for a fact that even without emotions, loyalty would remain. What made sense with emotions was often logical without them. It would keep her occupied though, and that kept her out of trouble.


…I lurched to my feet and tried to escape the next revelation, only to realize it wasn’t there. I sighed in relief. Even finding out all the horrible things Kai had done, it would have been much worse if I’d had to watch him and Aiyana… together.


I shuddered and pushed the thought away. There are things you just don’t need to see. And knowing that he was justifying his actions by claiming they were for me? Nothing was sitting well with me.


Glancing around, I realized I was in another bedroom and realized that I was exhausted. I had no idea how long I’d been awake but it felt like days. There was no time to sleep, though.


And, I couldn’t see a way to actually leave the castle and the trail of memories. There were no windows for me to try jumping out of, let alone a door that led anywhere but the hallway.


“I guess there’s more I need to know.”


Whatever was calling the shots, probably the lake, was trying to tell me something. I just had to figure out what.
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Traveling along the Wall had been eye-opening for Kai. There were so many dark mysteries out there for him to find! Which was why he hadn’t argued when Aiyana decided to pull men from the Wall and send them to her silly war front. The less people protecting that Wall, the more secrets Kai would be able to discover. He had even suggested that they didn’t need as much food, since there would be fewer men. He wasn’t sure how many would desert, but it wouldn’t be a small amount.


His plans had changed a bit though, thanks to the castle. It was a magnificent structure and wonderfully useful. Because of the strange properties of the lake it was built around, walking through the castle often led to seeing your memories. It put him in a perfect place to change the course of his entire people and no one would ever know. And it was all thanks to the lake and the idiotic queen that had left him there. 


The first thing he’d done when he arrived was steal Aiyana’s mirror pouch and sprinkle the ground mirror into the lake. He’d had to bore holes in it first, since the ice was so thick, but it had worked. The mirror-like surface had frosted over and developed cracks. It had also begun to show more than just what would help you reflect on your life. You could suddenly reflect on the lives of other people too, and to a greater extent than it ever had before. And that was infinitely more helpful. If he could see the memories of others… well, there was a lot that could be done with that. It also allowed him to keep track of everyone from a single location, regardless of if he’d met them before or not.


Almost everyone, anyway. The mirror wouldn’t show him Gerda and her family. Oddly, he could see Aiyana, which meant that it wasn’t because of their bloodline. It was a bit frustrating because he didn’t want to check in on her. She’d bored him years before he’d come to the Castle. He was still using her, of course, but that was for convenience’s sake. And her regular trips to visit him were always… pleasant.


Their arrangement was working out well for both of them. She left him alone most of the time and he’d been able to advise her about troop movement via carrier pigeon. He did check on her to make sure she was still following their plans. He’d enjoyed watching her drive the mayor of the Spring Enclave insane, even adding mirror shards to the soil and watching the poor woman put her hands directly into them. He was aware of the way she slept her way through the guards in the Summer Enclave and the little ways they rebelled against her because they were still loyal to their Princess. He even watched the way that several of the border towns turned to thievery in order to survive.


But I can’t see Gerda and I need to know how she’s turned out. How can I get her in place if she’s invisible? He’d tried setting traps, tried watching her through others. He’d even tried having the forester villages wiped out completely to drive her back to an enclave. Nothing worked. The foresters survived and hid her by moving her from place to place. It was incredibly frustrating. As far as he could tell, when the image didn’t disappear because one of her family members was nearby, she spent most of her time out in the wilderness. It didn’t bode well for her social skills but would definitely allow him to take over that area for her.


“Hello, boy,” came a familiar voice. Kai turned and smiled.


“Stian. It’s been a long time. What are you doing here, of all places?”


The mysterious man exited the shadows and eyed Kai. “I came to use the Mirror of Reflection. I see you’ve made some improvements?”


Kai shrugged and went back to the memory he’d been watching. It was the Fey throne room. Apparently, there was recently a battle there between one of the halflings and the King’s new translator. Or love interest. It was hard to say and quite a bloody fight.


“It’s proven quite helpful,” Kai responded absently.


“I need to use it, so you’ll have to watch this some other time.” Stian made a strange gesture and the lake cleared before suddenly showing the Dragon stronghold.


“Ah, so you’re the reason that Aiyana cut off all aid to the dragons. I was wondering if you’d had anything to do with it. On her own, it would have taken another five years before she thought of it.”


Stian shrugged. “It was necessary. They are parasites and should have been removed from existence long before now. And just look how they’ve fallen in this short amount of time!” he said with his eyes practically glowing from happiness.


Kai still didn’t understand the man’s obsession with ruining the dragons, but he wasn’t going to stop it either.


“What’s your next step?”


“I’m not sure I know what you mean, boy.”


Kai snorted and looked at the older man, clearly not believing him. “I may not know you, but I know that you always have another step. You wouldn’t be here otherwise.”


Stian studied him for a moment before letting a grin slide over his face. “I should have known better. You’ve always been too clever. Yes, I do have another step. I plan on adding a little fuel to the fire.”


When he didn’t say anything more, Kai decided to leave it alone and figure it out himself. It wasn’t very difficult.


“You have more of that mirror, don’t you?”


The older man started laughing. “Oh! If only you knew! I do, in fact. I made it, actually, but it was shattered in an accident. Luckily, the pieces are still useful. It’s a shame I can’t make another like it, though. I was hoping Rancune would have the ingredients I needed when I introduced her to the little idiot who’s sitting on our throne. Sadly, she did not. Now, I’ve stayed too long and I have much to do. Try not to die, boy. You’re the most entertaining thing I’ve seen in a long time.”


Kai didn’t take offense. He just watched the other man leave and thought about all the things Gerda was going to have to fix once he got her on the throne.


“Well, I’ll fix them, but Gerda will get the attention for it. It’s easier to control things from the shadows if I have someone to give credit to.” It was such a wonderful feeling, being the power behind the power, something he could see clearly, thanks to the mirror pieces.


“Maybe I should thank Aiyana for that before I kill her. Although, if I wait a bit longer, I bet the rebels will take her out for me…”




Chapter 13: Meeting Kai


I fell out of a door and into the snow, exhausted but relieved that I was myself again. It’s one thing to travel through your own memories and quite another to live other people’s.


With Aiyana’s, I’d at least been able to stand as an observer. With Kai’s... I suppressed a shiver. It had been incredibly disturbing to experience his thoughts and emotions. I’d literally stood in his shoes and lived parts of his life. I never wanted to do something like that again.


But now I know, I reminded myself as I desperately tried to ignore the pounding headache and sore limbs. The last time I’d felt that weak, I’d been violently ill and spent two weeks recovering from the stomach bug. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the feeling of the snow around me. It was soft and cold, so cold that it hadn’t started to melt, even with me laying on it for so long. It had barely even compressed. Overhead, the Great Lights blazed across the sky, making it nearly as bright as day. I’d always loved those lights and the way that they resembled ribbons, the stars shining through like diamonds on a fancy dress. Old stories referred to them as the ‘light dancers’ and said that they were the souls of our loved ones, dancing with the Creator and showing us a bit of what we have to look forward to.


Feeling properly numb, I shifted my mind to thinking about my ears instead of skin or eyes. There wasn’t much to hear though. Besides the sound of my soft breathing, which I could ignore easily enough, everything else was silent. There were no animals moving around, no wind stirring the snow, no voices or footsteps. But there was a very faint sound of crackling ice. It wasn’t loud but reminded me of what happens when someone shifts their weight while standing on a frozen lake.


Considering the memories I’d been forced to relive, I had a pretty good idea who that might be. I just didn’t want to deal with it quite yet. Or at all, but I knew I couldn’t put it off forever.


After resting for what seemed like an hour, I finally felt more like myself, or enough like myself to sit up properly and look around a bit.


To say that I was cautious would be an understatement. After tripping through visions in the Castle, I didn’t really want to move, but I had to. I’d come for a reason. As much as I didn’t want to find Kai anymore, I still needed to. He had to answer for what he’d done.


I had to end it…


Once I was up, it didn’t take long for me to recognize where I was. It was the courtyard of the castle. Just as I’d originally thought, the Castle was shaped like a giant ‘U’ and each wing ended about where the Wall began. In the very center, stood a large lake, long and shaped like an oval, with the northmost tip reaching through a small gap in the Wall.


And, just like in one of my visions, the lake was frosted over and filled with imperfections that prevented it from reflecting properly.


I gazed out at the ice and saw someone sitting there, in the center of the lake, staring at the Wall. Or, at least, he was staring that direction. I had a feeling that he was watching something I couldn’t see. Something I didn’t want to see.


Even at a distance, I recognized him. It was Kai. Kai who’d been my only friend. Kai, who’d protected me from the scorn and anger of others. Kai, who had drawn the wrong person’s attention and disappeared.


No. Those are only partial truths, I reminded myself. This is Aponivi Kai, the child who didn’t want to share his prize so he isolated me from everyone. The one who lied to me and others to make sure that I wasn’t properly protected. The one who knew how to fix himself and chose to remain captured instead. The one who wanted to marry me so that he could use me as another one of his puppets. Kai who truly believed that he loved me too, but not enough to put me ahead of his own desires.


And that was the hardest part, knowing that he’d truly believed he was doing what was best for me, that he was demonstrating his love for me, while simultaneously betraying me in every conceivable way. They were hard truths, and ones I worried had been influenced by the damaging of the lake. Still, even if there was more to the story, I knew that I would never be that little girl again, the one who trusted him implicitly, loved him whole-heartedly, and would do anything to save him.


That little girl was gone and a woman stood in her place, one who had to think about an entire country of people that had been hurt by Kai. There was more at stake than just the fate of her childhood friend.


I cautiously got to my feet and began to walk out toward him, all the while considering what type of queen I wanted to be. I’d gone through the motions, just trying to tread water. That would only work for so long before I drowned. I needed to pick a direction and start swimming.


Aiyana had been selfish and vindictive. She’d been told that what she wanted was more important than what others needed and she took it to heart. She’d rebelled against our grandmother’s strict rules and clung to the one person who’d seemed proud of her, a woman who was a murderer.


My grandmother had been kind at times but too concerned with her position and the work it required rather than her family. She didn’t come to visit me or have me come to her until I was nearly an adult, until I might be useful to her. She was just as cold as Aiyana, in her own way. And from what the Land had told me, she hadn’t been a good steward there either. She’d always done the bare minimum instead of seeing it as another area to protect.


I didn’t want to be either of them. I wanted to be a better queen than they were. And it started with dealing with my past.


So, I strode across the ice, doing nothing to hide the sound, and headed directly for the man who had shaped the lives of so many.


“Hello, Kai.”
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“Gerda!” Kai responded with a grin. “How are you here? I’ve missed you!”


He started to move toward me but I took a step back and he stopped. I’d seen enough of him to recognize the truth in his face. He was surprised I was there but also not. He’d always known that I’d come looking for him and that I’d find him. He knew that I would get there soon, but not that soon. He was happy, all the same. My quick arrival boded well for him, even if my retreat from his touch was a bit unusual.


It seemed that my time in his head had given me a bit of an advantage. I could tell what he was really saying. I could see through his lies, both the ones that he told me and the ones he told himself.


“Hello, Kai,” I said again, my voice slightly softer, sadder. Something he picked up on immediately.


“Yes, you said that. Why are you all the way over there? I would have thought my rescuer would actually be happy to see me. I’m guessing that your cousin is dead? I always knew that you’d become queen, I just wish it had been under better circumstances.”


“Truth,” I whispered. “But also lies. You’re so good at mixing the two together. I would almost wonder if you could tell the difference anymore, but I know you can. You love that no one can tell what you really mean. It puts you in a position where you can control them.”


I searched his eyes but they were all but blank. Nothing but a bit of sadness showed. He was so good at pretending to be someone he wasn’t. So very good. He’d grown more handsome as he got older and did indeed look like Prince Rangvald. Unlike the prince, he was so cold. So very cold, even as he acted warm.


Kai sighed and gave me a sad smile. “I always hoped that you’d stay the same. I knew you couldn’t, but I hoped. I loved that little girl, so full of hope and love. What changed, Gerda?”


A tear trickled down my cheek as I looked at him. “You. You changed me, Kai. You always thought so highly of your strategic skills but you missed so many important things. Key moves that are part of the rules of the game. The most important is that you can’t fool someone forever. You shouldn’t have drawn me here if you wanted to hide who you really are.”


And that was when his eyes changed. They grew as cold as his heart, as the lake beneath our feet. He knew that I’d seen something. That I’d seen him. And he wasn’t happy.


It was the most honest I’d ever seen him.


“I should have guessed. How long were you in the castle? It normally only shows you a few things at a time but you look like you’ve been through the wringer.”


I just stared at him. I had no idea how long I’d been in there but I had a feeling that it was a while. Much longer than it should have been. That was the thing about the land, when it found out you were listening it talked.


Kai tisked and shook his head. “Here I am, protecting you for years and when you finally come to find me, you’re full of accusations. The visions aren’t all correct, you know. They lie all the time. You show up, see a few odd memories that are probably out of context if they’re true at all, and then accuse me of being a villain.” He sighed, “I can’t believe that I waited for you.”


I just stared at him. There was no point in arguing. He was too good at twisting people’s words, at twisting the truth to serve his purposes. He’d already tried and when he couldn’t get a reaction out of me, he tried again.


“Is this the thanks I get for keeping your cousin occupied and distracted? For making sure that she didn’t have time to hunt down your family and murder you like she wanted to? For hiding you in those villages?”


I scoffed, anger beginning to overwhelm my anguish. “Really? Is that what you were doing? And here I thought you were enjoying her attentions so that you could make yourself feel more important. So that you could be in control. You’ve always wanted control. I was too young to understand but I think my parents did. I know your grandmother did. But she held out hope that you’d change, that my love might change you. You never did, though. You never changed who you were. Never tried to be different. You found a toy and kept it to yourself at all costs. That’s the only reason you cared about me. You thought I belonged to you. You loved me the way someone loves an object. I was there to keep you happy, not because you actually liked me.”


Seeing the set of my jaw, Kai gave up all pretense and laughed. “But you did belong to me. You still do. It was so easy to make people believe that you were an idiotic brat with a mean streak and not just a shy little girl with no social skills. They’d known me for years. I made them happy. You just stood there and watched. You were the unwanted spare heir and everyone knew it. They’d do anything to keep your cousin happy, even at that age. You were just too stupid to see it.”


He paused and looked me up and down in a way that made my skin crawl. “It’s a shame. You could have been useful. And despite what you think, I did do all those things for you.” He grinned, but the smile never reached his eyes. Only ice could be seen there as he mocked me. “So really, all those horrible things I’ve done, all the people who are dead or worse? It’s all your fault, Gerda. And everyone will know. They’ll look at you and see you as a monster because you were the reason they suffered. You were the one who drove me to hurt them. You were the one who didn’t save them soon enough.”


I shook my head but the words were hitting their mark. “No. No, they won’t. I’ve helped them. I figured out what you’d done, the two of you, and I’ve fixed a lot of it. And I didn’t just see what happened, Kai. I may have been on your mind but you did those things for you, so that you could use me later. It was never about me, not really.”


He chuckled, like I was a child who just learned how to do something incredibly simple and thought that they knew it all. “You poor, simple girl. You think you understand because you watched the memories? Because you heard my thoughts? Do you think that I don’t have a back-up plan? That people out there don’t know that I was doing it all so that you’d look good when I helped you ascend the throne? I could have made you the greatest queen our people had known since the Snow Queen herself, but now? Now you’ll be known as the great failure, the one who destroyed them before she ever took the throne. And who would believe you? You have the same evil blood as Aiyana did, whereas I was a poor boy who was kidnapped by a power-mad girl and twisted. I’m a victim, the same way that they were. But you… you’re her blood. You’re just the same as she is and I’ll make sure that everyone knows it.”


And as he spoke, I could see it happening just that way. Kai was charismatic. People liked him, even when he treated them like pawns. They couldn’t seem to help themselves. I didn’t want it to be that way, but it was.


I was so tired of fighting though. From the moment I’d joined the rebellion, it had been one thing after another. It would be so easy to give in, to acknowledge that Kai had outsmarted me again. But this wasn’t a game of chess.


What kind of queen do I want to be?
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“Gerda!” someone yelled behind me. I turned my head to see Erland and Bodil burst out of the castle and start running toward us. A breathy laugh popped out of me, brought on by the relief of seeing them. I’d worried that they were still stuck in the castle, or worse, hadn’t made it through the door at all.


Kai growled something that sounded a lot like a curse but I wasn’t sure. Either way, it drew my attention back to him.


“You’ve replaced me already, I see,” he said, gesturing to my guards.


I frowned. “What?”


“You’ve got a new boy to obsess over,” he sneered. “It explains why you’ve turned on me, after all that I’ve done for you. Where did you meet him? I bet it was during your Coronation Journey. I thought you were supposed to be looking for me, not a new lover.”


My mouth opened but nothing came out. The shift of topics was so swift that it left me reeling. I’d never thought of Erland as Kai’s replacement. He was a new friend, yes, but people aren’t interchangeable. So I said as much.


Kai laughed. “Please. He’s probably been acting all polite while filling your head with lies about me. I bet he didn’t want you to come find me. Or better yet, he’s been acting like just a friend while trying to get closer and closer to you. Someday soon he’ll make his move, trying to shift from friend to lover. He’s a dragon, after all. Dragons dominate. They don’t let their women rule them. But they’re a wily bunch too. They’re good at hiding in the shadows and striking when the time is right.”


I blinked and frowned. I didn’t want him to put doubts in my head, but he had. Just like when you were children and someone wanted to play with you. Just like when an adult tried to help you. He’s doing it again, hoping you’ll fall into the same patterns, I told myself.


What kind of queen do you want to be? Not the type who trusts the wrong person.


“Gerda!” Erland called out again, slipping slightly as he ran toward us. His eyes were full of fear as he rushed our way. Not fear for him, fear for me.


I turned and saw Kai reaching for me. Then, I was falling after taking a fist to my cheek. My head spun and I groaned.


“I tried,” he grunted before kicking me. “I tried to protect you and set everything up. But you just wouldn’t let me take care of it. Why do you always have to ruin things, Gerda?” He punctuated each sentence with another kick or hit. Erland was still running for us but seemed to be getting farther and farther away. Magic, something whispered in my head.


“Why couldn’t you stay that sweet little girl?” Kai asked.


I coughed and looked up at him. “Why couldn’t you take out the mirror? You did from your heart. I know you did. Why not your eye too?”


He smirked. “Because I saw the world so much clearer, unblemished by sentimentality. It wasn’t much different than when I wasn’t affected. Why would I change it if it made me better?” Then, he grabbed me by the hair and started dragging me toward the Wall.


“What are you doing?” I screamed as I tried to take the pressure off my head.


“Why, disposing of your body,” he told me, his tone blithe and light as a summer day. “Then, I’ll go back to the capital and tell one and all the harrowing tale of how the three of you found me in a castle, surrounded by creatures and fought them off before dying of your battle wounds. Only I survived.”


I struggled, holding onto his arms and trying desperately to get loose. It was no use, though. I couldn’t get a grip.


“Help me,” I whispered, hoping that something in the lake hadn’t fully succumbed to the broken mirror yet.


Kai suddenly lost his footing and had to drop me so that he wouldn’t fall. I scrambled away from him as quickly as I could and desperately searched for my knife, only to realize that I’d lost it somewhere in the Castle. With so many shifts, it was surprising I’d come out alive, so suddenly being unarmed wasn’t much of a surprise. It was a problem though.


Then, everything seemed to happen faster, like time had sped up.


“Gerda!” Bodil yelled and slid something across the ice to me. It gleamed in the light of the sky as it glided across the suddenly smooth surface.


I grabbed it without taking a moment to understand what it was. I turned to see Kai reaching for my neck, falling toward me as he attempted to throttle me. His eyes were cold and empty, like I was a minor inconvenience rather than a genuine worry. Then, I felt the weight of his body hit me.


Bodil’s knife slid into his chest, right where the mirror shard had been. Nothing stopped it. It was smooth, like the hole had already been there and the knife was just slipping into the empty space.


Kai’s face froze in surprise as he stopped moving forward. As soon as he halted, I pushed forward with my arms and legs so that he fell back onto the ice.


Bodil was there, and so was Erland, both trying to pull me away from the first man I’d ever loved, the man who’d tried to make me queen, the man who’d tried to kill me when I threatened his plans.


What kind of queen do you want to be?




Chapter 14: Visitors from Beyond


Kai was still breathing when I went to check on him. I didn’t want to. He’d hurt so many people in so many horrible ways. Still… I didn’t want him to suffer all alone.


“I c-can’t believe you d-did that-t,” he stuttered as I knelt by his side.


“I didn’t want to. You know that,” I began. “You were my best friend. My only friend. And, even knowing who you really are, I still love that boy that I thought I knew. He still has my loyalty, even knowing he was a lie.”


Kai sneered and tried to sit up before crying out in agony. I had no idea how much pain it was, but it was enough to make him tear up. Enough to make him cry.


Enough to free up the tiny speck of a mirror shard that had been sprinkled into his eye.


His tear glittered as it slid down his face, leaving a faintly red scratch as it did.


I watched that scratch until it dropped off his face and into the snow. Then, as if a force compelled me to do it, I locked eyes with my childhood friend. Not the man he’d grown into, but the boy with all the potential in the world.


“Gerda,” he breathed. Then he started crying again. This time, it wasn’t from the pain. “I-I’m sorry. I-I d-did so man-ny things wrong.”


I hushed him and gently lifted his head so I could lay it in my lap. Erland and Bodil had followed me but stood silent as I comforted my oldest friend in his last moments.


“I thought I saw it all so clearly,” he whispered. “That’s h-how it g-gets you. Amb-bition.” He searched my eyes. “Y-you saved-d me.”


I shook my head. “No. I killed you, Kai.”


He smiled at me sadly. “You saved me. I w-won’t d-die a m-m-monster. Th-thank you.” He winced and cried out as he tried to move.


“Stop! You’re only hurting yourself more!”


“Ha. I w-want t-to go. M-make it q-q-quick f-for you.” He scowled, probably at his slow speech. “St-ian. H-he’s b-been ahead-d of y-you. M-making-g p-p-problems. Sp-pring, Summer, an-nd Aut-t-tumn.”


Bodil growled. “That’s who it was? I’ll kill him.”


Kai smiled. “G-good,” he told her before turning to look at Erland. “P-protect h-her?”


Erland nodded.


“Th-then t-take it-t out.”


“What?” I yelled. “What are you talking about?”


“N-not you. Him. Th-the knife. T-tak-ke it out. L-let m-me go.”


Erland put his hand on my shoulder. “He wants to go with dignity. He doesn’t want your last memories of him to be waiting for him to die.”


I blinked back tears while fighting for control. He wanted to go. He wanted to rest. He was finally able to see what his life had been about and he was ashamed. And he was asking someone else to do it so that I wouldn’t have to suffer any more than necessary.


“Are you sure?” I asked, my voice as calm as I could make it.


He nodded and looked up at Erland.


What kind of queen do you want to be?


“Not the kind that leaves the hard tasks to someone else,” I murmured, knowing that this would be the hardest thing I had ever done. Then, I leaned forward and kissed Kai’s forehead.


And yanked the knife out as quickly as I could.


Blood gushed from the wound, welling up faster than I thought possible. His green shirt turned into a brown so dark it looked black, the color creeping further away from his heart every moment.


He coughed and more blood came up.


“S-sil-ly g-girl. S-someone else was supposed to do that-t,” he admonished.


I smiled sadly. “I know. But what kind of woman would I be if I let them do something that I was responsible for?”


He laughed again and his breathing slowed. “Lo-ve y-you, C-chilam. Al-lw-ways have.”


“Love you too, Aponivi. Always have. May you find peace in the Creator.”


And then, he stopped breathing. The blood seeped a bit more but his heart had ceased pumping.


He was gone, this time for good.


And I was angry.


I laid his head down gently on the ice and rose.


Then, I screamed. I screamed and yelled and wailed until I was certain that the Wall itself reverberated with the aching that I felt in my heart. He’d lied. He’d manipulated. He’d destroyed so many lives. But he’d also befriended me and loved me. He’d been just like everyone else, a person with flaws and admirable qualities that warred against one another. Outside forces made it easier for his bad side to take control but he wasn’t always the monster that people would surely paint him to be.


He’d been my Kai. Aiyana had borrowed him, twisted him, but he had still been mine.


And now he was no one’s. No one but the Creator would ever see him again.


And it felt like I was the one who’d gotten a knife in her heart.


“Gerda,” I heard Erland say, his voice gentle.


I refused to be comforted though. I need to let it out.


“Fifty years! I waited for him for fifty years! He was supposed to be mine! My friend! He was supposed to come back to me! He betrayed me over and over and over and all I can do is wish he were here again! No matter what he’s done, I still want him back! Agh!” I screamed and fell to my knees, beating my fists on the ice over and over and over again.


“He hurt you,” Bodil said quietly.


“He loved me! And he hurt me. He hurt so many people. He was the one behind so much of Aiyana’s madness. He was her lover and her master and her pet and he was everything wrong.” I sobbed and whispered. “But he was mine. He was mine and now he’s gone. He’s gone and I’m alone.”


I knew what I’d said was wrong. I sounded like a possessive brat who’s toy was taken away but I didn’t know how else to express it. I hadn’t even realized until that moment how much I relied on our friendship to keep me moving. I’d been hiding behind a memory of a man and both he and the memory had been torn away from me.


And I knew that the words weren’t right, that I wasn’t alone anymore, that I was less alone after his death than I had been before. I also knew that the little girl in me died the same time Kai did. I wouldn’t be the same. I would always know that I’d killed my friend, the man I loved, the dream I had for my future. Just like I knew that I had killed my cousin, my blood, the only one who might begin to understand how I felt as queen.


I had killed. And I didn’t regret it.


Which made me feel even worse.


So, I cried. I mourned another loss of innocence, each one signaling the passing of an age and the beginning of another. First Aiyana, then Kai. I could never be the girl I was, not after being the one to kill them both.


I would take the throne. I would rule the people and steward the land. I would strive to be better than my predecessors, to rise above the tragedy that would forever mar my life.


And I would always ask myself what kind of queen I wanted to be, what kind of person I wanted to be.


Because the answer was and always would be better than the one I was yesterday. To be wiser than I was yesterday. And if I followed that path, maybe I wouldn’t have to mourn this way again. I doubted I’d be that lucky, but at least I had hope.


But none of that matters right now. Right now, I say goodbye to the man who held and broke my heart.


“Farewell, Aponivi Kai. You will be missed, if only by a few.”
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I don’t know how long I sat there, paralyzed by my grief. I don’t really care. It was long enough to cause my skin to shift on its own, thickening along my knees and hands to deal with the intense cold of the ice. Long enough for my mind to quiet and the echoes to fade.


“You aren’t alone,” Erland offered when I seemed to have calmed a bit. He was smart to wait until I was finished, ’til I was ready to listen. I would have lashed out at him and then regretted it. It would have tainted our relationship.


Just like Kai tried to do.


“I know,” I told him.


“Do you? Or do you think he’s right? That I’m trying to take his place?”


I sighed and turned to face the halfling. “Erland, you’ve never tried to take anyone’s place. You’ve never forced your way into my presence unless you felt it was to protect me from immediate harm. And, most importantly, you’ve never isolated me from others so that you could maintain control of me.” Looking at him and Kai, side-by-side, I could see the clear similarities between the two men. Both wanted to be my friend but they were also incredibly different.


Both men both drew attention without trying and became leaders who preferred to hide in the background, but for various reasons. Kai had kept me for himself. He’d been selfish and needy and controlling. He’d hidden behind a smile and an enigmatic personality. Part of that was probably his age. He’d shown signs in his memory of growing out of some of those traits, even with the mirror causing problems. Still, he wasn’t good. Erland was gentle and calm. He was outgoing when necessary and quiet when appropriate. He assisted me in getting to know the rulers of Summer and never balked at Bodil’s presence. He encouraged me to get to know other people and never hid who he was or that he hoped to work for and with me. He’d been free to grow into his maturity, to become a man instead of an overgrown boy held frozen by magic. There was no artifice in him and appearances only mattered if they hurt someone.


“You’re the man he should have been, that he could have been,” I told my friend quietly. “Instead, he was caught in his own search for importance and got lost.”


Bodil spoke up. “We saw what happened. With the two of you. With the queen. With him. He’s not worth your tears. He tried to kill you.” Her voice was harsh but her eyes were sad and she seemed a bit uncomfortable. Haunted.


“But did you feel what he felt? Because I did. I know exactly what happened to him and why he made his choices. Right now, I’m crying over losing the person I thought I knew and the one he could have been.” I eyed her carefully, letting the Creator fill in the gaps of my understanding. “You aren’t him either. And if you see similarities that you don’t like, change them.”


That seemed to make her pay attention.


“What?”


“Bodil, Kai is dead because he thought the way he saw the world was the best. Don’t get caught up in that trap. Don’t think that things can’t or shouldn’t change. If you don’t like yourself, then you and the Creator need to have a talk about changing who you are.”


I eyed the lake with a grimace. “And we need to figure out how to fix this lake.”


She frowned. “He did something to it.”


I nodded. “I’m not sure why we saw the same things, but we must have. He used the powder of the broken mirror Stian created to change this lake. He contaminated it.”


“What did it do, exactly?” Erland asked. “I’m not that familiar with magic mirrors. We don’t have any in the desert. The sand interferes somehow.”


I shrugged. “I’m not positive either. I know that the lake is normally smooth and clear as glass and that some mineral in the soil turned it into a mirror.” He nodded, clearly remembering that conversation. “I think that, because it was a natural mirror, it was able to be altered by the other. It’s less stable, you could say.”


“Because nature is in constant motion?”


I nodded. “I mean, technically, glass is just an extremely slow-moving liquid. That’s why we have to rotate the older windows ever year. The solid is still flowing with gravity. So, it wouldn’t change as easily as something like ice.”


We all looked out at the frosted lake and fought dismay.


“But how do we remove the glass?” Bodil asked. “I mean, you told me yourself that you didn’t remove the stuff that was infecting the other people. You asked the land to do it for you but how do you ask the land to remove its own infection?”


That had us all stumped.


I bit my lip and thought back over what I knew about the lake, about the land close to the wall. Just like with the reindeer, I was a bit hesitant to work with it.


But that’s silly, prejudiced, and wrong. The land is the land. It was given to us to take care of. How can I take care of something if I ignore an infection? What kind of queen do I want to be?


Something flashed in my memory. I knew that the land had fed us the memories we needed. Kai had indicated that he’d never experienced so many memories at one time. Then, when I was being dragged off by Kai, I’d instinctively asked the land for help. And the ice had responded.


Might as well try it again.


So, I quieted my thoughts and closed my eyes, listening to the world around me before presenting my request.


“Please, help us heal this water. We can’t remove the glass from it but we need to. It must be destroyed so that the land can heal.”


Silence.


We sat for a long time with absolutely no change. The wind didn’t move. The earth didn’t rumble. The ice didn’t creak or crack. There was no sound of wings in the distance. I got no responses at all.


Then, we heard the footsteps, a heavy thumping on the top of the ice.
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I’d always known that the Wall hid all sorts of mysteries. The visions showed that Kai had been fascinated with the little he’d learned. I strongly suspected that was why he’d remained on the lake. He was trying to use it to see beyond the Wall. I don’t know if he succeeded or not. I probably never would. One thing I did know, he would have done anything to see what we were seeing.


There was a creature on the ice. He was large, larger than the reindeer or the buffalo. He looked a bit like a moose and a bit like a cougar and a bit like a man. I couldn’t quite make everything connect but that was how it was. He was long-legged, his shoulder reaching nearly six and a half feet, but the legs were more sturdy than a moose’s and ended in those hoof-claws that the reindeer had. His hind legs were shaped like a cat’s and instead of a short tail, it was long and twitched every so often. His teeth and eyes were that of a person, though. It was terrifying to look into those brown orbs and see a genuine intelligence looking back.


Animals are smart. They can think and those around people tend to be better at communicating. They were still animals, though. They still relied on their base instincts for almost everything. They didn’t look sentient as soon as you saw them.


This one did.


“This is wrong,” he told me. His mouth didn’t move, but based on the way that Erland and Bodil jumped, they’d heard him too. Not to mention his voice was echoing off of the Wall and the Castle.


Audible without actually speaking, I mused as I considered his words. “Yes. Someone changed it, broke it. Can you help?”


“Why?”


I frowned. “Because it’s wrong.”


I heard a chuckle. “Many things are wrong but they still stand. This wall is wrong. It divides our land, making food scarce. It is wrong yet it stands. You do not seek to tear it down. Why is this different?”


I’d never considered that the Wall might be a bad thing. It protected us. It sheltered the rest of the continent from the horrors we’d seen. But, looking at the creature before me, I knew he wasn’t lying. It had also harmed.


“I didn’t know. We were being hurt by the creatures of the land. They killed too many and threatened the humans. The Wall keeps them back. This helps no one but those with evil hearts. It seeks help. Will you help?”


“Perhaps. What will you give?”


I looked at the others but they were no help. “Give?”


“You must give to receive. It is the way of the North. Is it not your way?”


There was a catch, I just wasn’t sure what it was yet.


“The Snow Queen thinks. That is good. Impulsivity courts danger.”


“I’m not the Snow Queen. She died centuries ago.”


He blinked at me and I got the feeling that he was considering me like a puzzle. “The land speaks of a Snow Queen walking its paths. The waters whisper of a new ruler who listens and gives gifts and soothes. I will only treat with the Snow Queen. If you are not she, then I have no purpose here.”


I gaped. “But, we need help!”


Bodil shook her head and sighed. “Master, please wait. Our Snow Queen, she is humble. She doesn’t know that she has earned the title. She doesn’t realize she is worthy. Will you not speak with her anyway? Will you not help her?”


He paused and considered us for a moment, clearly enjoying the look of astonishment I’d given my friend and guard. Finally, he responded, “Very well. Speak, Queen, for I grow weary.”


I bit my lip but did as he asked. I told him the tale of my journey, of the people I’d met, of the misery I’d seen, of the land working with us to correct the problems. He listened without interruption. Finally, I wound down and explained what Kai had done. “It’s my job to fix the water. I know it is. I just don’t know how to find the glass. This is a large lake. The current will have scattered it. Even a speck will corrupt it. And, if the lake remains corrupted, it will spread. Water flows and takes soil with it. Nothing stops water when it is moving, not for long.”


He nodded. “But what will you give me if I help you?”


“What do you want?”


That seemed to stop him in his tracks. Then, slowly, he told me. “I want to meet with you to talk about the Wall. My people have taken care of most of the monsters that hunted your people. They have been pushed back, though many live in the Wall itself. The caves on our side are a perfect hiding place and have proved dangerous for us when hunting.”


That made Bodil chime in. “Is that why there are still so many breaches at the Wall?”


He nodded. “It must come down, though the time is not now. Will you agree to meet to that end?”


I considered him carefully but nodded. “Yes. If it has done what you’ve said.” I paused and looked down at the ice beneath my feet, getting an idea. “What if we meet here again and use the lake as a way of showing one another our side of the Wall. That way we can plan when it would be best to take it down. I mean, it will take a while to make sure everyone is prepared on both sides. If we can use this as a way of gathering information, it seems like it would be useful.”


He hummed and looked at me, weighing my words. “May we use it in between meetings? To find pockets of trouble?”


I decided to wait a moment and listen, to see if I got any advice from the Creator. And a steady warmth filled me as I thought about it. “Yes. We will meet here once a year, around this time, and whoever needs to use the lake can use it.”


“Agreed,” he declared. And then he lifted his front feet and stomped on the ice.


The ice cracked into large chunks, starting at the impact zone and radiating outward until it reached the shore. Erland, Bodil, and I barely kept our balance as the whole surface shook and the ice pieces jostled one another. Then, something beneath the surface began to glow and rise. Once all the glowing specks were in the air, the ice refroze, clear as glass and twice as slick. More pieces of glowing dust flew at us from the West and joined with the ones floating overhead. When no more showed up, the ball of glowing dust suddenly burst into flames and burned to nothing overhead before being blown away by an errant gust of wind.




Chapter 15: History Lessons


“It is done,” he intoned.


I looked over at the creature, only to be shocked at the sight of a golden man with a rack of antlers on his head. If he were missing those, he’d look exactly like the stories said the Snow Queen’s husband did! But that was impossible, wasn’t it? Everyone thought he’d been human.


“I will return this time next year, little cousin. We will speak again. Farewell.”


“Wait! Please, don’t leave yet.”


He paused and turned back to look at me. “What more is there to say?”


I laughed. “Well, for starters, are we actually related or was ‘cousin’ just a phrase? Also, what happened all those years ago? If you didn’t want the Wall, why would one of your own help to construct it?”


He blinked, clearly not expecting that line of questioning. “It isn’t so simple. There is too much history to speak of at this time. You should know, though, that the monsters you feared were not always evil. Animals are predator or prey; they do not choose to be bad but many have flawed instincts.”


When he paused, I filled in the gap. “Someone or something was altering their instincts? Making them change?”


He nodded. “The Wall was an option. Your grandfather was impetuous and thought it the only way to protect those he loved. He shed his horns and used them to create it. Only one of his blood may take it down.” Another pause, this one more like he was thinking. “We are cousins, but distantly. This is the other reason I wish to speak with you. To teach you of your birthright.”


Erland cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to interrupt but are you trying to say that his blood has given her gifts?”


“Yes. Your people once were more like us. They listened to the land, were a part of it. They could become animals if they chose. They preferred not to. They began to live under the mountains, hidden by their high peaks and flat tops. They stopped listening, though they still can. Your grandfather married the woman who lived in this castle. She still listened. She heard him and he helped her hear more. They created a wall and locked us on the other side.”


He huffed. “We were not as upset then. We knew what was at stake. Now, we chafe at the confinement.”


Bodil spoke this time. “So you don’t mind living in the Deep North?”


“No,” he replied with a shake of his head that drew our attention back to the golden antlers. “It is a good land for us. We will doubtless avoid your homes, even without the Wall. What we dislike is the broken who hide in it. They are sick and breed sickness. If we take away their hiding places, they will soon fall beneath our claws. Once they are gone, there will be no need for the Wall.”


I blinked at the image he presented, his skin, hair, and eyes glowing like a golden sunrise and a fierce expression on his face. He held up his hand that suddenly sprouted claws, as if he was trying to intimidate me but somehow it calmed me down. I’d grown up with stories of the atrocities the creatures from the Deep North could commit and he was no exception to the rule. Something up there had allowed things to grow stronger and deadlier than I was used to seeing. At the same time, something within me wanted to join the hunt, the same something that had thrived once I moved to the forester villages, something wild that had always been there, trying to get out.


Something that didn’t quite fit with the other Wraiths.


I cleared my throat as something occurred to me.


“Is it the mix of bloodlines that drove Aiyana crazy? That wildness that couldn’t be set free but needed to? That feeling of otherness?” I’d caught glimpses of it in her memories. She’d thought it was an innate superiority based on her position, but really, she just saw those around her as weaker and didn’t know how to deal with it.


Somehow, I’d surprised him. He didn’t tell me I was wrong, though. “Wraiths are a gentler people. They are more like humans than the Fey or the dragons or Dwarves. They feel so much. It is… possible that the combination of our bloods and the suppression of her instincts could have driven her mad.”


I shook my head. “No, not just the suppression. She had flawed instincts, yes, but someone made her that way. Someone who knew what to expect.”


Erland was the one who caught on first. “The cult. The woman from the cult was the one who started training her to be a killer. Are you saying that you think they were the ones to taint the animals?”


I shrugged. “There’s no telling. It was centuries ago and I doubt the ones who did it are still alive. But it bears thinking about. I have a feeling that a lot of the people who find solace in the villages have mixed blood.” My gaze turned to Bodil next, her hair gently waving despite the stillness of the air.


“It is entirely possible. But these are things to speak of another time. You are hurt. You must rest. I will go and come back next year.”


And then, the creature was gone, leaving me gaping like a child at her first festival.
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“Come on,” Erland said as he threw an arm around my shoulders. “He’s right. We need to get you inside and resting. Hopefully, with the lake fixed, we won’t be pulled into any more sudden memories.”


I nodded before gasping and turning to look at Kai’s body. I’d nearly left him out on the ice!


But he was gone.


“What happened? Where did he go?”


We looked around, frantically, but there was nothing to see. Not even a drop of blood remained on the ground from where he’d lain. I would know, since I examined that area very carefully.


Even without the frost, the ice was cold enough to make my knees numb in a very short time.


“Look!” I heard Bodil say and turned to follow her pointed finger.


Only to see Kai beneath the surface of the ice.


I vaguely heard Erland ask, “How did he get there?” but was paying too much attention to Kai’s body to really care. As I stood there, the silt on the bottom of the lake began to move, faster and faster until he’d been pulled completely under. In moments, the floor of the lake was once again a flat, silvery surface, with no sign that it had become a burial ground.


Time seemed to move differently for me again. I think the shock of everything that had happened finally caught up with me. Regardless, the next thing I knew, I was waking up in a soft bed with a crackling fire in the fireplace.


I sat up slowly and looked around the room.


“Oh, please say that I’m not going to be sucked into another memory,” I whispered.


A chuckle drew my attention to the corner of the room, where Erland sat looking out at the lake. “Don’t worry. Fixing the lake also fixed the memory issue. Apparently, it was too big to corrupt completely with so little dust. Instead of making you into a bad person, it showed you the absolute truth, which can be much more cruel than actually lying.”


I blinked and thought back to the memories I’d experienced first. “I was remembering him as a good person, glossing over his less savory tendencies and my doubts.”


He nodded. “And seeing the truth about your cousin made you realize–


“–That she hadn’t always been a monster and wasn’t always the villain. She’d been a victim, the same as me.


“And seeing Kai’s showed you that he was only moderately good before the mirror and was the real problem behind Aiyana’s rule.”


“I didn’t just see them. I lived them, feeling everything he did.” A tear slipped out and I hugged a pillow to my chest. Erland’s shocked expression told me that my experience had been unique. That was good though. It wasn’t an experience I’d recommend. “How long have I been asleep?”


“About a day. The real question is how long have we been here,” Erland corrected. “And the answer to that question is over a week.”


“What?”


He smiled at me sadly. “I know. It’s hard to believe, but we were trapped in the memories for more than a week.”


I searched his eyes, hoping that he was joking, but he wasn’t. “Well, that explains why I was so tired.”


He glared at me. “That and the fact that your face was covered in blood. I thought it was from him at first. He did attack you pretty good, but then I spotted the blood around your ears and the vomit on your coat. It seems that Bodil and I got a pale echo of the memories that you experienced.” Erland sighed and rubbed the back of his head. “I’m just glad you’re okay. Whatever that creature did to the lake fixed your injuries but I think the increased regeneration of your body and your general exhaustion put you out like a candle in a snowstorm. Just… please don’t drop like that again. You scared me half to death.”


We were quiet for a few minutes after that.


“What are you doing in here, anyway?” I finally asked.


“Ha! I knew you’d ask that. Bodil and I’ve been taking turns guarding you, just in case. And we didn’t want you waking up alone. The place is pretty big and confusing, especially when you’re trying to find someone. No one wants to play months of hide-and-seek because you woke up alone.” He paused and then forged on. “Also, I know that Kai’s death is hurting you more than you’d want to admit.”


I bit my lip and looked down at my lap. “I’ll get over it. Eventually.”


Erland sighed. “Gerda… I know that you just lost your oldest friend, but I hope that this won’t make you push us away.”


My head jerked up. “What do you mean?” I had a feeling that I knew, but I wanted confirmation.


“Bodil and I are your friends. I know I started as a guard but I care about you and I saw the same things you saw. I just don’t want you thinking that either of us is like him.”


I groaned. “Erland. Aranck, we talked about this already, didn’t we? You aren’t him. You aren’t Kai. I won’t paint you with the same brush. I won’t push you away. I’m too selfish for that.” My use of his birth name was clearly a shock, given the way his eyes widened. It was odd for me too, I’d never been tempted to call anyone something so intimate before, but I needed to show him I wasn’t pulling back. If anything, I was closer to him than ever before.


He sighed and slumped in his chair. “Good. I was worried. I’ve seen people who were betrayed by friends before and they almost always push everyone away. I didn’t want–“ He slammed his mouth shut and turned to look out the window.


Since he wasn’t finishing the sentence, I tried to prompt him. “Didn’t want…” No response. “Aranck, what didn’t you want?”


His jaw tightened and then he glanced at me and sighed again. “I didn’t want to lose you.”


I blinked. “You won’t. But, why did you stop talking?”


Before he could answer, Bodil burst into the room and threw herself at me.


“You’re awake! I was so scared that something was wrong but Erland kept saying that you were fine and I shouldn’t worry! You are fine, right?”


She pulled me up and started running her hands down my arms, checking for injuries. Instead of fighting her off though, I let her do it. Bodil was an emotional person but it tended to come out as anger most of the time. The amount of worry she was showing me made me realize that she wasn’t just my friend. I was her’s too.


“I’m okay,” I said quietly. “I’m okay. We’re fine. I promise.”


Bodil looked up and seemed to finally realize what she’d been doing, based on her purple cheeks. “Sorry.”


“It’s fine. I promise. I get it. I’d do the same if you were hurt.”


She smiled and gave me another quick hug before moving away. “We’ve been raiding the library while you were out. We found some interesting information.”


And then, she proceeded to tell me about the love story between my great-great-grandmother and grandfather. It wasn’t the one I’d grown up with. He hadn’t saved her from a pack of sabertooth wolves that were each the size of our cottage, though I’d always secretly thought that was probably an inside joke. Actually, they’d met when she saved him from an angry village and the deer that were ‘licking him to death’ when the chief sentenced him to be coated in salt and tied to a stake outside the village walls. Apparently, he was a bit dramatic and my ancestress was rather reserved.


And, at last report, they’d retired to Brenlew after abdicating the throne and getting frustrated when people kept hunting them down to ask stupid questions.


“You know,” Erland said, “it really explains a lot about your personality. You sound a lot like your ancestress. And I can definitely see you doing that one day.”


So can I, I thought. Is tomorrow too soon?
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We stayed another week-and-a-half before feeling rested enough to head back the way we came. We also read. A lot. I found out more about the founding of the monarchy and the ways of our people before the Wall than I ever had in school. Apparently, history texts like to take liberty with their stories and make people look both better and worse at the same time. My family seemed to prefer leaving wholly entertaining journals that filled in the gap while also letting me know who they were as people. The first Snow Queen was a quiet person, intelligent, and had a dry sense of humor. Her husband, on the other hand, was loud, jovial, and liked to make everything more interesting by exaggerating the descriptions of the events. Oddly enough, he only did so when it was something his wife’s journal also mentioned.


I was looking forward to coming back and reading more about my family. I knew that I’d learn a lot from what they’d gone through but I wasn’t going to absorb it in just one sitting and I didn’t want to risk the books by bringing them with me.


We left the castle early in the morning, escorted from the building by the swarms of snow bees, and met with our reindeer in the exact place that they’d left us before. At that point, two of the swarms headed back and the third one told me they were coming with me while the others continued to guard the castle.


Well, more or less. Bees don’t talk very clearly. They did give me the image of the Spring enclave though. Apparently, they wanted to be dropped off there on the way to the Queen’s Enclave.


“So, we’re taking them with us?” Aranck asked. It still felt odd to call him that, even just in my head, but he wasn’t just ‘Erland’ to me anymore. He wasn’t a ‘stranger’ and hadn’t been for a while. He was quickly becoming my ‘stars’ though, the glimmer of hope for a future beyond the pain I was living.


“I’m not sure what you think I can do to convince them otherwise,” I replied, rather sardonically.


Bodil just snorted and shook her head at us. She’d been doing that a lot over the past week. I’d very pointedly not asked her what it meant. I didn’t want to know.


Not yet, anyway.


The reindeer were very eager to get going and were moving even faster than before.


“What’s going on with you guys?” I quietly asked mine as we traveled.


“Happy. Lands not tainted. Go home soon.”


“Ah.” I was a bit worried about how Bodil would take it, but decided to tell her once we got back to Autumn. At that point, she’d have her mother to contend with and a few of her pets going home would be the least of her worries.


We reached the stone chimney that Bodil’s grandmother lived in well before dinnertime and in good spirits. We weren’t the only ones, though.


To say she was thrilled to see us would be a vast understatement.


“Oh, my dear girl!” Granny Finn cried as we walked into her kitchen. “My little pigeon! I thought you were dead!”


That stopped Bodil in her tracks. “What? Why?”


“You were gone too long and then there were those strange lights that raced across the sky, heading to the castle. Why didn’t you send your grandmother a note to let her know you were alright?” she asked, smacking the younger woman.


“Ow! I didn’t know you’d seen anything! And fixing things was tiring. We decided to rest a bit before coming back.”


Naturally, after an opening like that, Granny Finn demanded to hear the story. The whole story, not a simplified version. She was very clear on that point. When it came time to tell her about Kai’s death, she gave me a sad smile and patted my hand.


“You’ll be alright, dear. It hurts now but it will fade with time. And it reaffirms the fact that you are the Snow Queen.”


I blinked. “What? How does me killing my oldest friend make me deserve that title?”


“Because! You would rather sacrifice the thing you wanted most in the world than see our people or the land hurt. That’s the attitude that made the Snow Queen who and what she was. She didn’t care that it was going to hurt, that she might die, or that she was going to have to give up her dreams.”


“Her dreams?” I asked, frowning as I tried to remember anything that I’d read mentioning that my ancestor had given up her plans for the future. Objectively, it made sense, but it was never talked about, not even in the journals I’d read.


Granny Finn nodded sagely. “My mother was good friends with her.” At our startled expressions, she cackled. “Our family is well known for aging slowly, living long, and having children late. Anyway, according to my mother, the Snow Queen had always wanted to be a scholar and travel south, exploring the human lands. By accepting the mantle of queen, she locked herself in our lands. She never got to see the lakes of Lettelach, the marshes of Shessat, the plains of Llaynwll, or the sands of Southern Lunzif. She gave that up, that life of adventure, to protect those who didn’t care about her. They came to love her, but that came later. It was a sacrifice, pure and simple.”


Erland nodded. “Is that why she was the first to be gifted a name? To be called ‘Gerda’? Because she was a protector?”


The old woman snorted. “No. She was called Gerda because the poor sap who she saved thought it would give her protection. Her birth name was too well known and was causing her problems. Her family had a bit of a reputation, you see.” She eyed us for a moment and then nodded. “Time for food and then bed. You’ve got a ways to go yet.”


None of our objections held any sway over Granny Finn as she gave us heaping bowls of stew and a thick slice of bread before sending us off to bed. She did assure me that she’d answer my questions about my ancestor. Some other time.


Luckily, I knew I’d be back the next year.


When we woke, she handed us a note for the Fisherwoman that was written on a slab of dried venison. Then, she sent us on our way, riding atop reindeer with fangs and claws, escorted by a swarm of snow bees.


I’m sure we made quite an interesting sight.


The Fisherwoman was just as quiet as before, but she did accept the ‘note’ and wish us well the next day.


After that, it was a two-day ride to Bodil’s village. None of us were looking forward to that.




Chapter 16: Coronation Journey


“There it is,” Bodil announced, late on our fourth day of travel.


Aranck and I stopped beside her and looked at the lights that were barely visible inside the canyon. We didn’t have great memories of our visit, so neither of us were thrilled to be back again.


Bodil seemed just as nervous. “Alright, let’s get this over with,” she declared before darkly muttering, “They better have fed my pets while I was gone.”


Instead of responding, we followed her lead as she rode into the village.


About a quarter-of-a-mile away from the entrance to the canyon, we heard someone shouting and a drum being beaten. Someone had sent up an alarm. I was only slightly comforted by the fact that we were obviously riding on strange creatures from the Deep North and only Bodil had ever been known to tame them. The village definitely knew who we were. Whether that was a good thing or not was yet to be seen.


As we drew closer, we saw people pouring out of the homes they’d built into the canyon walls.


That’s when we heard the cheering.


“Bodil’s back!”


“Look! Look, see? I told you that the Snow Queen would be with her!”


“Isn’t that the Snow Queen’s bodyguard? I heard he’s part dragon.”


“Someone go tell the headwoman. She wanted to know as soon as her daughter returned.”


“How are they riding those beasts?”


The closer we got the louder the voices grew and the less variety there was; everyone was basically wondering the same things. We also got the overwhelming feeling that we were not only welcome but wanted.


“This is different,” I whispered as we reached the doors to Bodil’s menagerie.


She shook her head. “This is how things used to be. It’s been a while, but… this is what my home was like when I was little.”


We dismounted and started to move toward the door before being stopped.


“Pigeon!” Bodil’s mother screamed as she threw herself in her daughter’s arms, then started frantically checking the poor girl for injuries.


That explains a few things, I mused as I took her reins. Apparently, Bodil took after her mother a lot more than either was willing to admit.


“Mother. Mother. Mom!” That finally got Hillevi’s attention. “I’m fine. Do you really think Grandmother would let me go anywhere if I’d been hurt?”


“Are you kidding?” Hillevi responded. “She’s always been negligent about your wellbeing! Why, you always turned up with new scars when I sent you to stay with her?”


Bodil shrugged. “I never lost a limb, so it was fine. Now, what’s going on here? Everyone seems… normal again.”


One of the guards who’d threatened my life when they’d first found us in the carriage took it upon himself to explain a few things. Hillevi was too busy making sure her daughter hadn’t sustained any damage. How the woman had raised her daughter as a warrior was anyone’s guess.


Thanks to the soldier, we discovered that the glowing dust we’d seen flying our way when the mirror shards were being collected and burned had been pulled from Autumn. More specifically, from their wine. And guts. Apparently, when Aiyana had found out that there was a bandit problem, her way of fixing it was to put powdered mirror into several casks of fine wine and let them get stolen. The problem was, the people living in the outpost rarely drank. Unlike the soldiers at the war front, the ones on the Wall were pretty intense about alcohol. There was too much of a chance that they’d all be called on to defend the village. They usually drank small amounts of beer or cider. Wine was only allowed for special occasions.


Like the death of the queen.


That was why it was such a slow change for the soldiers. They’d ingested very tiny amounts of mirror over the course of several decades, then got a huge dose when a stranger came to town to tell them that the queen was dead and her replacement was on her way. That was the first time they’d had more than a sip or two in over five decades.


“There was a glowing light to the East. That’s when we heard an explosion and ran to see the casks of wine busted open. When we looked up, we saw some sort of glowing dust rushing out of the storeroom. Then, we all felt violently ill and threw up the same glowing dust before it condensed into a big ball and rushed toward the light,” Hillevi reported, trying to condense what the soldier had told us. He was a lot more talkative than I would have guessed. “I was the least affected, mostly because I only had a very small glass of watered wine on the day we found out Aiyana was dead. I’ve never cared for the taste, but I didn’t want anyone to think I wasn’t a part of them.”


Bodil snorted. “That turned out well.”


Her mother sighed. “I know. There’s a new rule that all alcohol is made here or not at all. And we’re buying a spell to check for drugs like that.”


I blinked and looked at her, at the rest of the men, realizing that they didn’t know what had happened. “It wasn’t a drug,” I said, hoping that they’d listen. “It was powdered pieces of mirror. Enchanted mirror. So far, I’ve seen it used in two enclaves and to poison a lake. The magic in it probably prevented the glass from killing you, like it normally would if you ingested it. It tainted how you saw the world, though.” I frowned, thinking about how it might have affected them. Glass in the eye made you see things in their worst light, glass in the heart froze your emotions, but what would glass in your stomach do?


My breath caught. “It stirred up your emotions, made them overwhelming and emphasized only the worst ones. That’s why you were so angry and ready to kill anyone who annoyed you.”


Stunned silence followed. A few men turned nearly transparent at the news. I wasn’t sure whether it was because they’d nearly died because of a mirror or because so much of their recent lives made sense. One man started crying, tears streaming down his face while he remained quiet.


It didn’t last long though. Soon they were dragging the full tale out of us. I didn’t blame them for the anger that followed. Aiyana had been a horrible ruler and hurt them over and over again. To find out she’d gone so far as to try and poison their minds was not a welcome thing to hear. At least this time they could control it.


Eventually, they settled down and we went into Bodil’s home to sleep. Her menagerie had been well cared for, which meant no one had to die, and we decided to stay for about four days. Officially, it was to make sure that all the effects of the mirror were gone. Unofficially, I wanted to see how things were run on the Wall and start to think about transitioning the soldiers toward the idea that the Wall would be coming down.


On our last morning, Bodil set her reindeer free on the other side of the wall and watched them disappear in a whirl of snow. Most of her pets were happy where they were but a few wanted to go home and had been set free as well.


She sighed and turned back toward us. “So, what’s the next step?”


I chewed my lip and watched her carefully. “Are you coming with us?”


Bodil blinked and then glared at me. “Don’t be stupid! Of course, I am! I’m planning on being your head guard! I’ll need my animals shipped down, though.” Most people, when they were informing you that they wanted you to do something for them, would act embarrassed or offer something in return. Based on her furrowed brows and the absent look in her eyes, Bodil was more concerned with the logistics of shipping her pets down south than gaining my approval.


Naturally, I was thrilled to give it to her. “Not a problem. We’ll figure it out when we get back home.” I grimaced. “Well, our new home, I should say. First, we need to figure out how we’re getting there. Any thoughts?”


Bodil grinned. “We can take my carriage, of course! No one would dare to attack a golden carriage that’s carrying the Snow Queen.”


Erland snorted. “Of course not. That would be madness. By the way, I’ve been wanting to ask you a question, Chilam.”


Bodil pitched her voice high and said, “Ooooo, Chilam,” in a sing-songy voice. She’d been teasing him a lot more since we reached Autumn. I still didn’t want to know why. I did know that I enjoyed hearing him use my birth name. I’d given him permission during our trip to Autumn and was glad I had.


Luckily, Aranck was skilled at ignoring her verbal jabs. “I was wondering what our travel plans are. Are we headed directly to the Queen’s Enclave or checking in at Spring and Summer first?”


I blinked. “You know, sometimes I forget that you weren’t born and raised here. I’m on the final leg of the Coronation Journey. Unless I start at the Palace and just make an obligatory loop, I’m required to make the exact same journey back, except my first stop is switched with the Palace instead. It’s a sign of the change in leadership. You start in one home and end in another.”


Apparently, that wasn’t what he was expecting. “And how long did it take for you to get here?”


I bit my lip and shifted my eyes between the two of them. “About 2 or 3 months?”


Judging by their groans, they weren’t thrilled with the answer.
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Our return to Summer was well received. We’d made good time, partially because the creatures that Bodil had pulling the carriage needed very little rest and partially because the snow bees had been having fun creating ice slides. I had no idea why but they seemed to enjoy randomly freezing some of the snow solid and then flitting away like guilty children caught pilfering candy.


Our original driver was back and feeling much better now that his wound had healed. There was a high chance that he’d return to Autumn but he’d wanted to check in with his home first. Because of his presence and Bodil’s absolute hatred of being stuck in a box, they switched off driving and we were able to go farther each day than we would have normally.


Which was good, because when we reached Summer, another spontaneous festival was thrown.


After fighting our way through the excited crowds of Wraiths, we finally made it to the palace and were greeted by Princess Ylva and Prince Rangvald, who filled us in on what had been happening in their enclave.


“You’ve noticed the red patches?” Ylva asked as she sat down with me for tea. Bodil and Aranck had gone with Rangvald to review the guard, leaving the two of us to visit in private.


“Yes. They look like bloody crows.” And they did. Each servant and most of the townsfolk had a patch of red fabric over their hearts, shaped like a crow that was dripping blood down the front of their shirts. I’d seen early signs of it when I was there the first time around but I didn’t realize that it would become a trend that lasted past the initial party, although I’d suspected it would show up again for an anniversary celebration.


“Mmhm. They consider it a sign of loyalty. They’ve been tested and found untainted. Most of the enclave now has crow feeders attached to their home and every one now has at least one carving of a crow adorning their house.”


I snorted. “Bet the crows are loving that.”


She shrugged. “They’re carrion eaters but they’re being fed dried meat, seeds, nuts, and bread crumbs. They seem content and protective.” Ylva paused and eyed me carefully for a moment. “You have our loyalty too, you know.”


I didn’t say anything.


She sighed. “You saved us. I was trapped in a palace with no way to help my people. My husband and I were kept isolated, from each other as well as the rest of the enclave. The people’s hearts were being frozen in their chests and families were being torn apart. You’ve changed all that. Whether you want it or not, the people of Summer Enclave consider you our Snow Queen.”


“I wish you wouldn’t but I’ve heard it from several other people now. I’m guessing there’s nothing I can do to change your mind?” Ylva shook her head. I sighed, “Thought so. Oh! I found out about your golden man. The one you named your enclave after?”


And then, I told her about the mysterious creature that had healed the lake and saved Autumn. The rest of the visit continued along that vein. We shared about our time apart and I had her agree to send me a list of what they needed for further repairs.


Then, we took our leave and headed for Spring.


We’d thankfully left the carriage in Summer, so it had been a long walk, but quite nice. I hadn’t been thrilled at traveling in a box either, so walking to Spring felt refreshing and helped remind me that I hadn’t changed as a person; I’d grown, that was true, but I wasn’t someone new.


And if Ylva and Randvald had been extremely welcoming, Asta greeted us like long lost family. She squealed and rushed over to me as soon as we appeared at her gate. Judging by the fond but slightly exasperated expression on her captain’s face, her actions weren’t unusual.


“You’re here!” she exclaimed, holding my hands tightly in her own. “I’ve been so worried! Come on. A bath first, I think, and then you can tell me all about your travels over dinner.”


We chatted a bit on the way to the springs and I was able to see quite a bit of the work that had been accomplished already. The enclave was still fairly empty, but the population was returning. It was wonderful to hear people talking in a place that once echoed with emptiness.


I was much happier to see the hot springs this time around. Bodil spent most of the time comparing the springs to the ones she knew from the Fisherwoman’s home. Apparently, they were entirely too small and too cool. Erland, on the other hand, didn’t want to leave. I’d wondered for a while, but that pretty much confirmed for me that dragons preferred heat to cold. He’d been too cautious to leave us for long when we were heading to the Castle. Now that everything was relatively safe, he was enjoying feeling warm.


“Better?” I asked when he finally appeared, tying the top of his shirt closed.


He blushed slightly, but I noticed that the star marks on his skin were brighter looking. “Sorry. I have to indulge my dragon’s need for heat every few months or he gets antsy.”


I nodded but chose not to ask anything more personal. Although, I did offer a bit of intelligence. “Grandmother told me that there are some truly impressive hot springs beneath the Palace. Large enough for a full-grown dragon to swim in.” Seeing his eyes light up, I added, “And there’s a lava flow down there too.”


By the time we’d found Asta again, Aranck had calmed down, but he still looked like a little boy about to be given a sweet. I couldn’t wait to see his face when he actually saw the things.


“So, how have you been?” I asked the sorceress.


“So much better,” she replied as we sat next to the snow rose. “I’m thinking clearly for the first time in over a decade and my touch with plants is back.”


I cocked my head to one side, wondering what she was talking about.


“Oh! I didn’t mention it before? The reason everything looked so overgrown when you were here last, and the reason that this is the only place with a snow rose, is that my ability to work with plants was on the fritz. I had to use more power than normal to get them to do anything, which is what made the more delicate plants die off and the others decide to take over everything. Without the mirrors in my hands, I can connect to the land properly again.”


She glanced over her shoulder at the captain, who was guarding our alcove so that we wouldn’t be interrupted. “And the company has helped as well.” When he glanced at her and smiled, she ducked her head, a red blush spreading across her face, making her look even more fetching.


I smirked as I noticed the captain’s satisfied grin. Clearly the feelings go both ways. Good. She deserves to have someone who’s always there for her.


The rest of the conversation went well, and the snow bees seemed to love their new home. They frolicked to and fro, finding the tastiest nectars and deciding where to set up a hive and where to expand the following year. I made sure to relate all of it to the sorceress, which delighted her to no end. Eventually, our conversation died out and we decided to go eat before finding an empty house to stay in for the night.


Asta was understandably sad as we got ready to leave the next morning. She was attached to me but I couldn’t stay. I did, however, promise to visit her regularly. If I had my way, she was never going to be put into isolation again.


When we walked out the river entrance, I was pleasantly surprised to see a fairly large log raft sitting there, instead of the tiny fishing boat that I’d ridden in the first time. And as soon as we were settled, the river whisked us off.


After she showed off her red leather boots.


Erland laughed for a day straight.
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Two weeks of traveling via river meant that I’d gotten very close to my companions. There wasn’t much to do on that raft besides talk and fish. I’d finally gotten a chance to see Erland’s dragon form when he got too antsy to sit still anymore. As it turned out, he was just as star-studded in his animal form as in his speaking form and I was in awe at the way he glided through the air like it was water. When he settled back on the raft, Bodil asked a question I had a feeling she’d been holding onto for a while.


“Why didn’t you just fly her from place to place.”


He shrugged. “I figured that she would ask if it were an option. I didn’t know if she had to travel on foot or not.”


When they both turned to look at me, I grimaced. “I never even thought of it, to be honest. You’re the first dragon I’ve ever met and it didn’t occur to me to ask for a lift. And now we can’t. We have to travel by river to recreate my trip. I’m just glad we’re heading to the Capital instead of the Forest Enclave. That would have added another three or four days to our journey, at least.”


They sighed and settled in, knowing I was right but hating that fact anyway.


In the end, we reached the Queen’s Enclave in one piece, not to mention sane, and were greeted in a much more subdued manner than any other place we’d visited since leaving the castle.


In other words? No one even noticed we’d arrived. Not that I blamed them, though. The three of us looked like travel-worn foresters coming in for a supply run or to drop off reports. There was nothing glamorous about us.


Instead of causing a scene, I squared my shoulders and walked down the crowded street until I reached the fountain, directly in front of the palace. This one was shaped like a giant snowflake, intricate and beautiful as it rose up five layers. I stepped into the water and walked up the hidden stairs on the East side before reaching the top platform.


Then, I turned and made my final announcement of my Coronation Journey.


“Aiyana is dead. I, Chilam Gerda of the Frozen Palace, have completed my Coronation Journey and am ready to take the throne.” The people were silent as they listened to my speech, the same one I’d said in three other places. It was quite different this time around, though. They didn’t cheer as they heard the war was over. They didn’t clap when they learned that we had renewed our treaties with our Southern neighbors. They didn’t even blink when I mentioned the rest of my trip: ending the isolation of the Spring Enclave, revealing the blight of Summer, the lengths which Autumn went to in order to survive, and the discovery of the first Snow Queen’s castle.


There was also a lot I left out. They didn’t need to know that Kai was the villain behind most of the worst things they had experienced. They didn’t need to know that the Sorceress Ela Asta had been nearly completely mad when I found her and would probably always suffer from a fear of abandonment. They didn’t need to know that I was nearly murdered by both the people of Summer and Autumn. There was, however, one thing that needed to be explained.


“I went out in search of an understanding of the land. It was sick and will take time to recover, but it has not lost faith in us. I went out in search of an understanding of the people. They are injured, downtrodden, and afraid, but there has been healing and they too can recover.”


Now came the call and response portion.


“And what of the other question you sought answers to?” cried out an old woman I knew used to serve my grandmother as an advisor. Time had not been kind to her and she looked barely strong enough to stand on her own. “What of the fate of Aponivi Kai?”


I let the silence hang for a long moment before answering. I’d had to really think about what to say before I could find the right words. “I went out in search of Aponivi Kai, my first friend. He disappeared at the beginning of Aiyana’s reign. I found him.” Murmurs began at that point. They’d seen him with my cousin. They may not have known what kind of man he’d turned out to be, but they’d seen him held in her sway.


“Kai was affected by the same illness as many others I met. His mind had been poisoned and the darkness in him was fed. He’d hidden himself in the Snow Queen’s castle, watching the world in a bent mirror. His madness overtook him. He is now with the Creator.” My eyes caught on a familiar face in the crowd and my breath caught in my throat. Kai’s grandmother was there. I hadn’t expected her to make the journey from Forest to the Capital but I should have. She stood there, straight and tall, and looked right at me. Then, she smiled sadly and nodded. I could see in her eyes that she knew. She knew what had happened, and she knew that there was nothing I could have done.


Even more comforting was the lack of condemnation in her eyes.


So, I took strength from her resolve and continued on, giving her what little solace I could. “He died, free of the poison.”


Silence reigned in the courtyard.


“My Snow Queen,” someone murmured before falling to his knees and bowing to me, acknowledging that I’d completed my quest and so much more.


Another person did the same. And another. And another.


One by one, the crowd fell to their knees and promised fealty to me. They accepted my rule, accepted my claim to the throne.


They accepted me, and in doing so, bestowed upon me the highest honor any in my position could be granted. I was not just their queen. I was their Snow Queen.


And I felt completely unworthy.


From behind me, one of our priests came forward, carrying a crown. I didn’t turn to look, but I could hear his footsteps and knew what was coming next.


He walked up and moved to my side to bow.


“My Snow Queen,” he murmured while giving me a chance to see the crown.


I froze, my eyes wide. It wasn’t the crown Aiyana had worn. That was a gaudy thing covered in gems and made out of more gold than the carriage Summer had sent me North in. No, this one was simple. It was silver, more a tiara than a crown, and looked more like it was made of ice. The diamonds swirled together to form flowers and leaves, their prisms leaving tiny rainbows on whatever their light touched. Despite its beauty, I knew it to be the plainest crown in the collection.


It was also the original crown of the first Snow Queen.


“I can’t take that,” I whispered to the priest. No one had worn that crown since it was made! If I didn’t think I was worthy of the title, I definitely wasn’t worthy of her crown.


He just smiled kindly at me and moved to stand on a steps stool behind me.


“Behold, Chilam Gerda, your queen! Your Snow Queen!”




Epilogue


Aranck Erland


“Mom,” Erland said, giving his mother a bone-crushing hug. Well, almost bone-crushing. He’d learned his lesson the last time he accidentally broke her rib. It was a good thing she healed so quickly.


“Hello, little star. It’s good to see you again,” she replied. He’d long gotten over being embarrassed by her nickname for him but he still found it funny when she referred to him as ‘little’. He’d been taller than her for decades and wider for nearly as long.


“Did you enjoy the ceremony?” he asked as he led her over to a bench in the garden. “I’m sorry I couldn’t visit with you before this. Things have been hectic.”


She waved a hand at him dismissively. “It’s fine. I’ve been where you are, remember? Becoming an ambassador means you have a lot of silly meetings to attend. Now, tell me more about the Queen! She seems to be comfortable around you.”


Erland shrugged. “I guess. It was a crazy past couple of months. That type of thing pulls you closer than you would be under normal circumstances.”


His mother grinned, showing more teeth than was strictly necessary. “Oh, I know all about that. Why do you think your father and I got married so quickly?”


“Mom! It’s not like that with Chilam–”


“Chilam, is it?”


He glared at her, though she completely ignored his efforts, as he pointedly stated that, “Gerda isn’t looking for romance.”


The former ambassador shrugged a delicate shoulder. “Neither was I. Love comes when it comes.” She paused and looked at her son carefully. “She’s not interested, but you are, aren’t you?”


He sighed and leaned back on his hands. “I knew you’d figure it out.”


“Well, I do know you rather well. So, why haven’t you made yourself known? Or have you?”


Erland laughed slightly and shook his head. “No. I will, eventually, but not right now. She just buried the man she was in love with for the last 50 years. After finding out that he’d used and betrayed her from the very beginning. And she was the one who had to kill him.”


His mother paled and looked at him with clear shock on her face. “Really? That Kai person, right? I remember meeting him once, but he was too slick for my liking and too fond of standing in the background for someone who was openly in a relationship with Aiyana.”


“That was him. You see why I have to take things slow? Right now, what she needs is a friend who will always be in her corner. One who wants nothing more than to help her be the best person she can be. When she’s ready to think about the future again, about falling in love, I’ll talk to her.”


His mother smiled at him sadly. “Just don’t wait too long. Someone else might swoop in and steal her away. And for skies’ sake, don’t be too nice. If you only show her your best side, the poor woman will have a heart attack when you finally reveal just how short a temper you really have. Everyone thinks that you have infinite patience, but you don’t want her shocked when you get mad that some idiot is trying to kill her and smash him into paste.” She ignored his growl but decided to change the subject anyway. “Did you hear about the girl?”


Erland frowned, trying to follow the conversation, before nodding. “The one that appeared just before I left? What about her?”


“Well, I had a moment to talk to her and discovered that she’s related to the King of the Fey. Or will be soon. I thought we should perhaps send word to him. To avoid any more incidents. She said something about her sister being all but engaged to him?”


This time, it was Erland’s turn to go pale. “Come on, Mom,” he said, standing abruptly.


“What? What is it?”


“We need to talk to Gerda right now. If this girl is who I think she is… let’s just say that it would be more than the Fey that would be angry if we didn’t report what we know.” He slowed down a bit just before they entered the palace. “Besides, I want you to meet your future daughter-in-law. Just try not to drop too many hints. I want it to be a surprise.”


She smiled at her son, enjoying the man he’d become immensely. “Absolutely, little star! I wouldn’t interrupt your mating hunt for all the gold in your father’s horde.”




The End… for now.
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And who knows, there may already be one waiting for you…




Wordpress

Facebook

Instagram

Goodreads

Twitter

BookBub




Afterword

As some of you may know, this was a book written for National Novel Writing Month. That means I had to write it in 30 days or less. Well, I made it, and in only 13 days! I’m glad I did. It was tough, pushing to get this book written, edited, and uploaded in less than two months, but I did.

Not without a lot of help though. So, first of all, thank you to Jesus Christ for being the author and finisher of my faith. Thank you to my family for dealing with my moodiness when I couldn’t figure out what came next or was griping about how hard it is to write at home. Sorry again for any harsh words. It was mostly my fault.

Thank you to NaNoWriMo for 20 great years of helping people finish novels. You guys are great at helping us find a community and I’m so glad that you exist. Also, my Christian 20s Unite group! I couldn’t have goofed off with better people and I will totally blame you if my friend Erland gets creeped out I stole his name.

Erland, sorry for stealing your name, even though we haven’t talked in nearly 10 years. Also, you have a really cool name. Makayla, I’m glad you were there to help me get my cover photo. We definitely need to have more mini-road trips!

Finally, thank you to my beta readers, ARC readers, and everyone who has picked this book up. Without you guys, this wouldn’t be possible.




About the Author


Hi!  I’m S.R. Nulton, otherwise known as Sarah Rose.  I am a true California girl, born in SoCal, raised in NorCal, attended college in central California, and cringe when people say ‘Cali’. Seriously, please don’t.  I have a degree in music from Cal Poly, which not only taught me how to sing in over 15 languages but also helped me learn to put myself inside the minds of different characters. I am a total homebody, a voracious reader, and a decent line dancer who may or may not be addicted to chocolate. I also dislike writing in third person, particularly when writing about myself. It just feels weird. So, I’m sorry if this is too informal but I couldn’t stand reading my other bio any longer.
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