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      I still didn’t know why the ice dragons had taken me. Only a few hours ago, it had been New Year’s night in Beggar’s Hole, Maine. My biggest problem had been being forced to attend my going-away party thrown by my former best friend, Michelle Ballinger, at her beach house. My only concerns at the time had boiled down to disrespectful comments made by college freshmen clutching red Solo cups. And now here I was… in the clutches of the terrifying dragon Lethe.

      His savage grey-blue eyes bored into mine. His skin was as pale as porcelain, his hair coal black and straight as a blade, and his mouth cruel and bloodless. His face was void of compassion, not unlike the wasteland just outside the window.

      “I don’t know anything!” I repeated, as his grip on me tightened. “I only just met Theon. He told me of The Hearthlands last night, Lethe.”

      “Prince Lethe,” he corrected acidly. His fingers dug tighter into the flesh of my upper arms. “Prince Lethe Eraeus, of the Obran peninsula.”

      “You can call yourself whatever you’d like. Call me Penelope O’Hara, Contessa of Sesame Street.”

      Lethe’s face twisted, and his fingers banded around my wrists like iron. His touch was the exact opposite of Theon’s, which had been almost painfully hot; being near him had been like wandering into a steam bath. Lethe’s touch, however, was frosted. He felt as if he’d just come in from a snowstorm.

      “If you love the fire dragons so much,” he hissed, “perhaps you will enjoy this reminder of them.”

      Lethe exhaled plumes of ice crystals against my face, propelling me backwards. He let me go—and I stumbled into the fireplace. Hot, sudden pain erupted in the backs of my legs, and I whirled to witness my petticoats on fire. With a shriek, I lunged and rolled to smother the flames.

      Still smoldering and gasping for breath, I peered up at Lethe from where I lay on the floor. He was laughing. “Tell me, Penelope,” he said, lowering down onto his haunches to gaze at me. “Will you miss your homeland? Your people? Would you be happy to live out the remainder of your days a slave to the ice dragon kingdom?”

      The question caught me so off guard—the thought of never returning home—I stiffly shook my head and did not dare to get mouthy with him again.

      “The king of the fire dragons is in our dungeon now.” Lethe examined his fingernails as he spoke. “The remainder of his people have fled into what is surely deadly weather. Even still—” Lethe winced and shrugged one shoulder. “Not all things are certain, and any information you might have regarding the methods, tactics, or plots of the fire dragons would be greatly appreciated. Perhaps, my lady, worthy of such a reward as your freedom.”

      I racked my brain for any piece of misleading information I could give him. Maybe I could work this to my advantage—and help Theon while freeing myself.

      “I know that, upon seeing his homeland so devastated, he proclaimed that he would never return to it,” I lied. “He told me that he would stay on Earth, among my people, and make a new life for himself. Carry on without fear; your rivals are all dead and gone.”

      “That sounds like no fire dragon I know,” Lethe murmured, eyes panning away from me. They caught and hung, fixed just above the fireplace, and I followed his gaze.

      The words I’m coming were scrawled across the wall in black ink, then faded and disappeared.

      The vengeful prince turned with a pinched mouth. “You would deceive the gatekeeper between yourself and freedom for the lowly, deposed prince?” he asked, grabbing my arm and hoisting me back to my feet. His eyes raked along my face contemplatively. “Intriguing.”

      My spine stiffened and my heart hammered in my chest. Did he mean—that the message was from Theon? Did he mean that Theon was coming?

      Lethe knew that I had lied to him. Theon would never abandon me to imprisonment at the hands of his enemies.

      Lethe’s eyes ticked toward the door. “I must go warn my father,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

      “No, Lethe. You don’t have to do anything. You could just… just let me go, and I wouldn’t tell anyone. Nothing would happen; I would just go home. If that message is from Theon—all he might want is me. Give him me, and he will leave.”

      Lethe looked back at me and I could have sworn that his pale eyes softened.

      “There are no real rules in life,” I urged.

      “But… we can’t predict the future,” my father had said the night of Christmas Eve. “We just have to go on what we feel. There is no agreement on what ‘right’ is—like we’re playing a game without real rules.”

      But Lethe shook his head, breaking my spell.

      “You’re a woman, and a lover of the fire dragons. You cannot be trusted. You will say anything to emerge victorious. My father has warned me of your kind: humans and women alike. You are aware of your beauty, your softness, your comely sweetness—and you use it like a hook. I must go tell my father.” Lethe stood to vacate the room, but then turned back to me, and his cool blue eyes relaxed. “Don’t leave this room,” he commanded me, turning and sweeping from the premises.

      Throughout the night, I had been watched, by the witch Thalissa and by Lethe, but I had not seen Thalissa in hours… and Lethe was leaving.

      His words gave me pause. He had commanded me to not leave the room. As if I had some control over that.

      I crept toward the heavy oak door. Was it possible that there was no one watching this door? Was it possible that, for whatever reason, Lethe had kept my existence a secret?

      Drawing in a breath, I allowed my fingers to wrap around the brass doorknob and gave it a turn. The door fell open, and I poked my head into the hall.

      A carpet in tones of brown, burgundy and gold lined the corridor; iron shields hung from the wall, chiseled with the insignias of noble houses. All was quiet.

      No one was there.

      I took a tentative step forward.

      In my singed dress and no shoes, I would be unable to escape the castle and survive. But if I could find some shoes… a coat… Would I be able to find my way to that portal? Even if I did, I would be stranded on the freezing seas.

      I was trapped.

      “Hey, you there—what are you doing in the west wing?” a gruff voice called from behind me. I whirled, startled; a guard approached, clattering with armor, face hidden behind a blue fabric mask. “The chamber maids are scheduled to the guest—Hey! What happened to your frock there? Ya get too close…”

      As he trod closer, his eyes widened with realization, and my shoulders tensed; my throat closed. He knew. He knew I was no ice dragon, much less a chamber maid. The mask came away from his face, and his mouth fell open, shards of ice and snow peeling out at me, sinking into my skin and coating my face.

      I went flying onto my back, gasping up at the ceiling. I was frozen. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t move!

      I was still stiff as the guard collected me into his arms, muttering about the perfect place for the likes of fire spies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Theon

        

      

    
    
      While Michelle took a nap on a cot in the sleeping quarters, I roamed the packed underground shelter. We had fire dragon allies away from The Hearthlands who could have come to help us in our plight, but what help could they offer? Besides the fact that their arrival would end up attracting unwanted attention from the ice dragons, we could barely shelter and feed those we already had here.

      I turned my thoughts to the venture ahead of us: several days of travel through a hostile environment, then risky reconnaissance in the castle. We would need heavy layers of furs and leathers, enough food to last for two days—one for the trip in this tundra, and one for infiltrating the walls and finding safe houses—and naturally, weaponry.

      I had only just arrived here—barely had the time to check that my mother was alive, my father was only imprisoned, my brother was missing, presumed amongst the many dead—and already, I was raiding the labyrinthian storage areas of the shelter in search of the pelt depository.

      After loading up my leather satchel, I headed lower, into the arsenals. An ax for my back holster. A whip for my left shoulder. A shield for my exposed left forearm. A sword for my right hand. I turned to exit, wondering what the manpower at the castle was, and came up short at the sight of Einhen, one of the spiritual advisors who had lived in the palace itself.

      His tired eyes swept over me and he summoned a smile. Patches of red and brown scruff were beginning to disguise his face. “Prince Theon, my friend.” He extended a hand and I shook it. “The last I knew of you, you were unaccounted for, somewhere in the lands beyond.”

      “I came back last night,” I answered him. “I had gone to Earth to search for a future queen. I found the one—but, in my attempt to return with her, she was kidnapped by Lethe, the grandchild of the rebel, Bram.”

      “Oh, gods, what have we done to offend you so?” he whispered, tilting his eyes upward.

      “All is not lost.” I refused to acknowledge the possibility that this was, of all things, fate. “I have seen her since, in Lethe’s clutches at the castle. I must go to retrieve her and return her to her own land, away from this conflict. Then I will come back—and we shall have our kingdom returned. We have done nothing to offend the gods. They fight on our side, Einhen; I know it.”

      Einhen grimaced. “Then it is with a heavy heart that I must inform you of the stars’ alignments. They are not conducive to our victory in a war; even the skirmishes shall be lost.”

      The fire dragons had been military lords for the past half century. How could a small sect of ice dragons at the very tip of the island infiltrate and maintain its foothold, much like the icy thorn it was?

      “You know that I trust the motions and maneuvers of the heavenly bodies,” I told Einhen. “Yet I contradict them today. We will persevere, Einhen, with the hearts and minds of good men at our disposal. We will find favor again.”

      Einhen nodded. “Of course; it is the nature of a future king to believe the utmost of his people, and their abilities.”

      I quirked a brow at him. “Would you be willing to join a small troop setting off this morning for the city? There are three of us. Myself, Khem, and a young woman—who is, in truth, as strategically-minded as any ice dragon, fully equipped with all the manipulation and brutality of their ilk.”

      “You will need more. In a cosmic climate such as we find ourselves this cycle, it is unwise to travel without the aid of, at the very least, one seer.”

      “Then you agree that you are the wise choice?”

      Still, he hesitated. Many men of our priesthood were non-violent sorts who shied away from warfare, preferring quiet lives within temples or among the retinue of the king himself. Einhen had been living safely since his pubescence among the bone-casters and dream interpreters of the court of Erisard.

      “Yes,” he said. “I will be faithful to your will until the end of the age. As long as the fire gods have graced the dynasty of Aena with leadership, I will trust them and you.”

      To this, I bowed, clapped Einhen on the shoulder and asked him, “What will you carry into battle, should we find it necessary?”

      

      I went to see my mother one final time. She was crumpled, seeming as frail as a dead bird, on one of the narrow cots in the women’s resting area. Michelle was in the very back of the resting area, having been one of the first women to claim a bed for herself—of course.

      I knelt first at Mother’s cot. Her chest rose and fell deeply; she emitted the softest snore. Her hair fell over her face and obscured one eye from view. I did not wish to wake her. She’d likely been asleep for only an hour or two; if I woke her, the odds were decent that she would simply stand, dress, and begin her day anew. I was positive she had been awake all night.

      “I love you, Mother,” I whispered, touching her shoulder and leaning to grace one cheek with a kiss.

      She murmured and turned deeper into her pillow.

      “I will return to you.” With that, I wove between the other cots, traveling deeper into the small nest of slumbering fire dragon females—none under the age of forty—until I reached our single visitor, Michelle Ballinger.

      She was sprawled proudly over the cot, like a mountain lion across a flat, sun-drenched rock. The blanket someone had given her had been kicked onto the floor, and she was snoring loudly enough that the cots surrounding her had been vacated, creating a halo of empty beds to frame hers.

      I was not nearly so gentle with her. Leaning down, I gave her shoulder a shake. “Lady Ballinger.”

      Her snore stammered and resumed.

      “Lady Ballinger!”

      Michelle’s sooty, smudged eyes popped open and narrowed to slits. “What?” she snapped.

      “We must be off,” I informed her testily. “If you would rather stay here, I understand. When I return in two to three days’ time, I will take you to the portal and return you home safely. Would you prefer to continue your nap?”

      Michelle sat up straight and examined me from beneath lowered, spiky lashes. “I’m sure you’d love that. But I think I will come. Just let me get my shoes back on.”

      Sighing, I turned and rooted in the satchel for the fur I’d commandeered for her: a large stole comprised of bright copper and black pieces stitched together.

      I should’ve pretended I wanted her to come. Then her contrary nature would not have allowed it, and she would have declined the invitation to join us. Just look at her. Back on Earth, she’d had the world splayed at her feet. She was the heiress of two palaces of her own. But did she desire them? No. She thrust off her destiny and stowed away in mine, craving bloodshed and battle for some inexplicable reason.

      “Here,” I said, draping the furs over her shoulders.

      “Ew!” she cried, nose wrinkled.

      “These furs will keep you from freezing to death.”

      Her countenance brightened; her hands moved to stroke the pelt. “Legit furs?” she purred. “Thank you, Theon.”

      “I will have failed to return you home if you return home as a corpse.” She pouted, but I didn’t have the time for it. “I’m off to find Khem.” Khem was one of the Aena court, and he worked in mechanics. He had invented a few useful gadgets in his tenure at the palace—but, of course, they were all at the disposal of the ice dragons, now. When he’d met Michelle, he had treated her like the princess she thought she was. Michelle had insisted that he come, naturally. She couldn’t travel without some food for her ego.

      

      By the time Einhen wore his mantle and cap of bear fur, Khem carried the shield of his house, I’d all but forced Michelle to eat leftovers of the breakfast stew before we left, and the satchel slung over my back brimmed with furs, weapons, and food, lunch was already being prepared.

      We didn’t speak as we left behind the light and noise of the shelter’s cavernous foyer. The tunnel which led above ground was claustrophobic, as the earthen walls smothered all sound and surrounded us in darkness.

      It was only when we reached the wide wooden door, set into the ceiling which now crowded down against us, that any of us attempted to communicate. We all went still and exchanged glances. “It may have sealed shut again with ice,” I said. I wondered if Einhen and Khem had even seen what was out there. “It appears that the ice dragons now have control of the weather itself.”

      “We know,” Khem replied, morose. “When we were driven from the city, it was a bright day. But after settling into the shelter, when we moved to return and gain information, we opened this door to the most dangerous storm of wind and ice we had ever seen.”

      “And that is why you’ve stayed?” I wondered, preparing my sword to spear the slat between the door and the ceiling, cracking the ice which might have formed in the nighttime hours. “For fear of the environment?”

      “We have stayed because the queen willed it so,” Einhen said.

      At this, I grimaced and nodded. I was glad that she had not seen me leave.

      I slammed my shoulder into the door, sending it upward against the shattering ice formed atop it.

      The world outside was a blistering white.

      The sun had risen a quarter into the sky. Had our days somehow lengthened? Was it not noon? Sunshine filtered onto us as pale and cold as reflections on water, trapped behind its sheen of cloud. The snow, powdery and crisp, lifted to our upper knees and thighs.

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      

      We moved through the tundra under the shadow of clouds and trees for hours. There was no shelter; we ate as we traveled, exposed to the elements and any roaming predators. I passed Michelle a bun of wheat, and this time she did not balk. She grabbed the food and tore into it like a beast as we walked. I felt a twinge of victory at this—like the pride of a parent who had finally broken the tantrum of a willful toddler.

      It was a short-lived feeling.

      “Where the hell are we?” Michelle demanded, looking to me for the answer. “You don’t even have a map, Theon.”

      “I hunted with my father in these wildlands for an entire season every year while the women harvested,” I explained, my voice patient with superiority. “My brother and I would chase each other on horseback through these fields, and hide in its hidden wells; I know it better than I know myself.”

      Michelle grimaced, but relented. “I could go for one of those horses right about now,” was all she said.

      Her gaze moved to Einhen next. He’d shown no interest in her since the voyage began, so he had unwittingly become her latest target. “Why do you keep doing that?” she asked, gesturing to his face, tilted up toward the opaque sky.

      “There are fleeting slivers of stars revealed when the clouds part,” he answered her, not turning from the sky, blinking away snowflakes. “I’m trying to see the planets to verify what I believe is happening.”

      “And what is that?” Michelle asked sweetly.

      “Their positions have altered inexplicably.” His voice was low, almost inaudible over the wailings of the wind. “Like returning to a room to find that the chess pieces on the board have been rearranged.”

      “That is riveting.” Michelle paused to let her insincerity sink in. “How long do we have before we reach the city?” I had stopped counting how many times she had asked.

      “I see the spires of the watchtowers now,” I informed her tersely. “We will be at the gates within the hour if we do not stop.”

      Michelle had been insisting we stop as many as three times per hour so that she could cuddle with Khem and warm up again.

      “I don’t see anything,” Michelle retorted. “I don’t see any watchtowers.”

      “Your eyesight is inferior to that of a fire dragon. The watchtowers are there. Why would I lead myself and two trusted companions into a frozen wasteland with no destination other than death?”

      “Oh, so, I’m, like, not trustworthy?” Michelle shrilled. I whirled on her, but she didn’t shrink back, even though she was almost a foot smaller and less than half my weight. “You were the one who showed up at my house and invited me!”

      “Because the damned Oracle forced me!” I bellowed. “Do you think I would choose, for a mission as crucial as the life of my beloved and the safety of my kingdom, the accompaniment of a spoiled, vain concubine?”

      Michelle’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. Her eyes glazed over, and she settled back onto her heels and closed her mouth. She turned from me and continued to trudge through the snow.

      I’d done it. I’d finally shut her up.
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      The masked guard carried me, my face beginning to thaw and blazing with pain, down a twisting flight of stone steps. I feared I was being taken to the Aena castle’s dungeons.

      The walls were lined with torches, spears, and shackles; at least they were well-kept. No blood on the stones. No rust on the chains. You could tell that the recent residents of this home cared very much for its maintenance, comfort, and style—or perhaps they had imprisoned few people.

      But you could not say that for the dungeons of Castle Aena anymore.

      Each cell was filled with men, though I struggled to find any women, and none were beneath middle age. I was dumped outside of the cells, and manacled to the wall.

      “You don’t need to do this,” I told the guard, panicking as he turned to exit the room. Would there be mice in here? Rats? My dad always said that when it snowed outside, it drove vermin indoors... I scooted closer to the wall, then away from it, thinking that perhaps they hid in the crevasses of the stone. “Do you want me to be a chamber maid? I can be a chamber maid!”

      The guard exited the dungeon without glancing back. Now it was just me in here: me and the meager torchlight, and the other weathered, exhausted prisoners. Starving prisoners. Forlorn and doomed prisoners.

      One of them called out to me. He was young and dark-haired, with a tattoo of a fireball on one hand. “Hey. Where did you come from?”

      “I was kidnapped.” I might as well trust him; we were both prisoners now, after all. “I’m from Earth…” But I was beginning to think that this would be the country where I’d die. My eyes panned warily around the dungeon before returning to his. “I was kidnapped after passing through the portal, kidnapped by Lethe.”

      “That cowardly, conniving—”

      The dungeon doors behind us groaned as they opened, and we broke eye contact, lapsing into silence.

      Five guards entered the room, each prying spears from off the wall as they passed them.

      I swallowed.

      “There she is,” the guard announced, indicating me. “I found her wandering in the west wing. She’s no chamber maid I’ve ever seen. And look—look at her hem, there. Singed. No ice dragon could get so close to a fire.”

      “She looks like an Earth maiden,” a short, broad guard observed. They all wore masks, so it was only possible to differentiate them by their body types.

      “Friends with a dragon, are you?” another of the guards asked. He was the tallest of them, and he stuck his spear into the spluttering flame of a torch until it turned a hot coral red. “Perhaps you’d be wanting to give us a name right about now, as to who let you into this castle and why?” As he spoke, the tip of the spear hovered closer and closer to my body, and I shrank away, trying to disappear within the folds of the dress.

      “Prince Lethe Eraeus! He brought me from the ocean gate! He—he was keeping me as his prisoner!”

      The guards shared a look amongst themselves.

      “And why wouldn’t he tell anyone he had captured an Earth woman in our territory?” the blue-masked guard asked. “Why hide you in royal quarters?”

      Because I’m the claimed mate of his sworn enemy, part of me answered. But another part of me wasn’t so sure. Why had he taken me to a royal chamber, when he could have just as easily dumped me in this dungeon? Why hadn’t he tortured me, or had me tortured for him, when the guard staff was clearly amenable to the practice? Why had he stripped the freezing wet clothes from my body and dressed me in rich blue velvet—the gown of a princess—if I was nothing but a prisoner?

      “I—I don’t know,” I stammered. It was the only way that I could answer.

      “Not good enough.” The tallest guard darted forward with his spear and jammed it into the ribbon which bound my dress together down its center. I was mortified as the corset loosened and opened to reveal a sheer white slip underneath. Thalissa had dressed me; no one else had seen me this way.

      The spear moved against my side, and I threw back my head and howled. The reaction was so intense that I wrenched against the metallic shackles until they bit my wrists and smeared themselves in a lacquer of my blood.

      “I’m sorry! I don’t know!” I howled. “Anyone could tell you that torture is one of the least effective methods for gaining information!”

      At this, the tallest guard leaned close and pulled his mask down. He was fabulously ugly, with cratered cheeks and beady eyes. “It is an effective method of intimidation.”

      I went still with horror as the realization dawned on me. This was all for the benefit of the other prisoners—the fire dragon men. They were torturing me to set an example.

      “No,” I murmured, letting my damp eyelashes close. I’d been crying.

      “This is your last chance, my lady,” the tall guard leered, his glowing spear tracing the lace of my dress. Sweat prickled over the neckline and soaked the slip beneath. “Confess who allowed you entry to this castle.”

      “It was Lethe!”

      The spear came down like a whip and burned the top of my right breast. I shrieked.

      “What the hell is going on here?” A familiar male voice intruded into our horrific little bubble of heat, and sweat, and pain. “Just what do you think you’re doing? Let me through! I said let me through!”

      Lethe shouldered his way through the hedge of guards, and his eyes opened wide at the sight of me. We gazed at one another in a moment of sudden stillness, and then he turned from me.

      “Unchain her,” he commanded coldly. “On whose authority have you tortured this woman?”

      There was another moment of quiet as the guards refused to step forward and receive credit.

      “Was there no command given? Has our guard become a rogue faction unto itself? Confess, you animals!”

      “It was I.” The blue-masked guard stepped forward, his head high but his eyes averted. “I thought her a threat to the castle security, my lord.”

      “Am I truly your lord?” Lethe hissed. “Or are you your own lord? I said unchain her, you barbarians!”

      Three guards rushed forward to unclasp the bloodied manacles from my wrists. As the irons fell away, I collapsed forward. A pair of arms suspended me mid-air. I gazed up into Lethe’s face, but he was not looking back at me. He still glared at his guards.

      Lethe gestured to the blue-masked guard. “Manacle him.”

      I heard screams of protest, a scuffle, and the clank of chains fastened as Lethe pulled me from the dungeon. He did not speak to me as we ascended the winding stairwell. I peered up at him. Hadn’t they tortured me exactly as he would have done? And yet…

      But he did not return my stare. He kept his eyes straight ahead and his jaw firm, as if I was not there at all.

      

      When we reached the top of the stairs, stepping into a sweeping marble foyer, Lethe covered my eyes with a silken handkerchief from his pocket, securing it behind my head as a blindfold. I didn’t struggle. He took my arm—his hand so very cold—and dragged me along winding corridors, up two more flights of stairs, down another long hall, and then finally through a door into a warm room. The blindfold came away, and I recognized it immediately. The windows dominating the northern wall. The roaring fireplace. The bookshelf. The feather-down mattress. I had been returned to my new quarters—“home.”

      I turned to face Lethe. There was something different about him now, and he seemed aware of his own vulnerability, as he returned my gaze with eyes more distant and harsh than I had seen yet.

      “Thank you.” I didn’t need him to acknowledge my consideration. I just needed to express my gratitude.

      “Do not thank me,” Lethe commanded, turning from my eyes and retreating to the exit. “You would never have been discovered if you had not disobeyed my commands. You deserve your marks.” He hesitated and glanced over his shoulder at me. The dress was still undone, my slip singed on one side and the burn still red raw on my chest. “Perhaps, with this next opportunity, you will trust me.” He laid his hand on the door’s brass knob and turned. “Are you hungry?” he demanded, as if it was not a question but an insult.

      “Y-yes,” I murmured, uncertain of the proper response. I hadn’t eaten since last night; it had to be close to noon now, or midday, or however time worked in this place. I cleared my throat. “Yes, sir, I am.”

      “Good.”

      With that, he wrenched the door open and stepped out into the hallway, slamming it behind him.

      Next, a key turned in a lock, and I flung myself toward the door, jiggling its frozen handle.

      Dammit.

      Trapped.
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      I wrapped my arms around myself and curled up near the fire, rocking back and forth. It had been hours since Lethe had disappeared, locking the door behind him. I’d tried screaming and pounding on the door, even though I’d known it would do nothing. This was a castle. Entire wings stood vacant of all life in the wake of this insurgency. I’d pressed my ear to the door and listened for footsteps, voices, anything. But there was nothing.

      Bedraggled with exhaustion and hunger, I collected the quilt off of the mattress and trudged back to the meager halo of heat produced by the dying embers of the hearth. It was becoming colder… and colder… and colder. Even inside the blankets, I rubbed my hands together and blew warm breath into them.

      My eyes wandered to the northern windows.

      In their lowest corner, the wavering sun descended.

      It was almost nightfall.

      I wondered about the time. Was it, like on Earth, almost five o’clock, or six, when the sun was low in the winter season? Had it been almost an entire twenty-four hours, and on Earth, had a day passed as well? Had my mother gone to Dulles, anticipating my flight from Portland International to DC, and found I had never boarded? Had my father already called her in a panic when I had never returned from the going-away party the night before? Had Michelle’s family, the Boston Ballingers, realized that she, too, was missing? Did the evening news blaze with our images, information as to when we were last seen, tearful interviews with our friends and family?

      Footsteps in the hall, muffled by the heavy oak door, distracted me from my thoughts.

      “Hello?” I called, climbing to my feet and hurrying to the door. I banged at its frame until my fists ached. “Hello, is anyone there?”

      The sound of a key turning in a lock made me pause.

      It was Lethe.

      The door fell open, and with it came a warm, lemony scent which caused my mouth to water. I moved back a step and allowed him to enter. He held a large, steaming bowl. My eyes followed it, ignoring the door, which he shut behind him with his foot.

      “I have brought you a stew for dinner,” he informed me. “Please, have a seat. There is a small table near the window—”

      “No,” I said. He cast a glare at me and I shrank back. “It’s so cold,” I explained, and his icy stare relented.

      “The fire, then,” he said. “I will rekindle it. Have a seat.”

      I settled by the fire, and he rested the meal in front of me. I didn’t wait as he stuffed the fireplace with kindling. I only heard an occasional exclamation of pain; it seemed that the ice people could not withstand fire, as the fire people could not withstand ice. Still, he built the fire for me as I shoveled the stew into my eager mouth. It was almost entirely gone, spoon scraping the porcelain bottom of the dish, when I finally raised my head and saw the roaring hearth now between us, throwing its warm orange light into the chamber.

      The fire bothered him, and it was purely for me that he entertained its presence. I remembered Theon with a pang of gratitude: the day we’d been at the ice rink near the mall in Beggar’s Hole. He’d told me he detested the ice, but agreed to skate on it only to please me. Heart swollen with appreciation of Theon, I looked to Lethe, thought of him, and smiled.

      Somehow… somewhere in that icy cavern of this self-proclaimed prince’s heart… there burned a small fire, maybe even only a pit of embers, for the welfare of others.

      I cocked my head, intrigued.

      “Thank you,” I said again.

      Why did he imprison me, if he seemed to not care much for the needless cruelty of his compatriots? What was I to him—some sort of pet? A bargaining chip? What did he want?

      “Does it hurt terribly?” he asked, turning from the fire and treading deeper into the room, away from its heat. He stood silhouetted against the frost-encrusted window, all color bleached away by the dying of the sun. “Your burns? Do they still ache, or is the way of fire inoffensive to you? Do you, perhaps, lover of fire, treasure the pain?”

      I hesitated. “It hurts,” I admitted.

      He nodded and turned toward me again. “I have brought a salve,” he said. “Come to me. I cannot stand to be near the fire.”

      I stood and trod toward him, still enshrouded in the blanket. He held a glass disc, brimming with a dark orange cream, and I saw that his hands were scarred from their fleeting contact with the flames. I cracked the blanket open and allowed him to see the marks on my body again. Did he wince at the sight of them—or was that only my imagination?

      Dipping his fingers into the dark orange cream, he thickly painted the salve on the burn on the top of my right breast. As soon as the salve touched the wound, its throb numbed, and the redness disappeared before my very eyes. I didn’t even mind the coldness of Lethe’s fingers. Next, his fingertips trailed across my face, moistening the scratches. And then, he infiltrated my torn slip and painted the salve over my side. At this, my eyes popped open and I shuddered. His eyes flicked to mine and for a moment we stood, eyes linked; then my eyes drifted from his, down to his chest. There—there!—winking at me in the folds of his tunic was a shard of milky crystal. Was it—could it have been?—the other shard of the magical mirror, belonging to the Aena dynasty?

      Was it possible that contact with Theon was again within my grasp?

      Lethe withdrew his touch, smearing the remainder of the salve on his own damaged fingers and sealing the disc beneath a pewter cap. He deposited the balm into his pocket.

      “You must be terribly bored,” he said, clearing his throat. “There are books, you know. Dozens of books. You should educate yourself on our ways, on the history of our land, whilst you are here.”

      I wanted to mention that he could easily undo my circumstances, but I did not. He knew. He simply refused.

      “What did your father say?” I asked, advancing after him.

      At this question, Lethe hung his head.

      “You should learn the ways of the ice dragons,” he went on, as if I had not spoken. He stepped to the bookcase and slid a thick tome from its utmost shelf. “Here. A History of War. It is not as conclusive as we would have hoped—but the ice people were never in charge of The Hearthland’s presses.” He turned with pursed lips, but his eyes remained glued to the cover of the book. It was as green as the grasses which no longer grew here, and its leather binding was etched in filigree. “This explains our history, and delves briefly into our customs.” His eyes rose to mine and I was surprised to see that they were not the ice I had come to expect. In fleeting moments, there was warmth there, as if I had seen through a tiny window, a chink in metallic armor. “There are not many books in existence which honor my people,” he went on, extending the tome toward me.

      I swallowed, uncertain, but took the book. I didn’t want to be rude. In spite of kidnapping me, and those occasional flares of rudeness, he’d been oddly kind.

      I traced my fingers over the filigree. “Does it mention you in here?” I asked.

      Another hesitation. “Yes, actually. I was just a boy at the time of its publication. My people had already lost their foothold on the castle.”

      I flipped the book open, and he darted forward, clapping it shut again. He almost caught my fingers.

      “Don’t—don’t read it whilst I am here. Just… read it later, when you are alone; I have greatly treasured the company of books in my lifetime. Haven’t you?”

      I offered a small smile. “Me, too,” I said. Something about him made me sad. “Why don’t you want me to read this in your presence?”

      “This is our country too, you know.” He was constantly changing the subject. So evasive. So… afraid? “We were relegated to our sliver at its tip. But we are another people on the same land. We deserve more. The Hearthlands are not the inherited right of the fire dragons.” His jaw tensed. “My people have struggled to coexist here. And I have been promised this opportunity. Why must Theon receive it as his birthright?” His voice rose and sharpened. “What has he done that is so noble?”

      “Theon is a good man,” I said.

      “I am a good man,” Lethe replied, his voice as low as mine. “Do I deserve to burn in the sun, Lady O’Hara?” His hand rose to my cheek and cupped my face. I hissed at the iciness of his flesh. “Do I deserve the abuse of a family which blames its children for its failures?”

      “No,” I promised him. And I meant it. I shuddered as his thumb stroked my sore cheekbone. “Of course not, Lethe.”

      His hard eyes softened. “You’re cold. Come. Let us sit by the fire.”

      I settled in front of the hearth and peered up, hesitating with surprise as he sat next to me, so near to the crackling fire. “Does this hurt you?” I asked.

      At this, Lethe offered a self-effacing smile. “I’m no stranger to pain,” he replied. “What has been your impression of my home country, so far?”

      Well, Prince Lethe, it’s freaking freezing. But he needed a gentle touch. He was only beginning to crack open, and the slightest misstep could cause him to snap shut again. “It is beautiful, as Theon told me it would be.” I did not want him to forget—nor did I wish to forget—that I belonged to Theon.

      Lethe’s brow knitted. “Theon promised a country you have not yet seen,” he deduced. “The former prince had not yet seen what he would surely have construed as its devastation.”

      “There is a secret beauty in everything, for those willing to see it,” I told Lethe, reaching forward and boldly placing my hand over his own frigid one. In the light of the fire, he had begun to flush. “I do love the snow.” And it was true, even if I also loved the sun which refused to shine here now.

      Lethe stared at my hand on his, and then raised his eyes to meet mine. They had changed, darkening to a more soulful blue—like a deep lake.

      Who was Prince Lethe Eraeus, truly?

      My eyes fell to the spines and swirls of the book’s cover.
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      Just as I had promised Michelle, the watchtowers, barely visible through the screen of driving snow, came into view. We trudged on through snow which hardened under our feet as the sun lowered into the horizon. This meant that somewhere nearby—

      “Halt!” I called, throwing my hand out and catching Michelle on the shoulder. Having everything bleached into tones of white, gray, or blue made differentiation of the landscape very difficult. “It’s our moat.” Snow fluttered across the river of ice. I could only assume that the alligators were dead.

      Naturally, the drawbridge was up. Not that it mattered now that the water and animals were frozen solid.

      I extended my arm for Michelle to take. In those high-heeled boots, she would fall and hurt herself. Crossing the moat arm in arm with Michelle, I found my moccasins skated easily, and I remembered the carefree evening Penelope had all but forced me to have at Goose Pond. A wistful, bittersweet smile turned up one corner of my lip.

      The gatehouse was deserted. There was no purpose to posting a man at its window, for the weather would certainly debilitate us. We were standing, but we could not fight. The snow stung our flesh and made us stiff and slow. By contrast, ice dragons thrived in frozen temperatures. It gave them vigor and stamina. They were doubtlessly certain that they would never again lose control of The Hearthlands—if they could maintain this witchcraft over the island.

      If we could transform into fire dragons, the castle could have been retaken. But not only would we be dangerously conspicuous in our dragon forms in this environment, we could not bear to be nude. It would be crippling. For the first time in our lives, transforming into fire dragons would not help.

      Each entry point along the gate was sealed with the criss-crossing bars which lowered from slats in the stone. I grimaced at the sight.

      “If they’ve retaken the guard and locked even the exterior gates,” I murmured, “we have no hope of entry. They hold the keys.”

      “Oh, please,” Michelle scoffed. “How complicated are your locks?”

      She pulled a silver pin from the depths of her curls and marched to the nearest gate. I frowned after her. Was she about to—help someone? I decided not to get excited about it, just in case she used it as leverage for a favor later.

      “I used to always pick the lock on my dad’s liquor cabinet, and it… Oh, this is primitive,” she muttered, glaring through its wide hole. “I’ve never seen a lock this big before.” She thrust her silver pin inside and fished around, face screwed to one side, then sighed. “Tumblers are frozen into place,” she informed us, rearing onto one leg and using the other to kick the lock with the spike of her heel. Its guts busted and sprayed, but the gate didn’t budge. “Well, dammit,” she muttered, settling with a pout.

      “Not so fast,” I warned her, stepping forward and heaving at the gate. It reluctantly wheezed and crunched into the stone slats overhead, ice chips showering into my hair as it went. I turned back to Michelle and offered her a reassuring smile. “You did it. Thank you.”

      Michelle shrugged. “I’m sure one of you was about to think of that.” She flounced past me and through the exterior gate as if we were back at the Emporium at Shoreside, returning unwanted Christmas robots, or whatever it was that the people of Earth purchased in droves during their holiday season.

      I gazed after her in wonder, then lunged forward and gripped her arm. “By the mercy of the gods, woman,” I hissed, “keep to the wall!”
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      The town seemed completely deserted. I cupped my hands around my eyes and peered through frosty windows. Inside were dark quarters, kitchens, libraries, offices, all void of life.

      And the sun had set.

      Shuddering, I relinquished my dream of reconnaissance today. Our time had been spent in travel, and as the temperatures plummeted further still, it was a matter of urgency to find shelter.

      Einhen paused midstride. “Did anyone else hear that?”

      In unison, we each went still.

      Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

      Someone was approaching in the snowy street.

      I tried three doors and let myself in through the first to give way. Michelle, Einhen, and Khem followed in after me, and the door closed behind them.

      Warped wooden floors. A long bar along one wall. Instruments dangling.

      “Gordon’s Instruments,” Einhen informed us, nudging a storefront sign which had been dragged inside and left askew near the empty fireplace. “That sign would make excellent kindling.”

      “Yes, yes,” I said. “Tonight—when it is too dark to see smoke against the sky—we will light a fire to get us through the coldest hours. But leave the sign to bar the door. There is other kindling we can use.”

      “Woohoo!” Michelle sprang up from behind the bar along the far wall. Clasped in her hands was a bottle of dark drink, labeled with a skull.

      “Shhh,” I hissed at her. Khem and I set to quickly hoisting the sign along the slats next to the door, where the lock would conventionally go.

      “Does anyone want a drink?” Michelle set to work on the cork.

      “Um… gods, yes, I’ll have some,” Khem said, smiling for the first time since this journey had begun. He ambled toward the bar while I glared out the window, searching for the source of the footfalls. It was getting too dark, however, and the layer of frost on the window made it impossible to see in or out.

      Wandering toward the ashes of the fireplace, I supposed it was good. We would be vulnerable to, but also protected by, the lack of visibility. I filled the pit with the small store of kindling alongside the hearth. We would be safe throughout the night, save for a random raid. No. The fire people overwhelmed in numbers those of ice—at least, we had in years past—and even occupying the city, the ice dragons would be unable to fill every house. After preparing the fire, I would check the entire shop and determine any unsecured points, potential exits, or hidden entrances.

      “I’ll have a drink as well,” Einhen muttered, lifting a hand and stepping forward. “And then let us build the fire.”

      “It is already done,” I informed him, exhaling a spray of orange sparks into the pit. In a matter of seconds, a fire sprang up before me. “Now…” I stood and sighed, peering overhead, at all the dangling instruments. I plucked a lute from one panel of the wall. “I will be securing the perimeter, and then taking first shift at the window, if anyone needs me.”

      

      At first, I played the lute softly and gazed out at the street, while forcing the others to maintain silence. But, as the night deepened around us and none roamed the street, the reins were loosened, and I allowed the other three to carry on as if nothing was at stake. Even Einhen, carried away on the tide of drink, fell victim to fits of giggles and embarrassing revelations. Naturally, I’d never witnessed Michelle more in her element than while in the company of adoring, drunken men.

      Meanwhile, I continued to play the lute, and I wondered where Penelope was. I had removed the magical mirror from my satchel just in case she might contact me, but it was a fool’s hope. The mirror rested against the bar, dark and void of all its former power, just like The Hearthlands. I wondered if my brother, Altair, was alive. I wondered if they were torturing my father, Erisard. Was everyone all right out there?

      I was pulled from my own thoughts as the lute was slid from my hands. Michelle simpered down at me, the lute now dangling at her side. “Come sit with me. The other two are passed out, and I’m bored.”

      “I’m not your entertainment for the evening.” I took the lute back from her before turning away. I wouldn’t engage in her pettiness.

      “Theon.” Michelle looked down at her shoes. “I’m… lonely.”

      I was being rude to her. It was not Michelle’s fault that the Oracle had prophesied what she had—that Michelle, not Nell, was my intended mate—nor that the Oracle had insisted I test my denial of her prophecy by bringing Michelle to my home country as a companion.

      “And they told me how much the cold bothers you guys,” she added softly.

      I grimaced. It was true. My bones were aching and creaking as if I were an ancient skeleton. “All right,” I muttered, standing. Michelle beamed and moved toward the fire, where Einhen and Khem were strewn together, asleep in the glow of the flames.

      “Will you share a drink with me?” Michelle asked. I shook my head. She surprised me by accepting this rejection, and we took our places by the fire. “So, Theon,” she addressed me, curling her body toward mine. “Tell me something, will you? Because I just can’t figure it out. Why the hell did you bring me here?”

      I’d been suspicious at her confession of loneliness, but now her candor confirmed it. She, too, was drunk. She just handled her liquor better than Einhen and Khem. I had already answered this question and told her that the oracle had forced me to bring her.

      “Well, as I said before, Lady Ballinger,” I said, reaching forward and taking the dark bottle from her grip, “I was forced by a third party.”

      Michelle’s eyebrows popped up into her hair. “Really? Who would ever care so much?”

      I sighed.

      “An agent of destiny, or so she claimed. However, I hold fast to doubt. Her name was Pythia—she lived in the caves—and she prophesied that the mate I had found and sworn to love was grasped blindly, and wrongly.”

      “Reeeally.” Michelle settled back to survey me with an impish realization. “You’re talking about Nell, aren’t you? She said Nell was wrong for you.”

      I grimaced and met her eyes. “She claimed that Penelope was not the universe’s selection of my mate.”

      “So, as, like, punishment, you had to bring me?” For a moment, Michelle just scoffed. But then the expression lifted away from her face, and wonderment transformed her into a real beauty. “She said it was me,” she breathed. “She said I was the one you were meant to be with.”

      “With whom I was meant to be,” I corrected.

      Michelle’s grin widened, and she leaned into me. She had obviously had too much to drink. I lifted a hand to steady her, and was surprised when she took the hand and slid it against her waist, slinging one thigh over my lap and straddling me. I leaned away, but she hovered over me.

      “Admit it,” she dared, running one hand over my chest and burying the other into the hair at the nape of my neck. Her eyes met mine, glowing with the light of the fire. “You feel it too.” She leaned so close to me that her lips brushed mine when she spoke again. “I make you… hot.”
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      Night had fallen outside of the castle. I remained sequestered in my royal chambers, but Lethe did not abandon me again. As we’d spoken, I had flipped open A History of War, and strangely, this time he did not try to stop me from reading it in his presence. Since then, I’d been letting my eyes trail over the splashes of calligraphy, plucking snippets of information from each page.

      The last third of the book was devoted solely to Emperor Bram.

      “My grandfather,” Lethe had told me, when I’d recognized the name. Where I might have expected his voice to be swollen with pride, it was deflated.

      “He was… decapitated, wasn’t he?” I ventured, wary of stepping too far onto sacred ground.

      But Lethe nodded tiredly, as if this was a story he had been hearing for his entire life. “Yes, when he was my age. He led a massive rebellion of our people, who had been subjugated by the fire dragons for too long, and it almost ended in the capitulation of the Aena dynasty… but we were weakened by the elements, and Grandfather Bram was taken from within these castle walls. My father was only a baby then. Grandfather Bram was assassinated publicly, on the gallows, and my father was spared for his innocence in the matter.” Lethe’s lip quirked. “Though I am sure the soft-bellied fire dragons regret that decision now.”

      “You talk like you never show a person kindness.” I flipped another brittle page in the book. I had read into the final chapters, where Lethe’s childhood was supposedly mentioned. “But you rescued me from those guards, and you didn’t have to.” I glanced over at him, the curtain of my hair between us. “And you brought me soup, but you didn’t have to. You—”

      “I threw you into the fireplace,” Lethe reminded me nastily.

      I dropped my eyes, and a blush burned my cheeks. “Yes. You did do that.”

      To avoid his gaze, suddenly hot with anger for some reason, I scanned the words splayed before me—and there caught his name, ensnared in a long paragraph: Lethe Eraeus, grandson of Emperor Bram, who had ruled for approximately three weeks. Bram had been ruthless, from what I had seen. One picture portrayed a slaughterhouse—filled with young women.

      I shuddered.

      Lethe Eraeus was once hailed by the ice dragons as the destined leader of their people. However, since the brief victory over the fire dragons of The Hearthlands, their numbers had continued to dwindle. A strict regimen of malnourishment, abuse, and training had all but killed the most recent generation to be born into the ruins of ice dragon society. It is with seeming pride that the disgraced Eraeus lineage boasts Lethe as the foremost recipient of this brutal treatment, as the prince of their plot.

      My eyes tipped to Lethe. I’d thought my childhood had been difficult—watching my parents’ marriage fall apart, listening to their accusations and counters bleeding through my bedroom wall—but I had never been abused. I couldn’t even imagine hunger. Even on the occasions that they forgot to prepare my lunch, there was plenty of food in the kitchen. I’d quickly learned to prepare my own sandwiches and drinks.

      Lethe’s eyes shifted toward me and he froze. “What?” he asked.

      My own gaze darted back to the pages of the book to evade his.

      “Nothing,” I lied.

      I glanced back at Lethe to see that now he, too, was scrutinizing the book in my lap.

      “I told you not to read that while I was here!” Lethe sprang up and grabbed the book off of my lap and clung to it.

      “Lethe.” I reached a hand out and he flinched from it, glaring at it. I wondered if anyone had ever touched him with gentleness. “Lethe—you don’t need to be ashamed. I’m not going to judge you. I’m your friend.”

      “Ice dragons don’t have friends.” Lethe still clutched the tome to his chest. “We have accomplices, and nemeses, and patsies, and henchmen, and on occasion—rare occasion—lovers. But never friends.”

      “Well, I’m not an ice dragon. I’m a human being. And we do have friends.”

      Lethe just continued to stare, his frosty blue eyes flashing at me.

      I took a tentative step forward and touched the book at his chest. His nose curled, a warning.

      “It doesn’t matter to me what’s written here,” I promised him, trying to make eye contact. That icy armor that kept the world at bay was still between us. “When I was a small child, my parents forgot about me all the time. I made my own breakfasts, lunches, and dinners. My mother became embroiled in the pursuit of catching my father in an affair—and after three years of fighting, and silence, and rifling through his pockets when he got home at night… she finally got what she wanted, and they separated, with me caught in the middle. Limbo.”

      Lethe nodded. “I know that pain. The ice dragons are a notoriously unfaithful people. My mother…” His eyes closed momentarily. “She’s gone now. She was murdered during a brutal season on the Obran peninsula—during which we all suffered the ill effects of cabin fever. But… during her life… she sought constantly to root out the women with whom my father had his dalliances. And she was quite successful. She ordered the executions of at least a dozen different women, and I was only a boy at the time.”

      I grimaced.

      “So you see?” I reassured him, letting my fingers creep to the outer edges of the book and grasping it, gently prying it away from his grip. “There’s nothing shameful or weak in having a difficult childhood. It only means that you’re stronger now because of it.” Lethe’s grip on the book loosened, and he allowed it to be returned to my grasp.

      “Do you really think that?” Lethe asked. His eyes seemed to increasingly open into deeper and darker shades of blue, as if something inside of him was melting.

      “That children shouldn’t be ashamed of what their parents have done to them? Absolutely.”

      “No.” Lethe took a step closer to me, and I turned my face upward to gaze at his. “That I am strong.”

      I frowned, not truly understanding the importance of validating him in that respect. But then, the ice dragons had a very different culture from the human society in which I had been raised. “Well, of course. Of course you’re strong—”

      One of his icy hands wove into my hair and roughly pulled me close. I dropped the book, and it thunked to the floor between us. Lethe advanced forward, descending on me, stomping over the book and closer to the fireplace. The stones of the hearth pressed into my shoulder blades—I’d run out of places to go—and Lethe’s cold lips pressed hungrily onto mine. My mouth opened in a gasp, but that only sufficed to allow entrance to his wintry tongue.

      Unlike Theon, Lethe moved forward at a breakneck speed. One of his hands tangled deeper into my hair, and the other bunched at the lacework of my dress, pulling it open for his hands to explore my body.

      I moved my head in the slightest, as he was locking me into place with his clutching fingers, and dragged in a shuddering breath.

      “Lethe,” I began, uncertain of how to gently reject an emotionally fragile kidnapper who seemed to have developed Lima syndrome: the exact opposite of Stockholm syndrome.

      I planted my hand on his chest to give myself more space still, but then I felt the hard shard of crystal—the pendant—against his sternum. Of course!

      Lethe eagerly and totally misinterpreted my touch, hurrying to remove his tunic from his chest. I might have pleaded with him to stop and explained myself, but Lethe removing his shirt while distracted by our kisses was the exact thing that I needed in order to claim the lost shard of the magical mirror.

      So I slid my fingers into his hair and allowed my tongue to enter the fray between us.

      Lethe stripped the tunic from his shoulders and let it puddle on the floor. His now bared arms came up to lock around me, and he murmured satisfaction, burying his hands in my singed dress and hoisting me into the air, pinning me between the fireplace wall and his frigid yet sweating body.

      He moved much faster than Theon ever had; I could only assume he was significantly more experienced, or more desperate, in the bedroom. His mouth migrated from mine, trailing deep, wet kisses along the curvature of my throat, where he fastened with a pleasant suction. For a fleeting second, I forgot what I was doing.

      Shoot! The pendant necklace had become tangled around my fingers. My eyes bulged open again and I moved to unclasp the delicate silver latch at the nape of his neck. He was hard-pressed to notice how my eyes were open and my fingers were committing espionage. In fact, his hands were dangerously close to breaching the second base.

      But I was so close to getting the necklace, and he was hardly paying any mind to the world around us. Lethe was wound around me like an attention-starved vampire.

      Just as the pendant’s chain unsnapped and disappeared into the bundled gathers of my skirt, Lethe’s fingers tore through the loosened laces of my dress and I yelped with surprise.

      “Um, Lethe—!”

      At this, he yanked his face from where it was buried in my throat; two bright spots of blush stood out on his cheeks, and the roots of his hair shimmered with beads of sweat. “What?” I felt suddenly cold. For me, this had been staged—but what about for him? “What’s the matter?”

      “I just feel as if we’re moving awfully fast. On Earth, we usually—well—” It was a total lie that people on Earth waited. But he wouldn’t know that. “On Earth, we have to wait—until marriage,” I lied, rather smug with the deception. After all, he had no way of knowing whether or not I subscribed to the increasingly archaic practice of chastity.

      Lethe lowered me back to the ground, petticoats still bunched between us at the waist. His chest was surprisingly toned for a man who, at first glance, was so much narrower than Theon. His musculature was deceptive. “I see.” His eyes, still so deep and dark, like the waters of a warm lake, were beginning to form their ice crystals again. All he needed was an instant of doubt, a breath of space between himself and his desires, and he would wall up. “But my father would never allow for the marriage of an ice dragon to a human female—particularly the marriage of the ice prince himself.”

      I made a show of disappointment for him, and clutched my petticoats close as I stepped away. The pendant was caught somewhere in their gathers, and it would not do to let the pendant clatter to the ground right in front of Lethe.

      “Then, Lethe, since there can be no future together, I guess we should stop.”

      Lethe cleared his throat and nodded, scooping the tunic back into his hands and shrugging it on over his head. For a moment, with my petticoats clutched against my thighs and my hair all crazy and his own complexion stark with sweat, we stared at each other like the survivors of some catastrophe.

      “I will have a word with my father,” Lethe informed me, his tone suddenly cold, and then he strode from the chambers. The door clapped shut behind him, and this time, I didn’t hear the turn of any key in any lock.

      He had left me alone—alone, to shake out the layers of my dress and search the floor for the shard of Theon’s fallen crystal.
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      It was only a matter of minutes before the glimmer on the floor of the hearth made itself known to me, and I scooped up the flat shard of crystal to find that Theon was already there, gazing back at me. The crystal had been activated already—but when?

      Oh God, had he witnessed me kissing Lethe?

      Peering into the crystal, wishing my hair wasn’t so mussed and my cheeks not as full of blush as they were at the moment, I deduced that Theon was in some kind of dim shop, its wall lined with small drums and funnily-shaped guitars. Behind him stood Michelle, which I tried to ignore—even though she herself looked rather mussed at the moment. Distant firelight fell across their faces.

      Well, he couldn’t hear me. I’d realized that by now. So my only option was crude sign language… crude, and quick. I could only assume—and hope—that Lethe had gone to speak with his father on the possibility of wedding an Earth woman; I didn’t want to be too full of myself, but the context certainly indicated as much. I could also only assume—and hope—that such a conversation would be a long one.

      But then again, maybe Lethe’s father wouldn’t even be available to see him. Maybe Lethe was already stalking back down the hallway now.

      First, I tried to communicate the simple phrase I love you, by pointing to my eye, then my heart, and then Theon, twinkling back at me in the crystal shard. We’d barely said it yet, but it seemed appropriate to remind him of my affection.

      Then I motioned, I’m in the castle. I pointed to my eye again, then slid one hand into the other, and then pantomimed a steeple with my fingers.

      Next, I leveled one palm and notched upward three times, hoping to relay to him, On the third floor. I wasn’t even positive that it was true, but it was what I had thought I’d noticed when Lethe had been leading me, blindfolded, back into this room.

      I shrugged pointedly, to show him that this was a question, and then jabbed a finger toward Michelle. Why is she with you?

      Michelle must have recognized the intent of the question even if Theon didn’t, because while he was frowning thoughtfully, she sprang forward, gesturing.

      Behind me the door flew open, and my fingers flexed with shock, sending the gleaming shard tumbling to the ground again. I leapt to my feet and whirled, hoping that Lethe had failed to notice the item over which I’d been hunched.

      He froze where he stood, the door still hanging open behind him, and stared at me with eyes of a different blue than I had ever seen. They were not hard and cold, as they had first been. They were not warm and deep, as they had later been. They were… fragile.

      He stared at me like he couldn’t believe me.

      “It was you,” he whispered, shaking his head. “You took the pendant.”

      My gaze drifted down to his tunic, opened where the pendant had once hung. He’d noticed that it was gone.

      “Lethe,” I said, trying to think quickly, “it was—it was an accident—I—”

      Lethe stormed forward and gripped my shoulders, giving me a shake. My head snapped back and forth. “There are no accidents,” he seethed, thrusting me to the side. My heel caught in the edge of my petticoats and sent me tumbling to my side.

      I propped myself onto my elbow and Lethe leaned down and scooped the pendant from the floor, examining its soft light.

      No. He knew… and the pendant was still active. He could see Theon. He might even be able to deduce where in this city Theon was.

      The shard of crystal went dark, and I feared for Theon—but Lethe only closed his fist over the pendant and glared down at me.

      “I will send the guards into the streets,” he promised. “They can smell fire dragon stink from the skies.”
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      Lethe swept from the room, locking it behind him. This time, I didn’t bother to fling myself against the wood; I didn’t bother to scream, cry, or beg. I knew that it would do nothing to help me. All I could do now… was wait.

      I went to the window and watched as a team of guards were dispatched—in dragon form—from the castle, into the skies and the streets, in their hunt for Theon and, inexplicably, Michelle. The moonlight throwing itself down onto the crisp white snow illuminated the entire city. It would have been beautiful, if things weren’t so hopeless. As it was, the beauty of the city only registered as bleak and solitary.

      I wished suddenly for my mother. For Dad. Anyone…

      The sound of a key turning in the lock wrenched me from the window. Lethe stood in the doorway, disheveled, vengeful, and cold. Everything about him emanated the winter world outside this window.

      “I have sent the guard,” he informed me.

      “Lethe,” I pleaded, treading forward, into the room. “Please—”

      “Please, she says,” Lethe snarled.

      “Please don’t punish Theon for my mistake! I’m sorry!”

      “Of course you’re sorry. Everyone is sorry.”

      “You don’t understand. I just—I was desperate, I—You kidnapped me, Lethe! I don’t live here!” I knew that this was a weak defense. What I’d done was wrong.

      “You are more akin to the ice people than you know,” Lethe informed me, his eyes a dark winter’s storm. He strode forward, but halted before he reached me, looming in the doorway. “We, too, are ruthless. We, too, are utilitarian and concerned solely with logic.” I could see the eddies of snow reflected in his eyes. “We care not for the fragility of a heart.”

      Dammit, I felt guilty now more than ever.

      “Lethe, I’m sorry. I didn’t know—I didn’t think—” I didn’t know what to say.

      “Oh, are you sorry, my lady? Do you feel that, perhaps, I was wounded by your minor and pointless betrayal? The betrayal which, in truth, tipped Theon’s hand?” Lethe stepped closer, now peering down at me. “You need not apologize, my would-be queen… for I am as innately composed of ice as you are,” he hissed. His hand plunged into the hair at the nape of my neck, clutching it in his fist. I winced, my neck stretched for him.

      But all he did was look at me closely, absorbing every curve of my face, suddenly breathless and hesitant, suspended amid the violence.

      I thought he was about to say something, but we only hung there in silence together, and it was someone else’s throat clearing which startled us from each other’s eyes.

      “Prince Lethe,” a masked guard announced from within the still-open doorway. “We have found smoke issuing from a merchant chimney in the town square. We await your decree; our forces surround the domicile.”

      My throat constricted with terror for Theon.

      “Break down its door,” Lethe commanded coldly. “And remove this—prisoner of war—to the dungeon, where she belongs: amongst her compatriots.”

      With that, he released my hair and I slumped, oddly surprised and even betrayed by this turn of events… though I supposed I should not have felt either.

      Lethe strode from the room without turning back.

      The guard advanced with sword drawn and seized me roughly, dragging me from the room and out into the hall.
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      With Michelle straddling me, writhing and purring with all the confidence of a housecat, I had gone still in a kind of dumb shock. In truth, fire dragon females—though I had met none my own age—did not behave with the same degree of looseness as did human women. Or should I say girls?

      Regardless of her perfect features—the arched cheekbones, the pouty lips, the cat-like eyes—I felt nothing. As Michelle leaned against me, I was still holding the damn lute, dangling at my side.

      I didn’t know why I didn’t expect the kiss. Part of me was so removed from this moment, it was almost akin to dissociation. I experienced her kiss—the rush of moist heat as her mouth descended onto mine, the mewl which emanated from within her throat—almost second-hand. I disentangled myself from her grip with a pained sympathy.

      “Michelle,” I said.

      She must have recognized the tone. A man who is going to sweep you into his arms and tenderly make love to you in some abandoned shop will not look at you with such compassion as he retreats from your heavy-handed play at his heart—or some other such part.

      “I—”

      I hadn’t even begun the delicate task of rejecting such an egotistical woman when the crystal mirror, propped alongside my leather satchel along the wall, throbbed with light, and I shot to my feet, dumping Michelle onto her hindquarters.

      “Hey!” she whined.

      I’d already forgotten her completely, covering the distance between myself and the mirror in only four strides. The mirror was alight—which meant that someone had activated a shard of its crystal with their blood, breath, tears, or sweat.

      I saw Penelope in the fogged depths of the mirror… but she did not appear to be alone. Her blouse had been pulled slightly open, and her back was pressed against a stone wall. My heart leapt into my mouth; was she being tortured? Molested? If her virtue had been robbed by one of those icy animals, so help me, I would see that the entire universe paid a debt to the both of us. I would tear the stars from the sky. I would forge battle with the powers that be themselves—

      But one more moment, a closer glance, and I saw that everything was not as it seemed. Penelope had no expression of pain or horror or despair on her face; if anything, in the split second before the crystal shard was smothered between their two bodies, the expression on her face was one of sheer rapture.

      It couldn’t have been so.

      The floor dropped out from beneath me, and I just stood, breathless, certain that I was seeing things wrong.

      Michelle approached behind me.

      I ignored her.

      She cleared her throat.

      I ignored that, too.

      Every now and then, Penelope and the wearer of the pendant would separate for mere seconds, and I would catch a flash: her jaw, thrust upward; fingers in her messed hair; the shadow of cleavage exposed, or a hickey not quite hidden by the shadowed contours of her throat.…

      “Kind of ironic, isn’t it?” Michelle murmured off to my right.

      “Not now,” I warned her.

      The mirror had gone completely black. I wondered what they were doing… Was it smothered between their writhing bodies? Had the pendant been torn off and forgotten in a puddle of clothes?

      “I mean, here you are, having just rejected the hottest piece of—”

      “I said shut up!” Behind us, the fire in the fireplace gusted as if in a sudden wind. I was losing my grip on the element, letting the emotions override me, fumbling away the self-restraint every dragon was taught early in life.

      The mirror lit again, and I saw Nell leaning down, peering into it intently.

      My stomach rolled with sickness at the sight of her. The hair, everywhere, as if someone’s hands had been deep inside of it. The blush on her fair cheeks. The way her dress remained undone, and the slip beneath was so sheer, so generous to the viewing public. Who had she been with? And why? For the sake of all that was pure inside her, why?

      But she didn’t answer that question. Instead, she pantomimed that she loved me.

      My jaw clenched, and the hearth at my back roared again.

      Did she love me? Did she, truly? Or had the Oracle been right all along? Was my destined mate beside me now, however vain, however petty? Was Michelle not also strong? Was she not also clever?

      Penelope went on to pantomime her location within the castle, and finished with a ridiculous and nigh insulting question: Why is she here? directed at Michelle.

      Michelle caught it, too, and sprang forward to defend her dignity.

      “I’m not the one cheating on my dead-sexy, crazy-famous boyfriend, Nell!” she said, pointing into the mirror. Before my eyes, I saw the both of them transform into children. I imagined them as best friends in their earlier years: vindictive, back-handed, jealous, and childish.

      Behind Nell, the door to her chamber swung open, and Lethe stood framed in the light of the hall.

      Thinking fast, I whipped the cloak from off my shoulders and tossed it across the mirror, blanketing the room from view. I could not allow him to see the quarters we kept lest he recognize them, nor could I afford his realization that Penelope was communicating with us. In spite of everything… I would never want harm to befall her. It would be better if he saw her holding a dark and empty crystal, and knew nothing of this brief exchange—even if he, Lethe Eraeus, enemy of the Aena dynasty and abductor of my beloved—even if he had been the one with whom her face had entertained such an elated expression…

      I glanced to Michelle at my side. For as thick as she could be, there was a thoughtfulness to her now, even while still drunk.

      “What should we do now?” she asked me.

      “It is wise to find shelter elsewhere, lest our location is compromised.” I hated to go so far, but it was possible that Penelope could not be trusted anymore. “Wake Khem and Einhen; I will prepare the bag, and we will go.”

      “But it’s freezing out there—”

      “Michelle, we haven’t any other choice,” I rebuked her, allowing my stress to spill into our conversation. “You were the one who wanted to come. You were the one who used my own honor against me in order to secure yourself a position in this troop. And now you must face the harsh environment we have all agreed to travel in. Yes, it is freezing out there. It is freezing out there because the ice people are cold, and wicked, and without a single heart amongst them! My father is imprisoned within the castle walls. Your best friend—”

      “Ex-best friend,” she corrected quietly.

      “—has been abducted by their prince, never mind the semantics. And my own brother has been lost, and is likely dead.”

      As if to punctuate every proclamation, the fireplace behind us burst into life again and again.

      “If you want to go home now, believe me, I will take you,” I whispered, my tone as dark and dangerous as any ice dragon could manage. “I will happily be rid of you, back to that young man who is so proud of the alcohol in his system, and the palaces of the Ballinger house, the world of inheritance awaiting you.” I loomed over her. “Shops, shops, and more shops, Michelle; that is your world. And I will gladly return you from whence you came.”

      There was a bang on the door, and the signage—Gordon’s Instruments—shuddered from the impact.

      The ice dragons.

      “Wake the men!” I hissed to Michelle, snatching my cloak from off the darkened mirror. I pulled on the garment and moved to fill the leather satchel with our few and crucial rations. I didn’t glance over my shoulder. She would not stray from orders. There was something about her which spoke of a soldier.

      But it didn’t matter.

      With the crunch of splintering wood, the sign gave way to the force of the dragon’s weight, and the door blew inward, the night beyond spewing into the room with the fragments of shattered wood.

      Ice and the fire were pressed against each other now. Even if our fire was nothing but a spark, it was a weapon. I couldn’t shift in this environment and lose my clothing, but I could still use the element to my advantage: I opened my mouth and sent a swath of flame against the front entrance of Gordon’s—which caught as easily as kindling.

      “What the hell!” Michelle cried behind me.

      The ice dragons hesitated, and I unleashed another fireball in their direction. The fire would not hold against the storm outside. I only hoped to allow us enough time to escape. I glanced over my shoulder—Einhen was still groggy-eyed, Michelle was holding a broken bottle of mead at the ready, and Khem joined me with his own orange tongue of flame—but when I turned back to face the entrance of the instrument shop, the ice dragons were spilling inside, extinguishing our heat as they entered.

      I was forced back, and turned to Michelle.

      “There is a cellar door in the back room. Go there and find the exit into the street. It is certainly encrusted in snow, and potentially in ice; the dragons will not be guarding it, because it will be hidden by the very element which serves them.”

      “Okay,” Michelle piped, fleeing into the back room of Gordon’s Instruments. Although there were four ice dragons in Gordon’s shop, they all let Michelle go without much interest. Of course. It was me whom they had come for.

      One of those four dragons—a shimmering, slender, white creature with black, bottomless eyes—dove for me with a blast of ice as sharp as dagger blades. I felt my face, the only unprotected part of my body, lacerate in several places, and I staggered back, shaking off the pain. I was so dazed by these turns of events—Michelle’s heavy-handed persuasion, the mirror coming alight, Penelope and the ice prince entangled together, the spat with Michelle and now the ice dragon infiltration—I still held the damn lute.

      When I exhaled a plume of white-hot flame into the wooden instrument, its interior cavern sparkled with flame, and when the white dragon converged on me again, I smashed it against his throat. He went down, stunned, and I delved into the leather satchel slung on my back, extracting a sword from within. Again, I burned the blade with my own orange tongue and sent it hurtling through the air, sinking into the white throat of the offending dragon. He went down and I vaulted atop him, gripping the hilt of the Aena sword and extracting its dripping, bloodied blade from his throat.

      When I looked up again, one of the other ice dragons, also white, had come closer with a strangely human expression in his eyes. I assumed that they were family, and I reeled back with the blade, prepared to strike in this dragon’s moment of weakness… but then my arm relaxed, and I held the sword again at the defensive position. I could not let the atrocities of the ice people make me become like one of them.

      Turning from the carcass of the fallen white dragon, I observed the scene at the hearth and saw that Einhen was in the grasp of a dark blue dragon’s jaws. He struggled and bled, but appeared to be very much alive; the dragon had secured him at the shoulder. Khem, meanwhile, had been cornered near the front window of the shop, squaring off with another dragon, this one small and black laced with blue. The dragon was too small to be of major concern, even though Khem appeared to be cornered. His body language expressed no despair as he engulfed the other dragon with his flames.

      Forced to choose between the two, I dove to Einhen’s side and slashed at the offending dragon with my sword, taking half of one wing. The dark blue dragon wailed, jaws falling open to release my wounded friend. Einhen collapsed, groaning and wounded but alive.

      The dark blue dragon relented, reeling backwards toward the front entrance of Gordon’s. As he receded into the winter storm beyond, a bloodcurdling wail emitted from the street—and I realized that Khem was no longer in the store.

      And beyond the doorway was snow streaked with blood.

      “No,” I breathed, lurching forward.

      In all my years as the prince of The Hearthlands, I had only seen peacetime; I had never seen the horrors of war.

      Leaping over the corpse of the first white dragon, the one I had stabbed in the throat, I raced into the snow-choked streets to see that Khem had been dragged into the distance, and the other white dragon—the one I had shown mercy—had its bastard head lowered over the torso of my friend, ripping through his remains. Its glistening white snout shone with Khem’s vitality.

      My mouth fell open.

      There was no possibility that Khem would live through this. His head was hanging, boneless and slack, at the end of his neck. So much blood… and the viscera which clung to the white dragon’s teeth… Khem wasn’t even struggling…

      Still, I was electrified, spurred through the shock and driving snow toward the white dragon and Khem.

      “Get off of him, vulture!” I roared, slinging my sword through air. The white dragon, stained red, scrambled backward, abandoning Khem. Not because he was afraid, I was sure, but because he was not hungry for the carrion of my old friend. There was nothing to be gained by protecting him from me, nothing to be gained by taking him off into the sky. There was no way Khem would survive, but I couldn’t just let him be eaten alive.

      “Khem,” I breathed, dropping to my knees beside the fallen form of my friend.

      Although Khem’s eyes were open and moving, his mouth was not. Blood coursed down his chin.

      I had just scooped my arms around him and was gently lifting him when an explosion of fire rattled the very roof of the instrument shop.

      Dammit! Michelle! Einhen!

      The shop was utterly engulfed… with the exception of one patch of ceiling, fallen through, blackened, but extinguished by a layer of ice. The fourth dragon, forgotten—a tortoiseshell of black and white and chilly blue—was receding in the sky above, snow spilling down into the inferno surrounding me… and Einhen was gone. Wounded and dangling like a doll in the mouth of that serpent.

      Dammit!

      Wincing, I forged through the collapsing shop and backroom, into the cellar, and then up a small stairwell and through the cellar door, which Michelle had left open for some reason…

      Not Michelle… not Michelle too…

      Dragging Khem’s limp legs over the shallow stairwell with me, I trudged out into the snow, scanning the dark and solitary street as Gordon’s Instruments collapsed behind us.
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      There she was. I saw her in the distance, cowering near another storefront, partially obscured by some crates. “Michelle!” I called, scanning the street once more for any ice dragons and then plowing through the tundra. My shoulder supported Khem’s limp weight, and he jostled with my every step, unconscious.

      Michelle drew forward, her eyes starry, her breath shallow. “Is he dead?” she whispered.

      I pursed my lips. Khem’s labored breathing rattled against my shoulder—it wouldn’t be long. Not in this cold. He wouldn’t be able to heal. I didn’t want Michelle to see it. I’d meant it when I’d said that her kingdom was comprised of markets and maidens; she didn’t need it bloodied by this memory of a far-away place, choked in snow and battle.

      “He’ll be fine,” I lied. “We just need to find shelter as quickly as possible.”

      Michelle nodded. “What do you want me to do?”

      “You are going to look through every window in Luna Quarter,” I commanded. “It is the adjacent street just ahead of us, across from the castle. We must find a hideout until the alarm dies off. And I… I will stay with Khem for just a moment. He needs… to lie down.”

      Michelle nodded again, and wound her furs tightly around herself, pushing off through the snowy crust toward Luna Quarter. A bittersweet swell of pride rose in my chest as I realized that I was not afraid for her safety. Michelle would take care of herself first and foremost. She would have been a natural queen… if I’d never met Penelope.

      Receding to the darkened line of buildings at the side of the street, I eased Khem down and tried to get a look at him. His eyes were barely open.

      As the snow fell around us, softer now, Khem shuddered and gripped my hand. Then his grip loosened. He let out a rattling breath, and a plume of pearly smoke filled the air.

      His fire was gone.

      He was dead.

      Grimacing, I laid Khem flat on the ground and stared at him. I didn’t know quite what to do. I couldn’t just leave his body, nor could I carry him to our next safe house. He had left a trail of blood from the cellar door to the middle of the street and back again. Tracking us would be simple.

      I took a deep breath, assuaging the sting of tears. I could have buried him. Crisp white snow fell all around us. I could have shoveled it onto him and dusted my hands, satisfied, but it haunted me to think that Khem would be buried by the very element that had killed him. If it weren’t for the damn snow, maybe he could have healed.

      Though it was probably unlikely.

      Still, it wasn’t a proper burial for a fire dragon. To bury a fire dragon in ice was nearly as disrespectful as burying him upside down.

      Standing, I breathed one swath of white-hot flame over Khem’s body. It was slow to catch, but then the snow surrounding us melted away, and the fire took hold. He was briefly a pillar of fire in an otherwise bleak and colorless landscape.

      “Theon!” Michelle belted out my name as if we weren’t committing espionage very near to the castle. “Are you okay? What’s—Khem!” Her mouth dropped open and her eyes swung, uncomprehending, as she reached us. “What did you do to him?”

      “I gave him a farewell,” I whispered, still watching the flames and smoke trail up into the sky.

      Michelle stood near to me for a moment, but then she said, “We should go.”

      I knew it was true; an exposed fire would bring ice guards within a matter of minutes. It wouldn’t be long now—and they’d be searching all the surrounding shops, unless the snow put out this tongue of flame before they observed it.

      “I wish Khem had waited to die until after my good news,” Michelle mourned.

      I glanced over at her in disgust. How could a creature as selfish as Michelle Ballinger exist? She had to have been a sociopath.

      “I found an abandoned clothing store at the far end of Luna Quarter,” Michelle explained. “It wasn’t even open. I forced the lock all by myself. Like a badass.”

      “You’re something else,” I murmured, shaking my head.

      “Thank you,” Michelle purred. It was as if she’d forgotten that Khem had been her friend, or that she had seemed to enjoy his company during the brief time they’d known each other… and that it was her insistence which had led him here in the first place. To his death. I looked away from her beautiful face.

      “Fire’s dying down now,” I informed her.

      Michelle took my hand, and I let her. She pulled me toward Luna Quarter, and the clothing store she had so valiantly broken into.
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      While we settled in the shop, sound muffled and fell away from us beneath the heavily falling snow. I was in the process of removing the magical mirror from my satchel when I thought better of it, and slid it back inside. I had already seen enough.

      As I gazed out the window ruefully, it looked like another storm was brewing. It wouldn’t be long before the entirety of my home country was beneath ice, inaccessible to the fire dragons who had reigned only days ago.

      Michelle sauntered forward and leaned on the window ledge across from me. “These shops all look like something I could build with Lincoln logs,” she sighed, winding the fox furs from around her body, loosening their grip.

      This clothing store—Maude Dresses and Taupe Hats—was filled with peasants’ apparel. Aprons. Bonnets. They had an entire section for widows in the back, the dresses hanging like shadows lurking in the distance.

      In the fire dragon community, a widow or widower was expected to mourn for the rest of their life.

      Although we tended to our vows—all vows—with an undying sincerity, death was not a frequent visitor to our strong people, and I had never in my life met a real widow, unless she was widowed during the last war with Emperor Bram and the ice people. But that had been a mere skirmish in comparison to this. What did they have in their possession that would cause the entire kingdom to become blanketed in eternal winter?

      And now look what had become of our strong women, who had never known widowhood. Our strong men, who had never tasted defeat. I had never lit a man’s funeral pyre before. And now my brother might or might not have been dead. I was certain that my father—a good man—was tortured for the amusement of born enemies. The vibrant country I had loved all my life, before I’d even known what to call it, had become a frozen wasteland… and I had just witnessed my love, her eyelashes fluttering with pleasure, her hair a mess with someone else’s fingers, reflected in my own mirror. How could she have allowed it? Why? Did I—

      “Can you light another fire in here?” Michelle asked, shattering my thoughts. “You have no idea how cold this is.” Her fox furs had been tightened around her body again as I’d been staring off into oblivion.

      I grimaced and shook my head. “No, I can’t build another fire. The fire for Khem was already one fire too many. It was… foolish.”

      But I’d had to do it. Perhaps I was a slave to tradition.

      “Well, in that case… can you spare some of your big coat?” She was referring, I assumed, to the bearskin mantle draped over my shoulders. I supposed it did give sufficient warmth; besides, to share in the body heat of a fire dragon was no insignificant detail. It was like cuddling next to an open stove.

      I opened my mantle and allowed her to share its warmth. “I wonder what time it is,” she grumbled.

      “Deep night,” I answered her.

      “So, like, two.”

      “Midnight.”

      “Let’s call it one-thirty. Do you think we’re safe enough to get some sleep?”

      “I do not know that I could sleep,” I muttered.

      “Well, then, will you just lie down with me until I fall asleep?” The desperation which gilded her voice gave me pause, and I looked closer. Her eyes were shiny with panic. Her makeup had worn away as the night had progressed, and now her lips seemed colorless and rough. Her mascara was smudged and flaked onto her cheekbones.

      She looked like a different woman. The securities of her world had been stripped away, and as the new reality sank in—for the sake of weeping goddesses, had she not just seen a man in his final moments?—she had become more of an animal. People like Michelle, the privileged, the elite, of any society, became the most ruthless in such scenarios, my father had once told me.

      “And you can get that stupid look off your face,” she added. “I’m not scared. I’m not all, like, ‘Ohhh, hold me, Theon’; it’s just that you’re crazy hot, and I’m cold, and I’m tired.”

      “All right,” I told her. “I meant no disrespect… with my face.” Clearing my throat, I pulled her with me through the shop, our bodies connected in a halo of warmth by the bearskin mantle and my own natural heat. Meanwhile, I tried to shake the heavy specters of doubt. Altair… and my father… Nell… Khem… I felt them all twisting and shriveling away from me, becoming gray and weightless.

      The back room of the place had a cot.

      “Here we are,” I announced. “I will lie down. I know it must be uncomfortable… to be an Earth woman in these conditions.”

      Michelle gave me a stormy look, but didn’t comment, and the two of us lowered gingerly onto the paper-thin mattress. “Oh, my God, these people live in total poverty,” she moaned.

      “They have rich and prosperous lives. It is you who live in obscene wealth.”

      “No more obscene than a castle, Theon!” she snapped. “Just… shut up.” Michelle wiggled closer to me, until our sides touched. “Can I put my head on your shoulder?” she asked. I glanced down at her and saw, in the darkness, how she nibbled her lower lip. “Please?”

      “You don’t need to do that… with your face,” I told her, smirking slightly in spite of myself. “You can put your head on my shoulder. I know of our temperatures compared to yours.”

      “Yep, that’s the reason,” she agreed, curling against me with the familiarity of a former lover. She threw one of her thighs over mine and laid her hand across my chest.

      I had a lot on my mind. I couldn’t be distracted by the nonsensical patterns she was drawing on my chest.

      “Sorry about your friend,” Michelle whispered, drawing my eyes back to her. “Really. I am.”

      I hesitated, genuinely surprised. I summoned a smile, however unconvincing. I couldn’t think of what exactly to say. “Thank you.” There it was. The only thing one could say.

      “I have to tell you that I admire your strength,” she went on. “I mean, this night has been hell for you, hasn’t it? I would be an utter wreck, if I was you.”

      Grim tidings.

      “Thank you again, I suppose,” I said. “But I was once told that an Earth man gained fame for the insight that war is hell.”

      “I didn’t even mean that,” Michelle murmured.

      I propped myself onto my elbow, stealing from Michelle her pillow shoulder, and looked at her. She blinked up at me, innocent. It was nigh impossible to differentiate between glimpses of her inner child and masterful manipulation.

      “You meant Penelope, didn’t you?” I asked her.

      “I did mean Penelope. I mean, I was there, Theon. I… saw it, too.”

      It wasn’t the kind of sight one could soon forget; the throes of erotic passion, even between total strangers, could be hypnotic. But when it was your own lover, that same expression could become gut-wrenching…

      “Maybe that’s why that oracle told you that she wasn’t the one for you,” Michelle went on softly. She was biting her plush lower lip again, her eyes disguised beneath a fringe of lashes. “I never would have done that to you.” Now her eyelashes flashed upward, and her eyes caught mine with a beseeching shimmer. She raised one hand in the air and snaked it along my shoulders, playing with the hair at the nape of my neck. It felt wrong, and my skin crawled, urging me to reject her touch.

      But why? Why bother being fair, being noble? Was it not equivalent with being a joke to an Earth woman? My heart was flooded, and if there had been a fire on the hearth, it would have burnt this establishment to the ground.

      “Theon.” Michelle had leaned closer. “It’s not too late. You can still be with the woman you were meant for.”

      With the woman for whom you were meant, I opened my mouth to correct her, but Michelle slid her lips against my own, the gesture possessing an unexpected gentleness.

      For a moment, I was torn. Where she touched went numb, became a pit. I did not want to be touched. I wanted to mourn my lost love, Penelope.

      But, at the same time, the hell with Penelope.

      One of my hands carved powerfully through Michelle’s thick curls, and the other clawed along her hip, dragging her on top of me. Her response was immediate, her body moving over mine with both fury and passion. Usually, such aggression would be wholly unsettling, but in this scenario, I found it paired well with my emotions. Like her, I was determined to ravage something, but unlike her, I felt completely cold.
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      I had been manacled against the dungeon wall for hours now. What time was it? No windows. No clocks. But it felt like sometime between two and four in the morning—the portion of the clock reserved for true despair.

      I wanted to sleep, but I could not. The height of the manacles forced me to stay standing, or else slowly break my own shoulders. My arms went numb from the lack of blood flow. My wrists were rubbed raw by the drag of gravity alone. I hadn’t even been struggling. And my head spun with sickness. The human body wasn’t designed to endure such stress. I needed a drink, but no one had been down for hours, save an occasional glimpse of a guard in the changing of shifts. It was too late in the night for any of the other prisoners to be talking amongst themselves—I had been brought in while they slept. For many, the new girl would be a morning surprise.

      Every now and then, a groan slipped unbidden from my lips.

      “If you can convince the guards to move you into one of these cells,” a young man whispered to me, “we can get you some water. There are several leaking pipes overhead.”

      My puffy eyes peeled open. I was so tired… and I needed a drink… and I had to pee, too.

      “What?” I murmured.

      It was the same man as before. The man with the tattooed hand: the fireball. “Convince a guard to place you in a cell. We will be able to get you water then. It shouldn’t be too hard. They don’t like when you spit on them. That should get you a cell right quick.”

      “Thank you.” I swallowed. “What did you say your name was?”

      “Didn’t say,” he replied.

      The sound of a door clapping shut nearby brought us both into tense silence. Our eyes fell to the left corner of the room, where guards would enter. Was it shift change again so soon?

      A shadow moved across the wall, and Lethe stepped into the torchlight.

      My heart gave a strange little flutter of gratitude. Lethe’s eyes met mine… and warmed, darkening.

      “Penelope,” he greeted, stepping closer. “I thought they would give you a cell.”

      “The cells are too crowded,” I grumbled, turning my eyes from him. I was so tired. “Did you—” My voice caught in my throat. “Did you capture Theon?” My heart solidified to stone at the thought. Theon hadn’t been brought here, into the prison. Which meant… if they had overtaken him in battle, he was probably…

      “We were able to wound, capture, and even annihilate some of his men,” Lethe answered, becoming cold. “But no. We did not capture Theon himself. He—and a beautiful young woman, reportedly—escaped together into the streets.” His eyelashes lowered, and a nasty little smile spread over his lips.

      I said nothing to this. I didn’t want him to know how the news both elated and disappointed me. Theon was safe. He had escaped. And apparently, now he was alone with Michelle.

      I wondered what they were doing. Had she already pulled her more obvious material? Getting drunk, getting flirty? Had she moved on to the more advanced stuff? The pouting? The lip-nibbling? Would they sleep side by side? In the same bed?

      “I talked to my father,” Lethe volunteered.

      At this, I perked. “And what did he say?” What did you say?

      “He told me again that this is a pivotal moment in my story.” Lethe’s eyes refused to meet mine. “We have just seized the castle again. It was the life’s work of my grandfather, and it has become my and my father’s life’s work. He always questions my strength.” His face soured as he went on. “We must show unwavering leadership, he said. He would prefer that I marry as soon as possible to solidify my position here. There are two things he commands that I do prior to assuming the throne: marry… and execute Theon.”

      My blood ran cold. Execute Theon.

      “Perhaps I could convince him to let me execute Erisard instead,” Lethe suggested.

      “Who is Erisard?”

      “The fire king. Theon’s father.”

      My jaw went slack. “Lethe…”

      But Lethe looked to me with flashing eyes, as if he knew that it was horrible. “I suppose you think that I’m bloodthirsty and power-starved, like the other ice people,” he muttered. “I suppose you think that I kill often, and easily.”

      I shook my head, mute.

      “The truth is that I’ve never killed a man in my life.” Lethe’s gaze was distant and unfathomable. It reminded me, briefly, of those starry gates: the portals to and from Theon’s world. “And that it saddens me to know my father’s prejudice will undoubtedly play a pivotal role in the selection of my mate.” His eyes shifted to mine. “And I’m sorry for that. Because ice women…”

      Lethe let his words hang, staring off as he ruminated on the subject.

      “Ice women are cold. They’re ruthless, and powerful, and they can be sexy. They can be very sexy. But…” He shook his head, still not looking at me. “There’s no softness. There’s no warmth. There’s no trust.” Now his eyes shifted to mine. “I didn’t put you down here because I was angry,” he blurted.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I put you down here to keep myself away from you.” His eyes… How were they so deep and dark now, but so bright when he was mad? Now that blue had become almost blue-black, like the enfolding waves of the sea at night… “If I will never be able to have you—then I must stay away from you.” Even as he said this, his attention poured over me. “For the sake of my kingdom.”

      He tore his lustful gaze from my body, and his back stiffened. His gaze hardened.

      “He once told me that I would be required to kill, and that I did not understand the severity of that… But I have already died a thousand times for my birthright. I’m much stronger than my father thinks,” he went on, though he seemed to be speaking more to himself now. “He has no idea what I am capable of. Then again…” His gaze slanted to me and his body turned, closing the space between us, pressing our torsos and hips against one another. “No one does,” he finished, his hands sliding up my arms and onto my chains. His lips descended to kiss me fully on the mouth.

      Even against my own wishes, my body responded to a shocking degree. Was it the trauma and despair which made me so emotionally vulnerable? Stability and security were like water to me, and without them, I was thirsty for even the wayward affection of a mad prince.

      His hands trailed up my arms as his tongue played over mine, and when his fingertips reached my manacles, they became slowly encrusted in frost. As we kissed, and his excitement became increasingly obvious, I even hoped that he might still relieve me of my chains.

      But as he pulled away, his blue eyes trained on me, I knew such was not the case. His expression was one of deep remorse. “This is why you must stay where I cannot see you,” he whispered into my ear, before grazing it with his teeth and receding from me, leaving me manacled by frozen chains.

      He had reached the stairs when he turned and added, “But I will ensure you receive your own cell, at the very least, my lady.”
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      When I awoke at daybreak, my body had stiffened into a state of extreme vulnerability, but I supposed I should have expected that. During our sleep, our temperature naturally dropped, and we became susceptible to the cold.

      Michelle was tangled around me, fast asleep. It was obvious that she was used to long and languid rests, while my body typically maintained a sunrise-to-sunset schedule.

      I cleared my throat. I would not be able to rise with her atop me. It was questionable whether I would be able to rise at all.

      “Michelle,” I addressed her firmly. “Michelle, wake up.”

      In response, Michelle shifted slowly, luxuriating in the motion, and wrapped her arms tighter around me. I grimaced.

      “Morning, Daddy,” she purred.

      “Don’t call me that, first of all.” Augh. “Second of all, I need you to help me get up. I seem to have stiffened in my sleep.”

      Michelle giggled. My grimace deepened.

      “Could we be adults about this, please?” I requested acidly. “We must check the weather outside. If the snow is not falling too heavily, and has not become too deep, we can make movements toward the castle again… even in the sunlight.”

      “Oh?” Michelle extracted herself from me, propping up onto an elbow. I was jealous of how supple her own muscles appeared to be, in spite of the cold. Although her body temperature was much lower, the cold also damaged her much less—or so it would seem. “Because the last time I checked, you were still the most wanted prince in this village.” Her eyes trailed over me. “I already know you’re the most wanted prince in this bed.”

      Dammit. We were clearly going to need to discuss that kiss at length before things could return to normal… not that any of this had been normal. Did she not consider the possibility of context playing a role? Circumstance? That perhaps last night’s kiss hadn’t been about her as much as it had been about me?

      Not considering herself the central axis in all human motivations was not one of the lady’s strong points.

      When one became invested in the heart of a dense girl, perhaps they deserved the repetitive conversations about “us.”

      “Look… Michelle…” I took a deep breath and forged ahead. The way she was stroking my chest made it quite clear that this was not avoidable. “About last night.”

      At the mere phrase, the woman recoiled.

      “I knew it!” she wailed, leaping off of the bed. At least that would give me the space to slowly work my muscles back into order. It required several minutes of gentle, then deeper, massage, followed by an intense set of stretches. “So many rebound red flags, but do I ever listen, nooo,” Michelle berated herself, scrambling out from beneath the bearskin mantle we had shared. She was still wearing no shirt—it was after she had peeled it off that I’d recoiled, and informed her that the men of fire culture did not move with the speed so oft associated with the element.

      “It has naught to do with you,” I reassured her. At least, I thought I was reassuring her.

      “Yes, we have that one, too,” she snapped at me, scrambling into her shirt. “It’s called ‘it’s not me, it’s you’!”

      “Michelle, please,” I pleaded, wincing as I forced myself into the upright position. “Don’t take this so personally. This is a very difficult time—”

      “And you really need to find yourself?” she shrilled, whirling and storming from the room. The woman had no stealth in her nature whatsoever. It was as if she had forgotten entirely that we were in hostile territory.

      

      It was after I sat up and performed my morning stretches that I advanced onto the sales floor again and found that the windows showed a still porcelain blanket laid over everything. The snow, mercifully, had abated.

      And the shop was empty.

      “Gods damn it!” I cried, scouring the crowded racks of clothing in the hopes that Michelle was there, engrossed in some threadbare shawl that she could call “adorable.” But she wasn’t there. I didn’t see her anywhere. Gods…

      I had infuriated the unreasonable woman and sent her storming off into unfriendly territory. Who knew what might become of her? She was, after all, so hot-headed and proud. It would be easy for someone like that to find trouble and dive into it.

      My sweating palm raked through my hair. Michelle was gone; I would need to accept that. Now I was alone. It was only me… and my satchel with a few belongings. Some pelts of fur, jars of preserved meals, and a few light blades. The magical mirror and the fantastical treasures of the Oracle, gifts in exchange for my brief trial companionship with Michelle. The love letter: enchanted papyrus which sent messages only to loved ones. The skeleton key, willful and psychic. It would only unlock the doors which destiny had not sealed. And finally, the poisonous bottle. It did not have poison in it. It had nothing in it. But any liquid with which it was filled would become some gradient of death.

      I would need to at least look for Michelle. I could not merely assume the worst. I would need to scan the perimeter, no matter how dangerous it was, because it was my fault that she was here at all. I had delved into her soul and hypnotized her with a false memory, convincing her to come with me to The Hearthlands. She had not made the decision to come, though she had made the decision to stay here. Even still—it was not her fault. She was only a human girl. She had lived in a world where she was invincible. To be here was such a shock to her paradigm, it could lead her to her death.

      And I could not return to the shelter—much less the portal to Earth—with the body of an innocent young woman. A young woman I had convinced to come just to ensure the aid of the Oracle. No; it wasn’t fair. I would need to find her and take her back to her home alive, no matter what she—

      The front door blew open and I whirled, sword drawn.

      Michelle stood in the doorway, amused and otherwise unaffected. She entered the shop and secured the door, then glanced over her shoulder at me.

      She had changed clothes. Gone was the stole of fox fur which had once adorned her shoulders, replaced by the low brim of a thermal hat, one tattered shawl and a patchwork scarf over her mouth and nose. A thick sweater disguised her nubile figure, and corded slacks gave her an almost masculine lack of curvature.

      “Dear gods, Michelle,” I sighed. I couldn’t disguise the vast relief which swallowed me entirely. “You’re alive. You’re still here.”

      “Uh, I think I know a thing or two about being incognito,” she replied, whipping the hat off of her head and shaking out her dark curls. “I have seen Never Been Kissed.”

      “I apologize,” I said. “I did not realize your people had films regarding the elements of warfare.”

      “It’s basically the backbone of the rom-com genre.” Michelle unraveled the patchwork scarf next. “And in spite of how insufferable I found you to be this morning, I’m going to go ahead and share some excellent news with you.” Her eyes sparkled, and although she tried to hide her genuine pleasure with herself, she could not. It bubbled over into a smile, and she had to clamp her lips together to suppress it. “I found a hidden entrance to the palace!”

      “Really?” Had she discovered the rose bramble door?

      Amazing.

      No one had even seen that door in over fifty years.

      “Yeah, it was crazy, it was just there,” Michelle blathered on excitedly.

      The fire roses had once hidden that point of entry to all but the most proficient fire-wielding dragons. They were poisonous to ice dragons, and would burst into flame at a single touch. The seeds had been planted immediately following the last war. None had even laid eyes upon that door in my lifetime. But Michelle had…

      “But it’s totally locked,” Michelle finished. “Theon? Are you even listening?”

      “Yes,” I assured her, shaking my head. “You found the fire rose door. It was hidden behind a thicket of fire roses for all of my life, in fact. I myself have never seen that door.”

      “Well, it was pretty awesome. But again, it is locked.”

      What if that door, viewed for the first time by this woman, Michelle—the very door planted after the last war, as a symbol of our enduring right to the castle and natural victory over the ice people—is a sign?

      Is Michelle the natural choice for queen, given future victory?

      The thought left my throat raw. It was just too soon to consider that. To consider anything. I’d never opened up my heart to a woman as I had to Nell. I’d never chosen someone… and to be betrayed by the very one I chose? What did that mean?

      There was only one way to find out.

      The skeleton key.

      A thoughtful key, Pythia had informed me. You may unlock any door which the key deems fit. This key was forged by the hands of fate, as was I.

      If I could unlock the fire rose door to reach Nell, to reclaim her from the ice people… would that not also be a sign? A sign that my mission was pure?

      “All right,” I told Michelle, going to rifle through the hanging racks of peasant clothing. I selected for myself a low-brimmed cap, a black knit scarf, and a frayed jacket stuffed with wool. The luxurious bearskin mantle would need to stay behind, lamentably. Lifting out the skeleton key from within my leather satchel, I said, “This will open the door… if it is the will of the gods that we enter the castle this morning.”

      I left the mirror behind in the clothing shop, telling myself it was because it was too heavy and unwieldy, and we might need to do battle… though I knew it was not the whole reason.

      

      The palace lay near the shops of the city; now that day had risen in the marketplace, ice dragons had entered the foray to “shop,” although it resembled looting and pillaging. Luckily, the ice people had always been self-centered and materialistic. Unlike the fire dragons, they cared nothing for their fellow man, and so they allowed two peasants to pass without so much as a glare.

      Within a block or two, using only alleyways as passages, we had woven through the crowd and come to the castle itself. The main entrance was, naturally, heavily guarded. But there were too many potential points of entry to install a guard at every terrace, every lattice. At least, with the depleted ice population, it was not possible.

      Though the staff of the fire dragon palace must have also lacked in some respects, or else the ice people wouldn’t even be here.

      The palace was composed of a pearlescent white stone, built in large, square bricks, cemented with mortar. Round towers protruded from its sides, and verandas trimmed the space between towers. Now that I peered at the castle as a hopeful fugitive seeking entry, I realized how laughably simple it was. There were a hundred places to slip through.

      Along the western wall was a tower which housed our library and an arsenal. Once a thick bramble of blood-red roses as thick as my fist had sprouted along the rock’s path like a swath of blood. Every now and then, a hummingbird or a bumblebee would land on one of the incandescent rose petals, and the entire thing would burst into flames. Of course, fire children were much more capable of withstanding fire than any other variety of child, and so we’d often triggered them for sheer fun. If you got caught by one, it was no worse than an electrical shock… for us. For an ice dragon, you might lose the use of that limb for a few weeks. It was emblematic, mostly; emblematic of the fire dragon lives lost in the last war, and how it would never happen again.

      The western tower now stood barren, with the exception of the brittle, skeletal shawl it still wore: a shawl of twisted dry veins where fiery roses used to glow, just begging to be touched, now destroyed in the snow. And there, heavy and rusted shut, was the secret door. An entrance into the castle which could only be used by fire dragons—until now. Until the death of the roses.

      Although the likelihood that we would be spotted by a guard was low, as the castle was huge and we would not be standing at this wall for long, it was still not safe to be here. At any moment, someone might have yelled, “Intruders!”

      Intruder. Into the only home I had ever known.

      I extracted the skeleton key and closed my eyes, willing the fates to bless my mission. To bless the throne of the fire kingdom, to bless the safe return of my father and brother, and to bless even Penelope, however unknown her heart. Bless her still.

      I inserted the key and twisted.

      No click came. No tumblers fell into place. No bolt slid.

      The thoughtful key, forged by the fates themselves, had denied me entrance to the castle.
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      Feeling numb, I pulled the key from its lock and stared at it as if I had never seen a key before.

      “What is it?” Michelle asked off to my side. Her voice brought me back to the present.

      “The key,” I replied, my voice unusually low. “It should have opened this door. But it—didn’t.”

      I glanced over to find Michelle grimacing at me, a dark heat glowing in her eyes. “Well, don’t just stare at it,” she snapped. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I hated to admit that the woman had excellent instincts, and when she whirled and stomped through the tundra, it was me who followed her.

      

      Back at the shops, we settled in an alleyway to regroup. Ice dragons milled past us, none the wiser for our disguises. My face soured as my eyes followed an ice dragon female, unquestionably beautiful—and yet somehow hideous to me—sauntering through the destroyed storefront of a butcher shop. She had a length of boar sausage wrapped around her forearm, one of the links inflating her cheek and causing her lips to gleam with grease.

      At least Gordon’s Instruments could not be stolen and strummed by their treacherous hands anymore.

      “So, what else do you have in that magic sack of yours?” Michelle asked, her voice chilly. I should not have returned her kiss that night. But telling her such things would do nothing. She’d proven that already.

      “Two extra swords… a length of rope, not long enough to reach the parapets… Ouch! One throwing star… some canned vegetables… youthberries,” I said, digging through the mason jars which lined the bottom of the satchel… until I came to the final glass jar: the empty bottle of poison with a scroll of papyrus tucked within. “There is a love letter.” I took the bottle from the satchel and examined it. “It can be written to anyone whom you love.” I slid the paper from the satchel and gazed upon it more closely. Was it useless now? Was the only possible recipient of its messages—Penelope O’Hara—in love with someone else? Would she, even if I breached the castle walls, demand to stay? “And the poison bottle,” I noted, as I continued to stare at the love letter. What would I write her—

      “Poison bottle?” Michelle snatched the glass cylinder from my lap. “There’s nothing in this.”

      “Whatever liquid fills it becomes poisonous. It’s quite dangerous, I was told. It could put a man to sleep for a few hours, or it could kill him instantly.”

      “Oooh.” Michelle held it at a distance, examining it with renewed attention. “All right. Let’s try this one.”

      “Just… try it?” She spoke so casually of murder. But then, had I not murdered a man—an ice dragon, but a man—just the other night? And when I had hesitated to murder another, had I not regretted it and seen the death of an old friend in recompense? Perhaps it would behoove a leader to react more like Michelle.

      “It’s the only way to know,” she said, scooping some snow into the bottle and then handing it to me. “Here. Melt this.”

      I glowered at her, but tucked the frigid bottle against my side nonetheless, and within a minute, it was sloshing with water at my slightest movement.

      “Oh, that is funny,” Michelle commented, gesturing down to my feet. “Your body heat is so intense, it melts the snow around you if you stand still long enough.”

      I glanced down, disbelieving, and sure enough found myself surrounded by a ring of brown and sodden grass.

      I had never been mired in a snowfall like this. It would be a dead giveaway as to my position. All an ice dragon would need to do would be to look out a western window which peered onto the fire rose vine, and they would see the snow pressed to the side…

      I pulled the poison bottle from within my shirt and saw it was now burbling with gas bubbles.

      I could relate.

      Even the fates seemed resigned to my downfall.

      “Um, bro, you need to get a grip on your feelings. Nell is just a bitch, all right? So she cheated on you. Everybody cheats. Get that look off your face and let’s get into that damn castle already.” Apparently sensing my melancholy, Michelle snatched the poison bottle from my hand and sauntered out of the alleyway, passing the demolished storefronts and weaving her way toward the front gates.

      It was madness, but I wasn’t surprised. Michelle was obviously insane. She would make a great dictator.

      I followed her, but when she reached the guard staff itself, I shrank back behind some barrels of ale lined up outside one of the fire dragon breweries. The barrels were untouched, as our brand of ale could very well put an ice dragon into the hospital, gods be willing.

      Yet lately it seemed that the gods were definitely not willing…

      I watched Michelle pass the bottle to the first of three guards, praying that he would not clutch his throat and fall immediately. I imagined the guards springing away from Michelle, drawing their weapons, and blasting her with knives of ice. But instead the guard who drank from the bottle burst out laughing and then leaned closer to Michelle, clearly flirtatious. I was not made jealous by this. I was, however, jealous of how the gods seemed to favor this mortal woman in every situation she undertook. How was her luck so strong?

      Another guard shoved the first and demanded that he relinquish the bottle, according to his body language. The first guard gave up the bottle, and the second and the third both drank deeply. The third offered the bottle of poison back to Michelle, but she raised her hands in the air and laughed. It was while she was laughing that the first guard collapsed.

      The second and third guards drew their weapons. I moved forward, certain that this would end in bloodshed. Our cover had been blown.

      But then, as quickly as they had taken the poison, the second and third guards also dropped to their knees and crumpled into the fetal position, leaving only Michelle still standing, one hand braced on her hip. Even when they had drawn their weapons, she had remained impervious.

      I could see why the gods would favor her. I really could.

      I left the ring of melted snow and dead grass to join Michelle at the front gate.

      She turned to face me and smirked.

      “Are they dead?” I asked as soon as I reached her.

      “Who cares? Why don’t you give me a tour of our new castle, stud?” She furnished me with a wink and stepped over one of the guards to enter the sweeping foyer. I stared after her in disbelief. She hadn’t even considered what might become of us if the guards were to awaken in a matter of minutes with only a mild headache.

      I stooped down and checked their pulses. All three were dead.

      Grimacing, I stood and lunged after Michelle, who had strutted across the open marble floor of the foyer as if she really did own the place already. “We need to get out of sight,” I reminded her, wincing at the echo of my voice. “Come on.”

      Off to either side of us were wide, carpeted stairwells, and I pulled her along the left one, which would lead to the royal family wing. If Nell was on the third floor, that would make the family wing a likely target to check first. If Lethe Eraeus had, for some reason, given her a bedroom, it was almost certain that bedroom would have been in the family wing. If it was in the chambers of the help, it would have been on the first floor.

      “Okay, I’m going to go ahead and say it, this place is nice,” Michelle said as we rounded the second floor. Along the wall hung artifacts of victory the Aena dynasty had boasted over the years: the armor of soldiers, tapestries given to our family by other noble creatures, paintings of great leaders and advisors come and gone. And Michelle called it “nice.” But, coming from Michelle Ballinger of the Boston Ballingers, I had a sinking feeling that “nice” was about as full-hearted and genuine as her praise ever got.

      We landed on the third floor, and I moved swiftly from door to door, stooping to gaze through every keyhole. Many of the rooms were empty. When I reached the master bedroom, however—the room my father and mother had shared my entire life—I heard the muffled back-and-forth of voices even before placing my ear to the door.

      Inside were two ice dragons, and I recognized them both immediately. One of them was the son of beheaded Bram Eraeus—the insurgent leader of the ice people, Vulott Eraeus. I had never met the man before, but my father had spoken of him on occasion, comparing him to a starving white wolf. Vicious. Desperate. Cold. The other “man” in the room was his son Lethe… the would-be prince. Of course, I recognized him from my own magical mirror… the same mirror in which I had witnessed him passionately kiss my beloved.

      Their conversation was heated.

      “—give up on the past several decades of my life?” Vulott demanded. “We prepared for this, my son. We bled to bring our dreams to life. And now you wish to turn the throne of The Hearthlands into a mockery?”

      “It is not a mockery!” Lethe insisted, his pitch childish in comparison with his father’s. How could Nell have kissed him? “If it’s a mockery to the throne to marry a human—no, not just any human, but Nell, Penelope, Penelope O’Hara, that is her name—then—then why was Theon going to do it? He must know something about her that you do not!”

      My throat clutched. Marry her? Lethe wanted to marry Nell? He had barely known her for two days! The boil in my gullet intensified.

      “Or perhaps it is me who knows something that he did not,” Vulott responded. “Consider that the fire dragon females were executed by your grandfather, Emperor Bram.” Both paused to salute his memory, and my nose crinkled with rage. That man had slaughtered children, and they saluted him as they would have saluted a hero! “Did you ever think that Theon was, in his princely wisdom, making the most of an unfathomably bad situation? That perhaps, my son, he had no other options?”

      My jaw clenched. Vulott was both right and wrong. Yes, the fire dragon males had resorted to searching foreign worlds for potential mates, but I had not selected Penelope solely based upon her fertility! I had selected Penelope because she was noble, and pure, and valiant, and reliable! She was soft but strong, and kind but fair, as a queen needs to be!

      “I don’t care about Theon. I’m just saying that he picked her for some reason. He thought she was good enough for his throne. And you—you’ve never even met her, Father! What if I told you…”  Lethe hesitated.

      Michelle tried to squeeze next to me at the keyhole, but I kept my shoulder firm and blocked her.

      “What if I told you that I might love her?”

      In the corridor, the candles in the sconces streamed and flared with white-hot flames. It was the natural response of fire in the presence of a fire dragon with dangerously elevated blood pressure.

      Beside me, Michelle whacked my shoulder, but had the intelligence to not make a sound.

      The roaring of blood in my ears quieted, and the blackness tingling at the perimeters of my vision faded away to reveal Vulott Eraeus laughing.

      “You love her?” He wiped tears from the corners of his eyes. I felt the draft from beneath the doorway intensify. “Oh, Lethe… so inexperienced. You poor bastard. We should have let you dally more than we did! Ice dragons cannot love, Lethe. We cannot. It is a capability we simply lack, as the fire dragons lack resistance to the cold.”

      At this, Lethe turned his head, and I was able to see his profile, white on white against the master bedroom window. “That’s not true,” he said. His voice was heavy with sorrow, and blades of frost fanned from his feet as he turned.

      “Oh, Lethe, my boy.” Although Vulott’s voice sounded like consolation, the expression on his face remained one of mirth. “You will have a queen. You will need a queen. But the queen to steer this wondrous island onward to greater and greater heights cannot sully the throne with soft-heartedness and gentleness. We demand a warrior queen for our warrior people. And humans? Humans are soft. You must look elsewhere than our own dungeons for your queen, son.”

      The dungeons.

      Yes. That was all I needed to know.

      Standing, propelled by a silent and smoldering rage, I gripped Michelle’s shoulder and, with the slightest yelp from her, pulled her to her feet and down the corridor, back toward the stairwell, down, down, down into the dungeons. Behind us, the candles in the sconces continued to burst with flame like a welder’s torches.
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      It was daybreak when I was finally relieved of my chains. My wrists had turned red and raw from the abrasion of the metal. But, as I limped in my now soiled and singed petticoats, I was still grateful that Lethe had honored his promise to provide me with a cell—even if I would have been even more grateful if he had allowed me to return home.

      At least the masked guard who came to collect me brought a fresh change of clothes.

      “The prince sends his apologies for your circumstances,” the guard told me. He all but added, Human trash. “He wishes you to know that it was by Emperor Vulott’s command, and not his own, that you have been relegated to the dungeons. Although there are no single cells available, he has also demanded that the cells be made tighter, so that one may be afforded for you alone.”

      “Oh… I don’t need that.” I didn’t want to force other prisoners to stand, or suffocate. “I’ll be fine in a cell with others.”

      “I’m afraid the prince insisted,” the guard said. His stink-eye game was strong as he led me past row after row of jammed cells, until we reached the cell closest to another stairwell, a stairwell I hadn’t seen until now. “These will be your quarters until he is able to secure you a ‘proper’ room.”

      I would have addressed the unnecessary tone, but “respectful communication” didn’t even clear the list of my concerns anymore. Rather, I let him lead me into the cell, and when we were inside, he thrust a set of pure white, linen fabric into my arms. It all matched, so it was difficult to tell what was petticoat and what was shawl, but I could see that it was intended to be some multi-layered, otherwise light gown.

      The guard forced me to change in front of him, because he was “required” to return my garments to the royal family. Feeling wholly embarrassed, I stripped down and handed him my blue velvet gown, which I had peed in during the night.

      I wanted to ask the guard for more information—when I would see Lethe again, if he would come back and give me food, if he would bring me another change of clothes tomorrow—but I could tell by the disgust in his eyes that this guard only spoke to me because he had been ordered by a member of the royal family to do so. The ice people, it was clear, maintained deep and abiding prejudices toward all non-ice people.

      I let him leave, and I wandered to the high window at the very top of my cell. The dungeon was much larger than I had thought, but I saw no other cells with windows save this one. Even this single window was so lonely. It was small, and it was barred, and it looked out onto a low and milky sky.

      I wound my arms tightly around myself, realizing that this gown was much thinner than the other gown had been, and that meant I would get much colder.

      I wished Theon was here.

      

      Hours passed; I was too tired to remain awake, waiting for someone to come with more news, trying to find a way out by my hopeless self. I slipped off to sleep, my head resting on a clot of straw in one corner, the rest of my body shuddering and shivering on icy stone.

      My dreams were chaotic and garbled. Theon came to rescue me, but then, as we embraced, he transformed into Lethe. The flames became icicles dancing over our bodies. Michelle danced into my cell and tore him away from me. She laughed, and blue scales coursed over her face and entire body. She ballooned out, as I had seen Theon do, and became a dragon. An ice dragon? But then the ice melted, and the water boiled, and Theon returned to me. He swept me up into his arms and I moaned his name in gratitude. My heart leapt in a burst of joy; had it only been days since I had last seen him? It felt like years. His warm amber eyes gleamed down at me, his complexion aglow with gold and rose. I threaded my fingers through his hair—which I remembered as being thicker, wavier, and shorter—and drew him close, both of our mouths opening eagerly for a kiss of greeting. But as his tongue filled my mouth, a blade of horror plunged into my breast.

      His tongue was cold.

      As cold as ice.

      My eyes bulged open.

      The ice prince’s frigid hands slid around me, pulling me upright. I continued to kiss him because I had to; what would he have done to me if I had reared away from him and displayed all the disappointment I had felt in that moment? Would I have not been shackled to the wall again? Would I have not been forced to urinate on myself while waiting for a guard?

      But on the inside, my heart tore into a deep schism.

      Our lips separated, and I was glad. I didn’t know how much longer I could do this. Lethe wasn’t a bad guy, really… he was just a little mad, but who wouldn’t be, given his life story? That didn’t mean I had to love him, though. It was even possible that I couldn’t love him. Who knew why we loved the people we did? And yet it was abundantly clear that he loved me. Why? We’d only just met, and yet he had attached himself to me with the readiness and trust of an abandoned child.

      “Penelope,” Lethe said. He did have gorgeous eyes. Unlike Theon’s, which were always so steady, Lethe’s seemed to swirl like the interior of a snow globe. “You don’t deserve this.”

      My throat clutched around my esophagus. Was he going to set me free after all? Return me to Beggar’s Hole, Maine? And, ultimately, Theon?

      “Just look at yourself. You have hay in your hair. Your feet are so, so dirty. And your wrists…” His fingers traveled to my red wrists, and the chill of his lips was a relief when they kissed across that raw flesh. “My love, nobility such as yours demands a room in a palace. Not a cell in a dungeon.” Wrapping his frigid palms around my wrists, he pulled me to my feet. I shuddered with gratitude for the numbness that his touch provided. “Did the guard give you my messages?”

      I nodded, relieved to be removed from the dungeon, and disappointed to be remaining in the castle. “He told me that it was your father’s order, not yours, that I be removed to the dungeon,” I said, even though Lethe had certainly seemed at the time as if the idea had been his own. “And he told me that you had been the one to demand that I have a cell by myself.” Lethe seemed to be demanding more of me, so I went on, “Thank you,” however uncomfortable. It was hard to be thankful for much surrounded by so many in need, including myself.

      “That wasn’t the only thing I wished for him to tell you.” Lethe led me through the cell, opening the door and closing it behind himself, then pulling me toward the second stairwell. The dungeon was so large, I could not even see the first stairwell. I could only gaze into the distance, a row of cells and manacles tapering off into shadow.

      Lethe turned, sliding one hand away from my arm and into my hair. His emotions must have been intense, for his breath came at me in little clouds of frost.

      “I’m in love with you, Penelope. And you will be my queen.”
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      As Michelle and I descended into the bowels of the dungeon, my nostrils flinched at the odors which rose to greet us. Waste. Decay. And mingled amongst these came moans and howls of hunger, of pain, of pleading. “Jesus,” Michelle muttered. Even in her peasant ensemble, she looked too regal to be surrounded by such mess. “Remind me again why Nell is worth all this effort?”

      I paused only long enough to glare over my shoulder, and then we continued along the path.

      The winding stone stairwell dumped us out into the greater dungeon area, filled with cells which I had seldom seen used in my time at the castle. Now they were brimming with prisoners. There were so many prisoners in our dungeon now that I could not see every face, for the crowd teemed with faces, and so many were dirty and beleaguered… Even if you had known someone once, would they look the same now?

      As we stepped onto the ground floor, a great cry rose up from the barred rooms. It was the prisoners. The fire dragon prisoners.

      They recognized me, even in the peasant’s garb, and they called out for help. Cruddy hands stretched through the bars, and my heart ached, knowing it would be impossible to save more than one or two. In fact, my own escape was questionable. Most if not all of these people would need to be left behind for the sake of the mission.

      I hardened my heart to their pleas…

      “Prince Theon! Oh, Prince Theon, you’ve come to save us!”

      … and I scanned solely for the faces of family, or Penelope, to extract from this pit.

      My jaw clenched at the thought of the skeleton key refusing to work even here, in a dungeon full of innocent people. Surely—surely Pythia was not so biased toward the ice dragons.

      “Son,” a voice called. It came not from the cells… but from the wall of manacles on my left. And I would know that voice anywhere.

      It was the voice of my father. The rightful king of The Hearthlands. Erisard.

      He was bound to the stone wall, but his legs had given out on him, and it appeared that his shoulders had both dislocated from the strain of his weight. He’d wasted away in his time here—three weeks, dear gods—and his body was papered in cuts and bruises, welts in various stages of healing. Some were vivid red from fresh marks.

      “Father.” I touched his face and brought it up to the light. His eyes could barely open. He would be dead soon if I did not take him to the shelter now. He must have lost twenty pounds in his time here. “Don’t worry… don’t worry.” For the first time since she’d been snatched away by Lethe, Nell actually faded from my mind. “We’re going to get you out of here. I have”—I dug in my satchel for the key and extracted it in a near fever—“a key.”

      As I inserted and turned the key, Father sought my eyes. “You must go. They’ll kill you, Theon.”

      The damn tumblers would not fall! Pythia had been a complete fraud! This key—what had it ever unlocked? Nothing!

      Around us, the torches blazed.

      “Let me go,” Father pleaded.

      I didn’t even hesitate. I couldn’t look at him. His words were ridiculous. They weren’t even worthy of consideration. He was mad with hunger, and thirst, and sleep deprivation and pain. I would die before I left this place without him.

      “I’m no threat to them, Theon,” he told me. “I’m old… They just use me… for a laugh.” The fire in my body had reached a peak I could no longer mediate. “But you, you’re young—strong—you’re too real a threat—”

      With a roar of frustration, I gripped the chains which held him and discharged a stream of orange fire, as thick as magma, onto them. They turned orange to match the flame and then melted away, over my hands and onto the floor. I stepped back and stared, dazed, at what I had done. I had never before, not in human form, caused such damage with my fire. I had never melted metal until it flowed like water. And my hands…

      I held my hands to my face, checking the palms and the backs. They were unscarred. They had withstood what should have burned even a fire dragon.

      My father slumped to the ground, both arms hanging at odd angles. He would have cried out in pain, I was sure, if pain really existed for him anymore. I feared he had entered the state of numbness shortly before death.

      Tender but resolute, I scooped him into my arms and stood.

      “Well, crap,” Michelle commented. “I guess we don’t have any more space on this one-man rescue wagon for Nell, do we?”

      A retort surged in my throat—if Nell cannot walk, you shall carry her—but the clamor of bells roused us from the would-be tiff.

      “What is that?” Michelle cried, her hands clapped over her ears.

      “Someone sounded the alarm,” I called back, already turning toward the stairwell. “They know there are intruders in the castle!”
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      As we ran through the dungeon, I recognized one face standing out from the blur, perhaps because it was so vividly cemented in my memory from when he’d been carried off into the sky by an ice dragon. Einhen.

      “Theon!” he called, waving his one good arm through the bars. “Theon! Prince! Friend!”

      And even knowing what a liability it would be, I hesitated. It was because of me that he was here. Maybe Michelle had insisted on Khem, but I had been the one to invite Einhen to what could very well be his death.

      Dammit.

      Wincing to myself, I shoved the skeleton key into Michelle’s hands. We didn’t have much time, but they all deserved to be free, didn’t they? “Unlock the cells!”

      “Come on.” Michelle pouted, clearly dismayed.

      “I said unlock the cells!” I snapped.

      This time, Michelle fell back a step, although the smug glare never quite left her eyes. She turned to the lock on Einhen’s cell and jammed the thoughtful key into it. My secret logic was that perhaps she would fare better than me. Amazingly, the key spun and the door popped open. Michelle extracted the key again and ran to me.

      “All right. Let’s go!”

      So her sense of invincibility did, in fact, know bounds.

      Einhen joined us, and with him came a rush of desperate prisoners, more than twenty and as many as thirty; at each cell we passed, I forced Michelle to go and turn the key again. Each time, the damn thing worked and another thirty prisoners came rioting forth. In a throng, they spilled toward the stairs, and with them, Michelle, Einhen, Father and I traveled.

      In a sick way, the escaped prisoners from these cells provided us with the perfect cover. Disguised in the rags of the working class, we blended into this throng of malnourished, bedraggled prisoners of war.

      I retrieved the key from Michelle and we moved together up the narrow, winding flight of stairs. Although the guards had been alerted that there were intruders, they would not be anticipating a large-scale breakout from the dungeon. I almost lost track even of Michelle several times, and of us all, it was she who typically stood out in any crowd.

      The stream of escapees burst from the dungeon door, and already, over the swell of clanging alarms, I could hear the hollers of guards. Their wintry arrows parted the air, and a man disappeared in front of me, trampled by the crowd. I clutched Father to my chest, careful of his arms. Even in all this uproar, he was barely conscious. I could only pray as we milled through the streets and out of the city, that he would survive even the trek to the shelter. If I moved quickly…

      If I transformed…

      Would I be able to fly? Or would my wings stiffen and cause me to—

      My eyes fell on Penelope, and for a horrible moment, surrounded by the madding crowd, the moans of pain and barks of the masked guards, the damnable alarm system which dampened all other sounds, I froze. An onlooker would have assumed that an icy arrow had plunged directly into my chest, and in a way, one had.

      She stood at the balcony of the third floor… and she was so very small, looking down on me from up there. She was dressed entirely in white. In fact, if I squinted, it would appear that she was wearing the vestments of purity assigned to brides in the days before their wedding. It had been years ago that I had witnessed a dragon wedding. I remembered the gown she had been commanded to wear prior to the ceremony. It was light, and simple, and pure white.

      As was Nell’s.

      Was it only my imagination that she saw me too?

      Lethe was with her. In fact, as they stood together, his arm wove around her shoulders. He didn’t see me. He didn’t recognize me in these garments. It was only Penelope who would recognize me, because she knew the soul inside my eyes before she knew the style of my dress. It was only Penelope who would recognize me, because we were linked together by something stronger than circumstance and coincidence, fates be damned—

      “Theon!” Michelle yodeled ahead of me. She had reached the front gate of the palace, and was glaring at me. “Jesus Christ, Theon. Let’s go!”

      Released from my moment of shock, I was propelled forward with the crowd, and we spilled together onto the front steps into the bitter daylight cold of The Hearthlands. Behind us, the bodies of fellow fire dragons lay crushed, bloodied, and frozen. But all around us and ahead of us, even more of them charged into the streets, seeking either shelter or escape.

      

      Michelle and Einhen stayed close to me as we moved through the tundra, but I could not allow it any longer. Our time was short; certainly, ice soldiers would be sent to blockade the city, and would be swift in dealing “justice” to attempted escapees. And my father… He did not have a moment to lose. On foot? With nothing but some furs, some mason jars of berries, and the gods-forsaken love letter from Pythia? What good were these trinkets to him? He would be dead by nightfall, and we couldn’t make it to the shelter in time.

      I had to transform. It was our only hope. If I didn’t lock up in flight—and, of all the fire dragons, I was one of the least likely, because I was one of the biggest—then, when we arrived at the shelter, my torn clothing could be immediately replaced. I had faith in my people. They would rescue me… if I could only make it to their door.

      “Michelle! Einhen!” I called to my two companions. “I must transform!” On the steps of the castle—we had only just passed the first barrier of shops—a sudden surge of ice dragons came pouring out. Reserves from the servant quarters. “Einhen! Take my father, and place him onto my back!”

      “Are you sure, my lord?” He asked the question, knowing its answer, and so I said nothing in response, but bowed my head and allowed the natural fire in my body to overtake me.

      The spines tore through and shredded my clothing. I usually preferred to undress and fold my clothing, not destroy it uselessly, but I had no time now. In dragon form, my hide would become almost impenetrable, but my size was also a setback. The ice dragons would see me take flight… but I could only pray they would be too mired in other fire dragons to follow suit. Michelle had set half of their dungeon free in our escape.

      As I elongated, ballooned, and felt invigorated by the fire within, for a few moments, the surrounding ice land would not hinder me. I had managed flight in the December of Penelope’s country, but that December had not been as harsh as The Hearthlands were now.

      Einhen nimbly ascended my shoulder blades, and I felt him secure my father at the wide base of my scaled neck. Michelle next straddled my shoulders directly behind Einhen, and with a powerful downward thrust of my wings, I tore into the sky, glaring against the frosty clouds overhead, beating my way over the city below—I could easily see the chaos in the streets—and then, as arrows of ice sang in the air around us, we passed the entrance to the city itself, blocked as I had expected… and, finally, the long and lonely stretch of arctic wasteland, on the tip of which we would find the fire dragon shelter.

      

      Nearly collapsing into the deep snow drifts surrounding the dead trees which marked the entrance to the shelter, I realized that my left wing had gone totally numb and only continued to beat by sheer perseverance. After Einhen pulled my father and Michelle down into the snow with him, I shrank into my human form, shuddering uncontrollably, and my eyes bulged with shock. Gods. An ice arrow had sunk into my left shoulder, and the skin around the wound was turning blue.

      Einhen moved swiftly, recognizing the severity of both my wound and my vulnerability nude. He and Michelle worked together to find and open the shelter door, sealed shut with ice yet again, whilst I held my now unconscious father with my one good arm. He was so light… It was incredible how, when I had been a child, he had loomed with all the brightness and intensity of a mountaintop. Now, though, he fit into my arms like a wilted damsel. Oh, Father. He was so very frail. His pulse fluttered and whispered like a fairy messenger meant only for my ears.

      Behind us, ice crunched and the shelter door groaned open.

      Einhen took my father from me. Michelle offered her support. I blinked with surprise, but acquiesced. I would not reject the gesture, especially coming from Michelle, who so seldom made selfless gestures.

      We traveled down the earthen steps, pausing only to close the shelter door behind us. The snow would blanket it again, so the odds of an ice dragon spotting the dark speck in the landscape from on high were very low. Unless they had a spy in the castle from the beginning, their people would remain unaware of the existence of the shelter, much less its whereabouts. They had likely assumed that I and mine were merely fleeing like the cowards they themselves were.

      Kidnappers.

      Murderers.

      Savages.

      As we left behind the narrow stairwell and entered the sweeping caverns of the shelter, we were immediately swamped with concerned fire dragons. “King Erisard!” voices cried. “The king has been returned to us, praise the gods, earth, wind, fire, and sea!”

      Hands sprouted from the crowd to carry me away from Michelle’s supportive embrace, and I let them, weakened by the cold. “My gods, the prince has been shot,” someone announced.

      “He’s frozen to the bone! A bearskin! A bearskin for the prince!”

      But to me, it all passed in a blur.

      I had not seen my brother, Altair, moving in the throngs of prisoners.

      Which increased the likelihood that he was dead, did it not? Had I not seen Einhen and my father because they still lived?

      I had rescued my father, but left behind my beloved.

      And the mirror was gone now.

      And the skeleton key had not unlocked the door to the castle when I had turned it. It had not unlocked my father’s manacles, either.

      What did that mean?

      And Nell, standing there, staring down at me, saying nothing, doing nothing, not even moving a muscle… just staring. Lethe’s arm around her. Wearing the vestments of a bride-to-be. Three floors between our eyes. She had been in the wing of the royal family all along. Nothing like a prisoner.

      What did it mean?

      I had to know. I had to know…

      Around me fire people cropped up, murmuring amongst themselves, and then bled away again. I was led to the quarters of the medical workers: apothecaries, surgeons, and mystics alike. I didn’t hear a word of it. The arrow was ripped clean. I grunted. A poultice was applied. A bearskin mantle was draped across my naked body. A cup of broth was shoved into my hands.

      I didn’t even know where I was anymore.

      After a while, I found myself removed to the men’s sleeping quarters and placed on a cot. I was told by an unknown face that my mother would see me soon. The face receded. I couldn’t even have told you with any degree of certainty what the face had looked like. They were all so blurry, and melted from one to the next, more like a painting than a picture.

      A nurse maid came, and her face was Nell’s… Michelle’s… and Mother’s.

      “You’ve got to rest, darling. Let your poultice do its work.”

      “Mother,” I pleaded, my eyes rolling weakly in my head, my pillow soaked with sweat. “What would you do if you saw the woman you loved, standing at a great distance, another man at her side? And she stared back at you… unfathomable?”

      Her cool hand whisked the hair from my forehead. But a fire dragon never had cool hands…

      “You’re not making any sense,” she told me. “You’re mad with fever.”

      “Have you never loved in uncertainty?” I demanded of the ceiling, my voice ragged, my hands grasping for my mother, although she was no longer there. She bled and faded away, and as my eyes adjusted, I realized that the torches had been snuffed out. It was no longer daylight—the torches were only snuffed to simulate night. I must have fallen asleep, and she had left me in peace. She would be in the women’s sleeping quarters now. The question still echoed in my head without answer: Have you ever loved in uncertainty? What would I do? What could I do?

      What was this damnable, wrenching feeling in my chest… and could I snuff it out like the torches?

      Shaking, I propelled myself upward, and the room did a little spin before settling around me again. I could only pray that the poison of the ice arrow would be out of my system soon, but until then, this half-reality was my world. Feeling drunk, I shoved myself to a standing position and wound my way around the shadowy cots of the men’s sleeping quarters, through the labyrinthian caverns of the shelter, and into the main hall. I almost stumbled over my leather satchel, propped against a wall.

      With a surge of relief, I dug my hands into its depths and rifled through its contents in search of the papyrus of the love letter, discarded as meaningless in war… but there were many varieties of war. And in some wars, a love letter was exactly the weapon you needed.

      Procuring the love letter and a writing utensil, still half-mad with fever and poison, I scrawled in almost illegible script:

      “Are you falling in love with him?”
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      After the breakout, the mood in the castle shifted to one of vigilance and vengeance. The ice people had insecurities, as their superiority was so new and so flimsy. Seeing almost two hundred prisoners escape into the streets was an affront to their dominance. They had not captured the instigator—whom they believed to have been Theon—but my celebration was a secret one. On the surface of things, I lamented Lethe’s laments. I rallied at his cries.

      It was the only way I could foresee an exit from this palace.

      Perhaps the dungeon had made its impression on me. Perhaps the dungeon had done its job indeed, and now, no matter how high I carried my head, I remembered with every step that I had been starved, and peed on myself, and slept in freezing temperatures due to sheer exhaustion.

      I tried not to think about how I had seen Theon.

      I tried not to think about the look on his face. The anguish…

      No. I couldn’t think about it. Not when I was so powerless to do anything.

      Lethe had been en route to return me to my former bedchamber, with the fireplace, the bookcase, and the feather-down mattress. I couldn’t bear to tell him the truth — that Theon was the man I loved… not when I had been shackled to a wall overnight. I couldn’t return to the frigid floors, the chains, the filth, when I knew that a real bed, a warm fire, regular meals, all those things awaited me in exchange for one teeny, tiny lie.

      That I did not love Theon.

      After taking me to my former chambers, Lethe had left for the throne room, where a council regarding the breakout was being conducted. I was instructed to remain in my room until he returned, and the key had turned in the lock. He didn’t trust me… yet. But I was getting to know Lethe now, and he was eager to trust anyone. It wouldn’t be long until he allowed some more length to my tether, and I could roam the palace, if I played my cards right. It would ruin Lethe to be disappointed again. He was, in so many ways, still a child.

      And was it possible that I could lose Theon?

      That look on his face…

      Utter betrayal.

      And with Lethe’s arm around my shoulders, I hadn’t been able to call out to Theon. I hadn’t been able to run to him.

      How might things have been different if I had?

      I didn’t know. I’d been too far away; arrows had already been tearing through the air; there had been no time. It was a lost cause. A missed ship. I was trapped here, and Theon was gone—for now.

      It was deep night by the time Lethe finally returned from his carousel of meetings. I was huddled by the fire, appreciating its warmth. A servant had brought me a dish of sugared biscuits, salty potatoes and oil-drenched string beans. Half the plate had been gone by the time the key turned in the lock again. I hadn’t even thought of leaving—not if they were going to feed me and keep me warm. I stared bitterly into the fire. Dammit, I was still a human being. I had a survival instinct. I was not a bad person.

      I was just trying to live, wasn’t I? Would anyone else not do the same? Was there a woman better than me, with such honor and virtue she would rather let her arms be broken by shackles than to pretend, even for a moment, to love a man unfaithfully?

      The sound of the tumblers falling in the lock startled me from my stare into the flames.

      Lethe entered, sweeping the door shut behind him without bothering to lock it. His trust was beginning to thaw again.

      “Penelope,” he greeted. “I’ve been thinking only of you all day. With the country teetering on the brink of genocide, I thought of nothing but you.”

      “Genocide?” I murmured, clambering to my feet and hurrying from the hearth.

      “That is the path of which my father speaks. It is tragic, yes, but there is no steering his hand. As a leader… I’m afraid that he will be a merciless one.” Lethe raised a finger to trace my cheek. “At least I have you up here. The lone dash of sunlight on this clouded eve.”

      “Lethe.” I pulled his hand away from my face. “I thought you were intended to take the throne from your father.”

      Lethe nodded ruefully. “I am. But my father wishes to first see me wed. He believes that a bachelor king with no heir appears weak to the surrounding lands, and is an obvious target of malintent. But an established king—with a queen, and a son—is almost immovable, save with a powerful insurgency such as our own.”

      “And you want to be wed, don’t you?” I whispered up to him. “You want the throne you’ve been promised your entire life.”

      Lethe smiled. “Wouldn’t you?” he asked. “But I will not take the scepter with any healthy female. My father says that ice dragons cannot love.” He hesitated, and his fingers rose again, brushing my cheek. This time, I let them. “I don’t believe him,” he said. “If I cannot love, then what is it that I feel when I’m with you?”

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out.

      Lethe swallowed, and his fingers crept along the frilled edge of his princely tunic. He peeled both panels of fabric to the side, exposing his chiseled pectorals, as white as marble.

      “Why does it hurt?” he wondered.

      I was reaching forward to touch the heart he claimed ached so when an inky black scrawl appeared across Lethe’s flesh.

      “Are you falling in love with him?”

      I withdrew my hand with a gasp. Another mysterious, disembodied message… and Lethe had sworn before that it was from Theon. Was it really? Had Theon known? Was he somehow watching us now?

      The question certainly made it seem as if its author was invested in my romantic inclinations.

      I blinked as it faded away to nothing again.

      “Well?” Lethe whispered.

      My eyes flew to his. He’d seen it.

      “Are you?”

      For a moment, my mouth moved slightly, but no words came out. I felt as if I’d been punched. Not now… not this… but I knew the right answer. The only answer.

      “Yes,” I told him in a breathless hush, letting one of my hands drift through the air, rising to caress his cheek.

      Lethe’s eyelashes fluttered shut, and I winced. Would I only join the retinue of enablers and abusers in his life?

      I swallowed.

      This wasn’t my fault.

      He had kidnapped me.

      I didn’t have any other choice.

      I had to return home somehow.

      And if I told him I was in love with him, it was possible he would set me free… but if I told him I was not, he would thrust me back down into the dungeon.

      Lethe leaned into me and pressed his cold lips to mine. I surrendered myself fully. His tongue cracked my lips apart with eagerness and hunger, all ten fingers kneading deeply through my hair. I shuddered from the cold in which he had steeped me and his lips trembled to my earlobe.

      “If you love me,” he whispered, his voice trembling with his lips, “then you must be my queen, and damn the rest. Damn it to hell, Penelope.”
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      Throughout the next day, refugees filtered down into the shelter, many wounded and bringing updates from the mad city.

      A cobbler with frostbite on his wings: “They’re sending ice dragons through every shop. They’re destroying everything in the hopes of discovering even the tiniest hidden child of fiery heritage.”

      A student who would permanently have a scar on his wrists where the shackles had been, said: “They’ll kill us all. The orders are to shoot on sight, no questions asked. No prisoners this time.”

      And finally an out-of-work, ancient toymaker with two arrows in one wing, having made the flight to the shelter on sheer determination: “A coronation will be held for their prince, Lethe… He is to take the throne from Vulott.”

      At this, I started. Vulott would never have given the throne to Lethe. Not yet. It was too soon. He had said it himself. He wanted Lethe first to take a wife… make a child…

      “And,” the toymaker went on, coughing plumes of misty ice as he spoke, “the supposed prince has announced his engagement to a new empress. Gods know that this is the dawning of a new era.” His eyes searched in a kind of glazed panic amongst our faces. “Is it not? Is this not now the dynasty of Eraeus?”

      The mere words caused my eyes to throb in their sockets. No. This is the dynasty of Aena, and it always will be.

      “To whom will the prince be wed?” I asked. My voice sounded quiet to me, but my mother and Michelle both looked at me as if I had yelled. “Well? Did the decree note the bride?”

      To me, it seemed as though I had slipped, stumbled, and brought my hands up around the old man’s tunic, all in a blurry slow motion. But it was my mother, aghast, who pried me off of him. She did not seem to think that I had slipped at all.

      “Let him be, Theon,” she hissed. “The toymaker isn’t the man you think he is.”

      What did that even mean? “What man do I think he is?” I asked her, glaring.

      “You think that he is the ice prince. He’s just an old man.”

      My chest rose and fell, though our voices were low. “I do not think he’s the ice prince, Mother.”

      But she would not be swayed. “Yes. You do.”

      I shook her off and stormed deeper into the shelter, the world around me rocketing away. Some fire people might have thought I was reacting to the icy poison leaving my system, but it wasn’t just that.

      I pushed through the spinning kitchens, vaulted across the cellars, and stumbled into the depositories, drunken while sober. Weapons… medical supplies… I collapsed into a bed of mink, hyperventilating.

      How could a man have so much in one instant, and then so little in the next? My brother was missing, and with increasing likelihood, dead. My father had been sequestered to the infirmary since our return, and though he showed marked improvement, he was bedridden. He could not lead a kingdom, much less regain one.

      And me… What was I, if not a prince?

      Without the kingdom at my feet, without the princess at my side, what was I?

      Just a man named Theon.

      A man with nothing.

      

      When Michelle found me, I was huddled between a row of shields and a large crystal mirror—this one not necessarily magical.

      “Hey,” she said as she lowered onto her haunches beside me. “Are you… okay?” She cocked her head to the side and squinted her eyes at me. Where had she found mascara in this shelter? Or had she been desperate enough to dig soot from the hearth?

      “I’m fine,” I lied. “Go away, Michelle.”

      Again, Michelle acted strangely. She did not retaliate. Instead, she placed her palm on my thigh and stroked it.

      “What do you want?” I snapped. “Do you think that now, now that I’m weak, alone, sick, and single, is the best time to strike?”

      Michelle grimaced. “Maybe I deserved that. I’ve just never seen you so… so…”

      “So what?” Not that I cared. A kind of catatonia had taken its grip on me—after the panic attack, anyway.

      “So… pathetic.” She winced, finally meeting my eyes. I glared in response.

      “You think that’s why she chose him?” I demanded, within inches of grabbing her and shaking the answers out of her head. “You think he’s more of a man than me?”

      “Jeez, no,” she answered, shaking her dark curls. “Truth?”

      “Always,” I reminded her.

      “She’s a woman,” Michelle said. “She’s probably just making the best of a bad situation. You’d be surprised how many women ‘love’ their captors… in whatever way they have to… to get by.” Her eyes became melancholy, as if she spoke of herself. “And besides, Theon,” she said, nudging my shoulder with her own. “I can’t imagine anyone picking somebody over you.”

      I threw a glance her way. “That’s kind of you to say,” I allowed. I still did not know how much I could trust her. She was like a domestic cat who had been raised roughly: at times sweet, and then in an instant clawing. Beautiful things could be so treacherous that way, like fire roses. “Thank you… I think.” My gut pulled me in two separate directions when it came to Michelle Ballinger.

      Michelle’s eyes, softened by the torchlight, tipped to mine, and then down to my lips. In an instant, I knew what she was thinking, and in another instant, she was leaning toward me.

      I leaned toward her, too, still torn.

      Had Pythia been right? Did Michelle love me more deeply and truly, in spite of her flaws, than Nell ever would? And could I find my way to love her?

      “Theon!” Mother’s voice intruded on our moment.

      Michelle and I reared away from each other simultaneously.

      “What?” I asked, feeling caught, as if it had been Nell calling my name—but then, did I owe her anything anymore?

      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Mother went on, sweeping in front of Michelle and me. With her looming and us seated, I felt mired in a second childhood here with Michelle. Caught. “The Theon I have known my entire life has never been dependent upon the emotions of his females. Are you not a man of your own?”

      “Mother—you don’t understand,” I told her, shaking my head. “You don’t understand what it’s like to think that you’re showing your future queen your kingdom… and then, when you cross the portal, you find that the entire world has been turned upside down. Even the winds themselves know no reason, and she’s robbed from you, to become the bride of the same man who would have killed your father, given time.” I pursed my lips and trained my eyes on the floor, determined not to let a single tear fall. “How did they do this to us, Mother?” I whispered, my vision blurring as the tears culminated and spilled nonetheless. “How did they rip the entire kingdom out from under our feet?”

      I dared to look into her face for the answer, even though I was ashamed to have been crying. The gods knew it was not a common sight to behold, and so did she, as she seemed to go still and to harden as the gleam along my cheek caught the light.

      “We would have taken it back immediately,” she whispered. She too swallowed, and I realized that the sight of my tears had weakened her own resolve to not cry. “But they have discovered the astrolabe, Theon. They have discovered the astrolabe… and they know how to use it.” She pursed her lips and broke eye contact. “They know how to plunge The Hearthlands into eternal winter, and it’s not only that.”

      “My gods, Mother. What could be worse than that?”

      “They have reassembled the very cosmos.”

      “The cosmos?”

      “The stars, Theon, and the gods. The gods have been set against us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nell

        

      

    
    
      We had only spent one day being unofficially engaged—with the unwilling support of Emperor Vulott, and the willing pens of Lethe’s team of scribes—and already things had shifted greatly in my favor. It was as if the “gods” themselves smiled on me, but I knew that wasn’t possible. I was more certain that Lethe had made it clear that this Earth girl, Penelope O’Hara, was the future empress of the ice kingdom, and it would do the staff well to support her in all that she did. And it showed.

      I was greeted by a bright and cheery staff of three maids shortly after sunrise. They took me to an atrium I had never seen before. Its ceiling was an open structure within the castle, and the air was as frigid as it always was. The stones led down several shallow steps, into a steaming basin of crystalline waters.

      “You may undress,” one of the ice servants—a dour-faced woman who only smiled when I looked directly at her, though the smile never even brushed against her eyes—informed me. “Enter the waters. It has been a long voyage from your land, we are told.”

      As I soaked in the steamy bath, icicles formed in my hair, and when I leaned back to relax, they crunched against my neck. An unexpected smile curled at the corners of my lips. Everything had gone to a bitter, wintry hell… but I could still enjoy a hot soak.

      The sky overhead was low and opaque. Snowflakes began to flutter down into the atrium, and the ice dragon servants either left my side or went to sit out of sight, offering me the illusion of privacy. I had to assume it was the latter.

      My eyelashes fluttered closed, and I found myself thinking, with a pang, about Maine…

      The clearing of a throat brought me back to my senses, and my eyelashes flew open. I started up in the bath. My arms instinctively went to shield my bare breasts.

      Lethe stood there with a frozen look in his eyes, drinking me in without moving a muscle.

      “Yes?” I prompted him.

      Lethe shook his head, but didn’t avert his eyes. If anything, they trailed me more heavily after he had awoken from his stupor. “I thought that, if we are to be wed, you should become acquainted with the castle grounds. I’ve come to collect you for a tour.”

      Collect me. I couldn’t fathom a more appropriate term. The three servants hovered at a distance, observing the exchange.

      “All right,” I allowed. “Just let me get dressed first.”

      At this, Lethe’s lip quirked. “Why? Won’t this all be mine soon enough?”

      My eyes flattened and my mouth straightened. “That may be, sir, when I may be a wife,” I said, quoting from Romeo and Juliet.

      He stared at me a moment longer, his mouth open as if with retort, hesitated, and then relented. He nodded, suddenly curt, and turned on his heel, striding from the atrium.

      “That may be must be, love.” His voice floated to me, quoting the next line of the play, and leaving me speechless, nothing but a frosty plume of breath hanging from my lips in response.

      

      When Lethe was with me, the entourage of servants departed to allow us privacy. They dressed me in the same light, pure linens, as if I was on the verge of baptism, and receded into the wings. The two of us moved through the castle, and I couldn’t help but think as we strolled down the spacious corridors, some still lined with heirlooms of the Aena dynasty—some of those vandalized—that this should have been my moment with Theon. He should have been the one showing me around his castle…

      In between the ballroom and the library, Lethe made mention of my solemnity. “You’re being awfully quiet.”

      “I’m a quiet person.”

      But Lethe smiled ruefully, his eyes on the carpet. “No,” he said, “you’re not. But it’s all right.” He shook his head to himself. “You were bound to need time to adjust… and I must recognize that. You are a woman. Not my possession. Not really, no matter how badly I may want it.”

      For a brief moment, I was even impressed. He certainly was in a position to treat me as his object—but he was… satisfied to wait for me to come to him of my own free will.

      For now. Certainly, as time passed, he would become impatient. After all… I was poised to become his wife. His queen.

      And so, I would not have all the time in the world, even if he was being particularly human just now. Eventually, he would become frustrated with my hesitation about intimacy.

      Lethe gripped my hand, sending an icy shock through my fingers, and I jolted, startled back into reality.

      “I noticed that you had pulled out all the cosmology books from the shelf in your room,” Lethe volunteered. His eager blue eyes were blind to my discomfort here, as his simultaneous guest, fiancée, newfound confidant, and hostage. “You enjoy talk of the planets? Their movements in the heavens?”

      I had been trying to learn if this world was in any way connected to Earth, even if it was only a member of the same galaxy, as if I might be able to somehow send a missive to my people, or find a hidden path between the planets and return by my own methods. But the names of these stars were so foreign, the effort had been a hopeless one, and had left me more downtrodden than when I began.

      “Yes,” I half-lied, clearing my throat. Astronomy was certainly interesting. That much was true.

      “Then I have a surprise for you. You’ll love it!” Mouth splitting into a grin, Lethe pulled me down the hallway and into one of the rooms ahead of us.

      At first the room seemed empty, except for a small, circular disc on a narrow pedestal, which gleamed with a dull gold. I believed it to be a table, but as we approached, I saw that the “table” was a system of flat, interlocking circles, laid over a complex star map. The stars shimmered as though imbued with some fantastical power.

      “What is this?” I whispered, stretching a hand to trace one of the golden discs. But Lethe’s hand shot out and snatched mine from the air.

      “No! Don’t touch it!” he snapped. He hadn’t taken such a tone with me since—well—since the last time I’d rejected him. He hesitated, but then pushed forward, releasing my hand. “It’s… It’s called an astrolabe. This one is planispheric.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I whispered, still staring at him in a kind of amazed way. “I’ve heard about those. We—on Earth—used them during the Renaissance… to chart, to navigate, and all that. But I don’t think they looked like this one. Ours didn’t… glow.”

      “Yours were not true astrolabes.” A smile kinked at the corner of Lethe’s lip. “They are not devices solely for tracking, my dear human. They are devices for control.”

      The way he said it was disquieting.

      “Control?” I asked. “Control… of the stars?”

      “The gods themselves, some say,” he whispered.

      “And this belonged to… the Aena dynasty?” I wondered, even tempted to touch its locked discs, its twinkling reflection of the cosmos.

      “It did… when we stormed the castle. We will never know if The Hearthlands were in perpetual summer and the astrolabe denoted it, or if the fire dragons assembled the astrolabe to condition the environment perfectly for their own needs. I suspect it was the latter.” He grimaced. “But we have given them a taste of their own medicine now.”

      My eyebrows twisted. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I didn’t like the calculating tone to his voice.

      “It means that the ice dragons have—finally—taken control into their own hands.” His fingers traced the spheres of the astrolabe with an almost lustful quality. As he did so, frost bloomed on the rings. His eyes tipped to me then, as if remembering that I was once, shall we say, a fire dragon sympathizer. “We’re not doing anything they haven’t already done before.”

      “You don’t know that,” I whispered.

      “We deserve to live comfortably.”

      “It’s killing them.”

      In a flash of movement, Lethe’s hands shot to my arms and gripped tightly, giving me a shake. “Why must they live at our expense?”

      I glared at him, shrinking from his touch, and his eyes roved my face, finally seeing me through this egotistical haze in which he’d been blinded.

      “You don’t understand what it’s like to want and want,” he hissed. “And to finally be able to take. And to have.”

      His lips crashed down onto mine and I tried to reel from him, but he held me secured. His hands freely crept over my body, as if we were already wed, but when they snaked down to my buttocks and pinned our hips together, my torso had the leverage to squirm from his embrace. I staggered several feet from him and almost tripped over my dress.

      Lethe stared at me, his eyes both cold and hot, his chest rising and falling raggedly.

      “Come with me,” he commanded, striding past me as if nothing had just happened. “There is something I must give you.”

      I cocked my head, confused by this sudden change, and glanced once more at the mystical astrolabe before leaving the room. I wondered if he was right; had the fire dragons used the astrolabe to make the island habitable for them, but miserable to the ice dragons, as the ice dragons were now doing? It was hard to say… but I doubted it.

      I followed his swift steps as he moved through the corridors of the western tower, until we had again reached the wing of the royal family, and traveled to the room I had been confined to for the past… How long had it been? How many days? They all bled together now: the sleepless nights, the odd meals brought by servants, the clothes that weren’t mine, the rooms I didn’t know. At least the tour had served to orient me somewhat. I’d certainly made note of the various depositories in the western tower, such as the closet of furs and the small arsenal of weaponry.

      And the mystical astrolabe…

      Lethe led me directly to my chambers, and I wasn’t too surprised by this. I had displeased him. This was my punishment.

      In the attached closet—through which I had rifled, and as yet only discovered more gowns, each furthering the insult and degradation of the last—from the top shelf, he pulled down a white wicker box and laid it across the mattress for me. He glanced at me and then away, and I realized the truth of the matter: he wasn’t punishing me. I had misread him. He was embarrassed. His trigger-happy emotions had misfired, and he felt weak. He looked weak.

      “I was waiting for the right moment to give this to you,” he whispered, lifting the lid from the box, “but I realize now that every moment has been the right moment.”

      Inside lay an ermine coat—naturally, as the ice people cared only for the trappings of the arctic, it would appear—clasped at the throat with a heart-shaped ruby brooch.

      I swallowed. It was extravagant, yet elegant. In a word, it was queenly.

      Lethe lifted the mantle from the box and stepped behind me, circling the luxurious white fur, speckled black, around my shoulders.

      My eyes fell upon a distant mirror. The coat seemed to swallow me. I looked very small, however regal, inside of it. My hair spilled in stark contrast over it, and my pallor nearly matched it. I looked like an ice queen.

      “I think it suits you,” Lethe whispered into my ear, and I shuddered. He squeezed my shoulders and let his hands trail down my arms, intimate, cupping me to his body for a moment, and then he proceeded out the door, leaving me to my own thoughts.

      The key turned in the lock as he exited.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Theon

        

      

    
    
      I could see her in the distance, some illusion created by exhaustion, by despair and starvation. Her dark hair wavered in the air, streaming in an unseen wind. It was Penelope O’Hara as I had never seen her before. She was elemental, god-like. Her eyes were intense, and her mouth was split open in a call. Who was she calling? I kept trying to trek toward her, hindered by some unseen force. I could hardly advance a foot…

      But she strode toward me with all the strength and vitality I suddenly lacked. She threw back her head and tore down the front of her blouse, the supple hilltops of her breasts gleaming in the light.

      “Theon,” she called to me, ever closer, and I struggled to move, fighting the strange paralysis. “Theon,” she called again, and when she reached me, she poured over me with warmth and eagerness, and my heart broke with gratitude. Finally! Just one little piece of her was all I had wanted… and somehow, the gods had broken through the stranglehold of the astrolabe, allowing me to hold her. All of her…

      Her mouth joined the cascade of stroking and coaxing, pulling my tongue forth as her fingers buried themselves into my hair. Her thighs clutched around my waist and my hands went to her hips, guiding her rhythm as we danced together. My body was slow, and the world seemed strange, hazy… but nothing had ever been more real than Penelope was in that moment. Her hair still tumbled and whipped in a magical current, made curly and thick. And her eyes were colorful and cat-like, so feminine they almost reminded me of… of…

      Oh, gods.

      It was Michelle.

      In the half-light of the men’s sleeping quarters, I could see it now. It was she who had the tousled curls. It was she who wore the thick makeup which seemed like elemental flares of fire and water, earth and sky. It was she who had torn open the front of her blouse, and her breasts, not Nell’s, which bore such robust cleavage.

      Perhaps at another time, I would have been angered. But so much had already been taken from me—to discover that Nell had been a mirage and Michelle had been attempting to seduce me while I slept was no surprise anymore. Where anger might have once blazed, there was now only a grim disappointment. An onward-trudging soldier.

      “Michelle. Get out of my bed.”

      “Theon,” Michelle protested, her voice a kittenish mewl. “Why do you keep fighting this when you want it so badly?”

      “I do,” I murmured, pushing her off of my lap. “But not from you.”

      Michelle’s expression soured. Her lips became more pouty and her eyes narrowed.

      “From Nell?” she hissed.

      “From Nell.” It hurt to even say the words, but gods damn it, they were still true.

      Michelle sneered and vaulted off my lap. She gestured toward me. Her lingerie reminded me of the ice brothels at the Obran peninsula.

      “Nell abandoned you, Theon,” she growled. “Nell abandoned you for the man inhabiting your father’s castle; don’t you see what is going on? That pure, innocent heroine act of hers dragged you out to sea, but deep down, her whole life Penelope O’Hara has been an opportunist.” I only let Michelle keep going on and on because I was too tired to fight her, or anyone else, anymore. Maybe she was right. Maybe it was true. I didn’t know anything. “She found what she was looking for in that ice prince. She found the luxury, and the power, and the status. And meanwhile? Meanwhile, Theon? Your fallen empire stands without a princess. Without an heir. With nothing to rally your people.”

      Michelle stormed out of the sleeping quarters, and as dawn breached the sky—I could only assume, since I could not return to sleep—I told myself again and again how wrong she was. I knew Nell… didn’t I?

      But if I did, then how could I have seen her kissing Lethe Eraeus so passionately in the magical mirror?

      And if I did, how could she now be declared his ascendant queen?

      The woman who would bear the heir to the throne…

      The ice throne.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nell

        

      

    
    
      In the morning, a servant came and announced the dawn. This servant had a new face; I couldn’t keep them all straight anymore. Another servant came in to offer me fresh garments for the day: another dress of white, naturally. Another servant arrived, perhaps an hour later, to offer me breakfast: a plate of steaming oats with syrup and chunks of dried fruit. When she exited, I couldn’t help but notice that there was no sound of a key turning in a lock. But the servants must have held keys in order to enter the room in the first place—which meant that either they were negligent, or they had been informed that I was free to move about the castle.

      Interesting. Perhaps Lethe’s outburst yesterday, and his subsequent guilt, had been useful to me after all.

      Assuming that I would no longer be detained or questioned if I was caught wandering, I vacated the premises and stepped into that now-familiar hallway. For God’s sake, how long had I been here? I couldn’t be sure. But the nightmarish landscape and howling winds no longer struck me as otherworldly. The spires and cathedral ceiling and romantic, ancient trappings no longer seemed quite so foreign.

      Was it natural to begin to associate one’s prison with one’s home?

      I wandered along the hallway, deeper into the royal wing, because I had already toured the main foyer and off-shooting towers yesterday. However, I had never been allowed deeper into the royal wing, where I had to presume other members of the “royal” family resided.

      I wondered where Lethe was.

      Not because I wanted to see him… but because if he found me, he would latch onto me and find some way to contain me. Even though he was beginning to trust me, I felt more akin to a dog on a leash than a free woman. My independent movement certainly made him nervous, but could you really imprison your queen in a tower and never allow her to leave her room?

      I worried about what the answer to that question might be, but I didn’t have to worry about it for long—

      “She won’t be happy about that.”

      —because I recognized that voice.

      Stooping down to my knees at the large keyhole, I glimpsed inside the next room. Lethe stood with a large yet angular man who I had never seen before. He held himself with such severity and brutality, I was immediately positive that the man was the tyrant I had come to expect of Lethe’s parentage: his father.

      “I don’t give a damn what makes your weak bride happy!” he roared, and backhanded a crystal decanter of blackish-red liquid—blood?—into a wall. “Where has my son gone? My flesh and blood? The torch in this race? The new king of the land we have struggled to reclaim for almost two generations? Gods damn it, Lethe! Don’t you go weak on me now!”

      “I’m not weak!” Lethe cried, though his expression was woebegone. He seemed on the verge of tears. “I’ve given you everything you ever asked of me!”

      “Like hell,” Lethe’s father growled. “What happened to my drink?”

      “You smashed it. You smashed it into the wall.”

      “Don’t talk back to me, you worthless street trash,” his father went on, seeming drunken already. For heaven’s sake, it wasn’t even noon yet.

      Lethe’s father stormed to the corner of the room, where his drink had created a puddle, and picked up the decanter. Only an inch or two of blackish-red syrup remained in the bottom, and the man uncapped the decanter and downed it readily.

      “I have given you everything you asked of me,” Lethe reiterated. “You wanted me to fight with you… to bring about this kingdom… and I did that. And then you wanted me to rule for you, and take the crown, and be the face of the revolution… and I will do that, too, because I’m ready—because you wanted me to have a queen, and an heir, and a coronation… and I’m ready. I can do all those things for you, Father. I have a bride. I know she’s not what you would call a perfect bride—but she is strong enough to bear dragon seed. We know that, because she was Theon’s chosen mate, and he’s one of the strongest—”

      Lethe’s father whirled and raised his hand, and Lethe flinched away, clamping his mouth shut.

      His father lowered his hand again.

      “You wanted all those things.” Lethe’s eyes flashed to his father uneasily. “And I will give them to you. You will have your prince become a king. The Ice Emperor. And you will have his empress, Penelope. And she will have my son. We will begin our monarchy—”

      At this, his father’s hand flashed out and gripped Lethe’s tunic, hauling him closer and pulling him slightly off of the ground. Lethe’s eyes bulged in a panic.

      “What did you say?”

      “C-continue the monarchy,” Lethe corrected himself. Never before had I worried for Lethe so much. I peered through that keyhole, sucked on my lower lip, and worried that I might have to see him cry, or bleed, or even urinate in sheer terror before this was all said and done. His father was a looming mammoth with the temper of an even more dangerous animal: man. “I meant that we would continue the monarchy.”

      His father smiled softly, though the smile was not a real one. He released Lethe and patted him on the shoulder. “You have given me everything I’ve ever wanted. Everything—except that the fire dragons remain a presence on this island, and even within the city walls themselves. It has been little more than a month, my boy, since our dynasty has reclaimed its rightful heritage, and I am concerned by the subversive element a fire dragon population may introduce. Wouldn’t it be better, son—don’t you think it would be better—if we exterminated the lot of them?”

      “Exterminated?” Lethe’s voice was hushed with horror. Even though he himself wore cultural blinders when it came to the history between the fire and ice dragons, he had never murdered a single person, as he’d told me earlier. “I thought we were going to relegate them to the peninsula. I thought you said that would only be fair.”

      “It would have only been fair long ago, perhaps, when dear father Bram overtook the castle. But we have seen how strong, and how vicious, they can be. Our kingdom is still tentative. You wouldn’t like to have your empress, Penelope, heavy with child when the throne is overturned in their favor yet again, would you? After all, how long does it take the fire dragons to reassemble? To plot? Who knows where they are now. Wherever they are, you can be certain they have not given up. You can be certain they are plotting even now for a future in which they have retaken the castle—and your queen.”

      At this, Lethe swallowed, and so did I. Heavy with child?

      “We may be able to enslave or imprison some of them—perhaps the children, because they, at least, can still be taught the ways of ice. But the others—the rest of them, the men, and particularly the fighters—must be neutralized. Permanently.”

      I fell away from the doorknob, my legs folding in horror and shock. Lethe had said that his father wanted the genocide, but that taking an empress and relieving his father of the throne would delay this fever-dream, which was wrong. Nothing would derail his father’s certainty that the fire dragons needed to be slaughtered, and their remainder brainwashed and used for… labor?

      “What was that?” his father demanded.

      Fumbling to my feet, I skipped away and had only just ducked around one corner when their door opened behind me.

      “I don’t see anyone.” Lethe’s voice filtered from the hall.

      There was a pause, and then his father replied, “You’re a fool, boy. You’ve always been a fool.”
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      I returned to my chambers, unable to think of anything but the impending doom of Theon, and not just Theon, but all his people. They would enslave even the children. So I paced in front of the fireplace, which servants periodically came to stoke and refill with fresh kindling. Night had fallen by the time my mind came unstuck from this terrified loop.

      I had to do something.

      My whole life I’d been surrounded by disagreeable situations and felt powerless to stop them. I’d just been a college freshman who lived at home with her mother. But now… I was on the verge of being a goddamn empress. I was in the palace. I was relatively trusted. No one was watching me, and I was alone. I could do something… I could do… something.

      As I broke from the protective halo of warmth created by the hearth, I swept the ermine mantle around my shoulders and clasped the heart-shaped ruby. I marched out into the hallway, invigorated by the realization that I had finally become a powerful agent of change.

      No one was in the royal wing.

      I strode toward the western tower, avoiding any eye contact with the occasional servant and keeping my head high and my step confident, as if I knew exactly where I was going. And I did.

      The astrolabe.

      The key to the ice dragon domination of The Hearthlands.

      I didn’t want to hurt Lethe or anyone in his family—even his atrocious father—or any other ice dragon people around me, no matter how sour their faces. But it was the only way I could imagine tipping the scales in the fire dragons’ favor.

      The foyer was dark and hushed. I doubted that everyone had slipped off to bed so much as slipped off to maintain their own individual dramas. Little did they know how much intrigue I was brewing…

      I thought of Lethe with a pang as I traveled into the western tower. He would be heartbroken. Betrayed. I had been, after all, the one and only splash of sunshine in an otherwise cold and lonely life, or so it seemed. No one had even smiled at me since I’d been here, except for him. I wondered how he had managed it. Why did he have a sensitive underbelly, when all the other people of ice heritage seemed so callous and detached? Why did he want love, and acceptance, and appreciation, when he had been trained to lust for power, and control, and dominance?

      When I reached the room with the astrolabe, I glanced to and fro through the corridor before ducking through. And then I was alone with it.

      Its dull golden shine filled the entire room, and I stepped toward it with the kind of awe I was certain was quite natural.

      Now that no one was there to snatch my hand away, I dared skate a fingertip over its interlocking rings, signifying the spheres of land and space in this world. The stars had names I did not recognize, as did the planets. Where the hell was I?

      Swallowing, I closed my eyes and gripped its rim.

      I wondered if dislodging the mystical astrolabe would send this entire world plummeting through space like a ball without its tether.

      But, as I took it from the top of the pedestal and held my breath, nothing at all happened.

      I peered down at the disc, strangely light in my arms, although it ran the length from my wrist to my elbow.

      I held their entire sky in my arms.

      And what had Lethe said?

      And the gods?

      I blanketed the astrolabe with my ermine coat, and the room darkened. I trod from the room as hushed as a whisper, scanning the shadows.

      As I passed the depository of furs and boots, I paused and thought better of my thin satin slippers. I would need something much heavier to combat the frigid weather.

      A moment later, I spilled back out into the hall with heavy snow boots strapped around my legs and clambered down the corridor, much louder now. I wondered if I should bring some food, but the stress and the adrenaline combined kept my appetite at bay. And I imagined that once I was out in that wasteland, the last thing on my mind would be eating. The only thing on my mind would be escape. Escape with the astrolabe. I would need to find a fire dragon to help me reset its structures to their original placement.

      And if I couldn’t find Theon, I would leave a message for him, and I would go home. I would get the friendly fire dragon I kept imagining myself encountering to give me a lift to the nearest Earth portal, and I’d thank him or her, and they would have me spat out somewhere in the Bahamas, hopefully.

      If I didn’t freeze to death before finding this imaginary savior.

      Maybe Theon would still have the means to reach me with those mysterious letters. Even if I was back in DC. Augh.

      Back in DC. Back at The Shenandoah Institute. Back being Penelope O’Hara, college freshman, single virgin. And Theon would still be here… somewhere… with Michelle.

      My expression twisted further as I thought on this, reaching the foyer with an echo from the boots that I could not control.

      I should have known that this would happen, really. Michelle always won. Even if it seemed like she had lost—she would win. She would make sure of it. And even Theon… who had seemed so strong, so pure, so noble… even Theon had fallen. Of course.

      The main gates were always guarded, but there were more inlets and outlets running between the castle and the kingdom. It wasn’t hard to find one which was unmanned. It was, naturally, locked from the inside… but I was already inside. This door was meant to keep outsiders out, but not to keep insiders in.

      I wrenched the bolt to one side and pulled the door open. A gust of snow filled the carpet at my feet, and I swallowed, hesitating.

      But I had no choice.

      I couldn’t stay here.

      I couldn’t wear some ice crown with a man who I did not love, no matter how much he thought he loved me; he was my abductor. He was holding me hostage. I could never forget that. And I couldn’t allow him to pump me full of ice dragon babies, which was clearly the next bullet on their list, as if I was some breeding mare and not a human being. And I couldn’t let an entire genocide take place beneath my eyes and do nothing to stop it, particularly knowing they would concentrate on finding Theon first and foremost. They would torture him. They would execute him publicly. It would be a message to both the people of ice and those of fire.

      And I would be forced to watch, wearing some crown made of ice and this damned ermine mantle.

      I wished I could throw it off my shoulders, but it was too late for second thoughts now. I’d already come this far, and I’d been lucky to not be intercepted. In fact—no night had ever passed wherein Lethe had not come to see me. He would go to my room at some point… and it wouldn’t be long. He would come out looking for me.

      Beyond the door, the icy, black-sky world of The Hearthlands sprawled, howling with wind. Speckled in the distance were a few dim silhouettes, shaped like squares. Homes. I wondered if they had been abandoned, or if they were filled with ice people. Might a helpful fire dragon be hiding somewhere in this city? Sparse, monochromatic, and bleak, the landscape was intimidating. I sucked in a breath and forged out into the tundra, hugging the astrolabe to my torso.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nell

        

      

    
    
      Have you ever been so cold it began to burn?

      As I pushed through the snow, my fingers and toes were the first to go numb, and then they began to burn. With each passing second, my steps became slower.

      My spirits had been unreasonably high when I’d been inside the city walls. I had figured that I would find someone, or even find a gate, on my own, and it would be fine. Someone would take care of me. But, alas, no one called my name. No doors opened. No windows unshuttered. The world seemed bare and empty save the light created by the moon on the snow. The snowflakes tumbling down were the only elements to assure me that I had not wandered into a landscape painting.

      It only got worse outside of the city walls. From that point forth, there were rolling hills of white and nothing else, save the snowfall standing out in relief against the pure black sky.

      That was when my digits began to burn. My face began to burn. Even the tip of my nose began to burn. My lips. My eyelids. And I couldn’t be sure if it was the exhaustion, or if the snow was really falling in thicker and thicker chunks.

      The sky slowly turned less black, and then gray, and then white…

      When the sun rose again, I would have no way of knowing it. All the hours were the same in a blizzard.

      I shivered and forged on, still hugging the glowing astrolabe to my torso for what meager warmth it provided.

      In the distance, a cluster of skeletal trees whipped in the wind.

      How far had I come?

      I could feel my heart beating in my palms, and in my lips, and in my ears, like the rushing of a river. It seemed as if my pulse was receding bit by bit from my veins. My body was shutting down. Soon I would slip off to sleep in the snow.

      In fact, that sounded nice.

      Just kind of… let it take me.

      After all, I still had so far to go.

      And I was so tired…

      My knees locked and graciously let me descend into the drifts of snow.

      It was so much easier to join the snow, so much easier than fighting it. It wasn’t even that cold. Not anymore. It was a relief to succumb.

      As I rolled across the ground, I felt more than heard a crunch.

      What was that? I wondered. My eyes didn’t open. They felt too stiff and thick with ice. How long had I been walking now?

      Had my face gone numb, or had the snow finally relented?

      I hugged the disc to my midsection, feeling how its spines and notches probed at my frozen flesh.

      Theon fluttered through my thoughts, dim and distant. I wondered if he was even still alive.

      If he wasn’t, maybe we would be reunited soon.
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      It was the first dawn since my return to The Hearthlands that my bones and muscles hadn’t ached. They weren’t nearly as stiff as they normally were. While I had found it necessary to do intensive stretching first thing in the morning just to move, this morning, I managed to stretch without groaning in pain.

      Except from my memories of Michelle’s third or fourth failed attempt to seduce me, anyway.

      It wasn’t that there was truly anything wrong with her. Ruthless? Yes. Manipulative? Without a doubt. But she was still a human being. I’d seen her as an innocent child through the window of her memories while I had been gazing into her soul that night on the beach in Beggar’s Hole. She hadn’t been ruthless then; she’d been six. All she had wanted was love and attention. It was the ruthlessness and the manipulation which allowed her to experience the love and attention she still craved as an adult woman. I could understand it. I couldn’t blame her, not when I’d come from a doting mother and an invested father, who had given many responsibilities and high praises.

      Poor Michelle.

      She really didn’t belong here.

      In her own world, she had more power, more leverage. She would have been happier there—and I’d been forced by a mentally unstable oracle to bring her along due to a questionable prophecy regarding our future together.

      I cared about Michelle.

      When we had first met, she’d been a curiosity, a contradictory friend and enemy of Penelope’s, but now I had seen into her soul. I had trusted in her help, fought alongside her, and even willingly kissed her—almost twice.

      And meanwhile, the last time I’d seen Penelope, she’d been staring down at me, no expression on her face, with another man’s arm around her shoulders.

      And the time I’d seen her before that?

      His tongue had been thrust into her mouth, and she seemed to have been relishing it.

      How could I have become one of those men who obsessed over the wrong woman while the right one had flung herself into their lap, and they just shoved her off and continued on their hunt for that adulterous one, the one who had abandoned them?

      I wondered where she was.

      Nell.

      Was she waking up enshrouded in quilts somewhere in the Aena castle—now the Eraeus castle, I supposed—and would her toes curl as she yawned and stretched in front of the roaring fire? Was Lethe lying beside her? Would she crawl out of bed and dress in the garments of the bride-to-be, perhaps with the aid of ice dragon servants, while Lethe continued to sleep on the feather-down mattress, blissfully unaware of his good fortune to have captured her from me?

      If only I still had that damn mirror. In my anger, I’d lost all foresight and abandoned it in the clothing shop.

      Not that it would have done me much good, anyway. Nell wasn’t in need anymore. She’d never be in need again now.

      And yet…

      When we had used the mirror to communicate that one time, and she had pantomimed to me her location in the castle—why? If she was happy, why had she said anything at all to me? If she was happy, why had Lethe shaken her and thrown her to the ground when he’d discovered her communication through the crystal pendant? Why had he smashed her first pendant into pieces?

      She hadn’t called out or even gestured to me when we had broken from the dungeon, but what could she have possibly said? There had been ice arrows soaring through the air all around us. Lethe had been holding onto her, scanning the crowd for me. He would have certainly killed me if she’d brought my presence to his attention. She must have known that he knew I was in the village somewhere… because he had, after all, seen me in her pendant only moments before raiding Gordon’s Instruments.

      Knowing Nell…

      She would have protected me, even if it meant agreeing to marry an ice prince.

      And she would have looked for her opportunity to escape, and taken it.

      And forged out into that wasteland overhead.

      And her fragile human body would never endure it. Her nobility and her honor, despite all the opportunism therein, would lead to her demise.

      Pursing my lips, I thrust some boots onto my feet, shouldered my leather satchel, and marched through the caverns toward the steps leading to the outside world.

      “Where are you going?” Mother called to me as I shot past the kitchens, ignoring the hot breakfast being poured into bowls.

      “Outside,” I called back. “I’ll be back later. I’m looking for someone.”

      “Who?” she yelled over the din.

      “Nell!”

      As I exited the kitchen, a familiar female voice muttered, “Pathetic.”

      I paused and glanced over my shoulder. “What?”

      Michelle reclined on the cavern wall, waiting in the line outside of the kitchen for her breakfast. Her eyes were tired and her hair in disarray, but she was gorgeous as usual. She, like several other people in the caverns, had shrugged off the furs we had worn for warmth, and she was now dressed in the same party attire she’d been wearing on the night that she came here—with the exception of some fur-lined boots she’d pilfered from the depository.

      “I said pathetic. Last night, when I went to see you, you were practically crying for her in your sleep. And now you’re just going to wander around in that freezing cold looking for her, like she’s some lost dog? Theon. She’s not lost!” Michelle shook out her curls and stared up at the ceiling, her eyes caught in mid-roll. “I had no idea Penelope O’Hara could make such a fool out of a damn prince.”

      My eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t understand intuition. You’ve never connected to anyone the way I have connected with her.”

      Michelle opened her mouth to retort, but I was already walking away.

      “You mean the way she connected with that other prince!” she yelled at my receding back.

      But I couldn’t be bothered. The certainty that Penelope would never have willingly stayed in the castle—as Lethe’s bride, no less—was too palpable, too strong.

      I moved through the winding stairwell, Michelle fading from my mind with every step, and forced open the horizontal wooden door which led up from the shelter.

      It came up with ease, though it had been caked in ice every other time. Stepping onto the spongy, slushy soil of the ash grove, I gaped at the strangely blue sky. The cloud coverage had cracked, and sunlight broke through, shimmering down onto the snow… and… melting it.

      What had been snow up to my knees now showed patches of earth.

      It couldn’t be.

      How had the ice storms relented? And when?

      A surge of relief battered my weary heart.

      We would be able to fight again.

      The kingdom—if the sun would only continue to shine—was as good as ours. And the throne. And even Nell…

      There, on a hilltop several yards from the shelter, I saw a splash of ermine strewn, capped by a spill of mahogany hair as dark as the richest beer.

      It couldn’t be.

      Could the sun really be shining on Penelope O’Hara, or was I still asleep?
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      For a moment, I couldn’t help but believe that I had died and gone to heaven. Maybe I’d never made it out of that cave, which seemed so long ago now. Perhaps the past few weeks had really been purgatory, and I’d finally been allowed into heaven. And perhaps Theon was my guardian angel. Now we would spend eternity together. Lethe had been a test—even a momentary fumble through an upper circle of hell. Michelle had never really been with Theon at all. It’d just been another exercise in spiritual growth, to overcome my jealousy and pettiness, to overcome my worldly attachment to competition and victory. If this had truly all been some test, it would explain the arctic wasteland surrounding us, the inability to even go outside, the dungeon, the restraint, and the staff of servants who were really demons in disguise, sent to simultaneously torment and supervise me. Ice dragons. What if that had all been a metaphor? And now…

      The fog had cleared, and the sun had broken through.

      And Theon’s dreamy eyes, the color of honey, were gazing down at me with warmth and acceptance again. I had forgotten, almost, what life had been like with him. How it had felt to be secure, and tranquil, and understood, and appreciated. And now I was home. No matter where I was—strewn across some hillside, apparently, with mud streaks on an ermine mantle—I was home whenever I was with Theon.

      “Did you know that you will have saved my entire kingdom twice now?” Theon asked me, his rich baritone as smooth and comforting as hot tea with honey.

      “Theon,” I whispered up at him, bedraggled in my sodden ermine mantle and strangely… warm.

      But the last thing I remembered was collapsing into deep snow, my pulse receding from my extremities, and the snowfall slowing to a stop. But had it? Or had I only gone numb?

      “Did you know that you will have saved my entire life twice now?”

      A smile cracked one corner of Theon’s full lips. “More than twice,” he reminded me. “You’re forgetting about the harpies.”

      I struggled up into a sitting position to embrace him, but found that my torso was unyielding and hindered. Peeling back the ermine, I remembered the mystical astrolabe. It tumbled from out of the mantle, and Theon and I both gaped at it as it rolled several feet and collapsed onto one side.

      “You got the astrolabe,” he whispered. “In the western tower.”

      For a moment, I thought of letting my response go, but we couldn’t just ignore this invisible wedge between us: Lethe. “I gained his trust,” I explained, still in the muddied mantle, as if Theon could possibly ignore from where I had come. For God’s sake, look how I was dressed: like an ice queen. Like an ice queen who had been through war, and was finally melting away. “He led me through the castle and showed me its treasures.”

      At this, Theon turned from where he had been staring in awe at the returned heirloom. “Because he believed that you loved him,” he said. The glow in his eyes had faded, and I realized that I had been selfish in my time away. Amid all the anxiety about Theon as a fire dragon, and the imminent war, in addition to my personal depression, I hadn’t truly thought about Theon as a man. What it must have looked like to him. How it must have eaten him from the inside. And I had been fuming over merely seeing him with Michelle.

      “Yes, he believed that I loved him,” I confessed, stepping closer to Theon, daring to touch his arm. I was almost afraid that it would burn me. “I did what I had to do to get out of there… and get back to you, Theon. I never really loved him. I promise.”

      As I said the words, Theon’s eyes shifted down to my ermine mantle and the heart-shaped ruby clasp. My cheeks flooded with self-conscious blush.

      “Um, this was a gift,” I explained, “and I—I didn’t ask for it, I just needed—”

      “How long have you been here?” Theon demanded, his voice sharpening.

      “I don’t know,” I said defensively, as his fingers dug into my arms. “I passed out sometime last night, maybe this morning. The snow…” As I thought back, I remembered that the snow had been deep, and it had still been falling as I’d collapsed. But the sky had been white, not black, so perhaps the sun had risen somewhere behind the clouds. “The snow hadn’t melted yet.”

      Theon winced. “Damn it. And you wore this mantle the entire way here.”

      “Well… of course.” I frowned in confusion. “I would’ve frozen if I hadn’t. Theon—”

      Without any explanation, his hand shot out to wrap around the ruby clasp, and he tore it from the ermine mantle so viciously that the fur itself ripped and fell from my body. My hands went instinctively to my throat; even though I wasn’t cold anymore, I was shocked at the violence of his gesture. Could he really be so jealous? Of a man I had just told him I didn’t love? A man I had obviously betrayed, and from whom I had fled overnight?

      “Theon!”

      But Theon didn’t respond. Instead, he squeezed his fist until I heard a crunch, and when his fingers opened, the ruby heart filtered down to the earth in tiny shards. I gaped.

      “Are you really that angry with me?” I whispered.

      Theon stared down at the shattered ruby for a moment, and then glanced back to me and grimaced. “We must hurry,” he said. He turned his back on me and paced to the astrolabe, snatching it up and tucking it down at his side. Then, whirling, he stalked to me again, and I shrank back with uncertainty, as if he might snatch me up and tuck me down at his side too. “Come with me,” he said. Taking my hand a little rougher than he needed, he wasted no time in pulling me across the hillside, his strides so wide that I almost tripped. I’d never seen him with such a lack of gentleness, particularly when dealing with me. We abandoned the ermine mantle in the mud and advanced on the cluster of skeletal white ash trees: the last things I remembered seeing before I’d lost consciousness the night before. Or that morning?

      Reaching down into the sodden, muddy earth—only traces of the snow now remained—he wrenched open a hidden door I hadn’t even noticed. Beneath its wooden slats tapered an earthen tunnel, traveling deep into the earth, chiseled into a stairwell with tightly packed dirt walls. Theon said nothing to me as he led me deeper and deeper down the winding passageway. He’d never been so cold. Could he really have been that angry about my perceived infidelity with Lethe?

      I supposed, in a way, I had come to care for Lethe…

      “Theon.” I relented in my steps and forced him to a halt as well. “You have to tell me what is wrong.”

      Finally, Theon turned.

      “While you were speaking, I noticed how the ruby at your neck would pulse with your words.” His jaw was set, and his eyes flashed. “I realized too late that the pulse was a transmission of sorts. Lethe… Penelope… Lethe did not give you the ermine mantle because he trusted you, or because he had fallen in love with you, or even because he cared if you were cold. He gave you the ermine mantle to track you.” He swallowed, his golden eyes never leaving mine now. “Do you see what I am telling you?”

      “He knows where I am,” I whispered, beginning to share in his dawning horror.

      “It’s not just that,” Theon returned, taking my hand in his—more gently now—and pulling me down the final few remaining steps, until the walls of the stairwell fell away and revealed a sweeping, expansive cavern which housed hundreds of people. “He knows where all the fire dragons are. And he’s probably on his way now.”
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      Just as the words had exited my mouth—“He’s probably on his way now”—a blast echoed overhead, and our eyes trained on one another’s in complete understanding… and horror.

      They were already here.

      He might have been tracking her all night. I had no way of knowing exactly how far the device could go, and if it had monitored her vital signals. If it had, that could explain why he had not come sooner—she’d been alive, but merely idle. Perhaps he had been infuriated, and hoped for her death as a fitting punishment by the elements. But it had not come… and when my voice had sounded on the line, he must have immediately dispatched his men, realizing what his paranoia and jealousy had discovered: the downfall of the remnant.

      And we had been on the cusp of victory, but now—now we were trapped, and our numbers had come to be severely limited, so that the fight would be a fair one.

      It was our only hope that they would be too weak from the sunlight to do significant damage to my people.

      At the explosion overhead, the shelter tensed and every eye panned upward. A subtle scattering took place as people sought out their kin immediately. Fire dragons, unlike ice dragons, were deeply attached to their family, their lovers, and their friends. In that moment, I had to wonder at where my own mother was. I even worried about where Michelle was, and she hardly qualified as anything at all… but she was still my responsibility.

      Where is Mother?

      Knowing her, she would probably have remained in the kitchens until every last portion of the breakfast had been taken; it hadn’t been so long ago that I had stormed past her, suddenly and inexplicably certain that Nell was nearby.

      “Come with me!” I commanded for the second time, gripping Nell’s wrist with an uncharacteristic brutality and pulling her forward into the throng. “Mother! Mother!”

      “Theon!”

      I whirled at a touch to my shoulder and found her there, with a stab and a swell of vast relief in my chest. She had instilled such strength and comfort in me throughout my youth, I could not part with that reaction now, even as an adult man, even after the taste of battle. “Mother,” I breathed, embracing her, though I did not dare release Nell’s hand. Not after finally getting her back now.

      “Theon,” my mother responded, her voice as relieved as mine. “Did you hear that horrible sound? Do you know what it was? Was it—”

      “Yes,” I answered, not bothering to mince words. She had been the wife to my father for too many years now to suffer anything less. “They are upon us. This is Penelope O’Hara—”

      “The ice bride?”

      “My bride,” I corrected her, again stern. “I must find Father. Protect her; she is only human. The sun is out, Mother. They will be weak. Stay with her.”

      Nell opened her mouth to protest, but I cut her off by releasing the leather satchel from my shoulder and thrusting it into her arms. “Weapons,” I explained shortly, and was then gone, swallowed into the swirling crowd, advancing toward the infirmary. I bolted forward and wove through the mob of panicked fire dragons. The last thing I heard as I left behind the main cavern was the rush and crackle of fire and ice meeting in mid-air.

      

      The infirmary was absolutely thronged in wounded fire dragons, one of whom was Einhen, who had been deeply gouged by both fang and claw along one shoulder. He’d already recovered enough to be released at any moment. My father, however, was much worse off. His upper body was in a cast, and he had not yet been allowed off of his bed for more than a few minutes at a time. His leg muscles had begun to atrophy during his time in the dungeon, and walking was difficult. Some of the castle physicians had been tending to him, and projected that he could begin walking regularly within the next week, with daily practice. As it was, his steps were stilted and awkward.

      Einhen called to me. “Theon!” he cried. “What has happened in the main cavern? We felt a shudder—”

      “Go help!” I called over my shoulder, not stopping for anything. “Ice dragons are in the caves!”

      It was all that I needed to say before Einhen lunged up from his cot and was gone into the swirling currents of fire dragons.

      Father had half-started off of his cot, located near the back—where the particularly damaged were sequestered—as if he could have gone with Einhen.

      “What did you say?” he demanded. “The ice people are in the caves? Where is Cordelia? How did they find us?”

      I winced. “My mate,” I confessed. “The bride Lethe Eraeus would have stolen for his own. She escaped, Father. She escaped with the astrolabe, and has brought back the sun… but he had given her a clasp which tracked her location. It brought them straight to the shelter.”

      We both knew what this meant. Between the sunshine, and the balanced numbers of ice and fire dragons, and the close quarters of the caverns, it would be a fairly even match. If anything, we stood at a disadvantage purely due to our nature. We had a tendency to be sympathetic, even in battle, and would never sacrifice a loved one in exchange for victory. An ice dragon, on the other hand…

      “They will kill me.”

      “Never,” I replied. “I will not leave your side.” With the astrolabe still in one arm and my father supported by the other, I moved from the infirmary, which had emptied of all but the dying. Anyone within these walls knew that to prepare to fight would be the surest chance of life, whereas cowering alone in the sick ward would only verify you were an easy target.

      But with the astrolabe under one arm and my father supported by the other, there was no way I could fight.

      As I scanned the crowd for someone to hide and protect the astrolabe—someone wily, someone confident—my eyes fell across Michelle Ballinger, busily scouring the remnants of the weapons arsenal. She had a battle ax clutched in her hands and a wild look in her eye. “Theon!” she cried. I remembered with a pang of guilt that she did not know Nell had returned. As unfair as it was for me to have to feel remorse, I couldn’t help it. No fire dragon rejoiced in the pains of another, even one willingly blinded by the throes of unrequited love.

      “Michelle! I need you!”

      She spun to face me, and I felt another pang. The wording could have been a little more artful. The way her face softened, making her so much younger and sweeter—more like Nell, in truth—was difficult to see. I hated being the one to evoke that feeling from her.

      “Theon,” she said, marching toward me, battle ax at the ready. Just like riding dragons, she held the unwieldy weapon as if she’d been born doing so. “You’re back.” She sounded so… joyous. She didn’t even pause to sling one of her barbs. “What do you need me for?”

      “You remember the conversation with my mother,” I informed her, bypassing the fact that we’d been on the verge of kissing only seconds before that conversation had taken place. “The astrolabe is of utmost importance; it not only controls the weather, some argue that it controls the whims of the fates themselves. We have secured it from the Aena castle, and it is imperative that the device not fall back into ice dragon hands. If it does, The Hearthlands will be plunged again into eternal winter, and all the more unlikely to ever see the rightful king ascend. The war will rage endlessly between our two races.”

      Michelle threw down her battle ax and took the astrolabe from me with great care.

      “How did you get this?” she wondered, glancing up at me.

      “Penelope,” I answered, the name almost jamming in my throat. Michelle’s eyes darkened at the word. “Penelope has returned from the castle, and brought with her this crucial device.”

      Michelle just stared up at me. “But now,” she finished for me, “the war can end. And I can go home. And Nell… can be your queen.” Tears crusted her eyes, though they did not fall, even when she blinked.

      “Please focus, Michelle. This has nothing to do with you, or even me. This is about The Hearthlands. The ice dragons will never target or suspect you; you are a human woman. Simply find a safe place—”

      A blast of icy air interrupted; soldiers were just outside this arsenal. Fire dragons rushed forward to meet the assault, giving us just a few precious seconds of privacy.

      “—and hide it,” I finished. Now with one free hand, I used it to brace her shoulder. We would never be together, but perhaps we could still be friends. “Please, Michelle. You could be the one who saves this dynasty.”

      She pursed her lips, nodded, and receded, deeper into the arsenal, further into the circuitous caverns beyond, and I was actually glad that she had been the one I’d seen in this hour of need. If anyone could employ espionage to endure amid struggle, I had to trust that it would be Michelle.

      I pulled Father forward, into the next chamber, but halted again when I saw what lay before us—a particularly long and slender ice dragon had cornered a human female. He was ambling toward the dark-haired girl with malevolent savor.

      It was Penelope.

      Although multiple fire dragons assaulted his armored hide, the ice dragon was too thick of scale. He was impervious to the pain, even during this warmth and light on the island today. It was almost as if he had some personal vendetta to satisfy, and in spite of the pain, he was determined to forge onward. Without advancing directly into his path, there was no hope of landing an effective strike.

      I recognized that slender ice dragon, its body as lanky as a salamander’s, and I knew the reason behind that determined advance, in spite of whatever slings were launched at his backside: Lethe.

      Mother came forward, glorious and orange, and my heart sank in horror as the ice dragon launched his first real attack—on her.

      “No!” I cried, and a purely instinctive fire spread through my every cell, transforming me in a matter of seconds. The fire which came streaming from my mouth was white with heat, and it coursed onto Lethe, battering him into the cavern wall. I didn’t stop—was incapable of stopping—until the coward had scrambled from sight, badly burnt.

      He would not be fighting in this war again. Not for a long time.

      Smoke leaked from my flesh after I regained my mortal form.

      “Mother!” I went first to her, because she had received the force of the ice. Nell had only been the victim of intimidation. But Mother… Her scales had already begun to thin in some places, and it had been so long since she’d seen battle… “Mother, are you all right?”

      She was crumpled onto one knee, having also transformed into her human visage again, and patches of her exposed face were blackened with frostbite. It would require surgery. I felt a sick, smoldering vengeance to think that the damage to Lethe had been worse.

      Behind her was Nell.

      “I’ll be fine,” she promised me. “Where is your father?”

      I whirled with the anguish of a powerless man.

      “No!” But even in the chaos, I knew that he was gone.
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      “What can I do? What should I do?” I shouted toward Theon. I could tell that he was distraught, and I hated to intervene, but the shelter had gone mad. It was like an atom which was entirely composed of nucleus, protons and neutrons dancing and battling and screaming at one another. How could I, who had only woken up less than an hour ago, who had been brought here by Theon, who knew nothing of these people or of these circuitous caverns, have any hope of self-direction?

      It was clear that Theon did not hear me. His back remained turned, and he continued to stare at a fixed point. I had not seen him advance on us when Lethe had come to collect or kill me—I honestly couldn’t have said whether he would’ve taken me back to the castle to remain his bride, or slain me where I stood—and so I had not seen whatever caused him such distress now.

      “Theon!” I called again, forcing my way through the chaos to touch his arm. He whipped to face me with eyes I had never before seen. They leapt like fire within a crystal. “What can I do?”

      He stared at me a moment longer, completely uncomprehending. “Find Michelle. She was meant to take the astrolabe and hide it from the ice dragons. She went deeper into the depositories. Stay with her until I can find you again. I must find my father.” He hardly looked at me at all, even though his eyes were on me. It was as if he had been told that I was standing there, and yet I was invisible to him. “I have to find my father,” he repeated, as if to himself.

      I stood there, gaping after him in shock. It was the first time in our entire relationship that I’d felt as if he’d forgotten me entirely. Did he not realize that I had no idea where I was, or who all these people were?

      The depositories?

      “I will show you, dear,” Theon’s wounded mother offered, hobbling to my side. A leathery orange wing was partially unfurled from her shoulder blade, protruding through the torn fabric of her gown, and I saw several black speckles on the skin—just like on her face. Frostbite. “I will show you the depositories, and you will help me to walk.” She laughed without mirth and didn’t wait for my agreement before she clung to my shoulder for support. I didn’t hesitate to embrace her, and she gestured toward one of the many corridors through which we could travel. It wasn’t until we’d begun moving that she spat out the word, “Those,” and then took a deep breath before continuing, “are where we keep tactical gear, weaponry, and stores of food. Just in case this happened again.”

      As we passed each depository, she kept trying to tell me what was held within each block of cells, until I finally had to silence her. “Please, Mrs. Aena,” I said to her, overwhelmed. Blood smeared the walls. We could hardly walk in the desperate throngs surging both backward and forward. On occasion, we stepped together over the carcass of a fallen dragon. And yet, amid all this carnage, she felt trapped in the role of hostess. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Mrs. Aena smiled. “Yes, I do,” she whispered. I could hardly hear her, but her mouth formed the words. “If I don’t, I’ll have to actually look at the world around us.”

      I tried to offer a smile, but it faltered as a scream pierced the air. “Mrs. Aena, do you know which depository Theon sent Michelle to?”

      “The girl always seemed fond of the furs,” Mrs. Aena murmured. “Very fond.”

      Sounds like Michelle, all right.

      “Where is the fur depository?”

      “Not far—” Suddenly, Mrs. Aena gripped my arm with such severity that I believed her fingers seared into the skin itself. “There,” she breathed. “Just ahead of us. Those ice dragons block the path.”

      The beasts were massive, with scales of luminous silver, blue, and white, and they advanced into the fur depository with a swagger. If Michelle had gone there to hide among the mantles and stoles, she wouldn’t be the only one—fire dragons had transformed to battle in return, and the depository was packed with the creatures, hurling balls of lava and tornadoes of icicles back and forth.

      I paused to dig into the leather satchel Theon had left with me, and discovered inside a burbling bottle, hot to the touch. Remembering the way that Lethe had been sensitive even to the meager halo of warmth created by the fireplace he had lit for me, I wondered if this volatile-looking liquid would help in disbanding a large group of ice dragons. But what if I was separated from Mrs. Aena? I returned the burbling bottle to the leather satchel and next extracted a small tomahawk with a very heavy blade at its tip; it would be perfect for throwing from a distance. I did not want to be forced into close-range combat with one of those vicious creatures. But being a lowly human and a wounded older woman worked to our benefit: the ice dragons hardly noticed us, as the more dangerous fire dragons held their concentration.

      My breath hitched. Emerging from between two heavy furs, the astrolabe clutched to her torso, was Michelle. Her curls were tangled in knots, and she wore no makeup, and the white dress I remembered from the going-away party was stained with ash.

      “Michelle!” I cried, relieved, even in spite of our checkered history. “Michelle!”

      She looked at me with a glare I had never before seen. Smirking? Sure. Cunning? Most of the time. But I had never seen such spite in her eyes. She hated me.

      Theon must have rejected her, and not once, but a million times. I’d never seen her so bitter because she had never lost to me before. I’d never seen Michelle Ballinger lose in my life, and now that I had returned, and Theon was mine again… she had officially lost. I wasn’t even sure why she was here, but I was certain she wouldn’t be staying. She wasn’t going to be anyone’s queen—she was just going to be another neglected trophy wife somewhere in New Hampshire.

      Michelle looked at me once—a stare of utter hatred—and then turned toward the largest of the silver dragons, approaching it.

      “Michelle!” I begged her, unwilling to race forward and risk both of our lives. What was she doing? Was she so vindictive that she would kill herself in front of me just to try to torture me?

      And then, as the large silver dragon fixed her with its unearthly eyes, she lifted the glowing astrolabe into the air and ducked her head, as if… as if making an offering.

      Suddenly, I was cold all over again, as if the winter had never left.

      She was going to return the crucial element of the cosmos to the other side.

      “Michelle, no!” I begged. She didn’t look at me.

      The ice and fire dragons sparred in the depository, unaware of the exchange taking place.

      “She wouldn’t.” Mrs. Aena didn’t sound like she really believed it herself. “She wouldn’t, would she?”

      I shook my head, knowing all too well that she would.

      A few of the other ice dragons noticed the exchange taking place in the center of the depository and abandoned their battles, slithering closer in spite of the vulnerability this gave their backsides.

      Oh, God, she was going to do it. She was going to sacrifice to the ice dragons the one tool they could use to hold this kingdom indefinitely—and for no reason other than sheer spite. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, they said.

      “She would,” I whispered back to Mrs. Aena, digging in the satchel for that bubbling bottle I had earlier discarded. Four ice dragons now stood over Michelle, ceasing their ice shards in honor of her unexpected gift, the traitor.

      Perfect.

      “Michelle!” I hollered; the girl did not turn to acknowledge me, but her expression was so stiff and set, I knew that she was concentrating very hard on me. No one could ignore someone they hated with such a passion.

      I held the bottle overhead. Its color had deepened to a dark red, and the glass was smoldering hot to the touch now. Had the liquid changed in the time it had taken for us to enter the depository?

      “I said no!” I bellowed, heaving the bottle end over end into the air.

      The glass struck the ground between the circle of dragons and exploded upward in flame. I lost sight of the dragons, the astrolabe, and Michelle immediately; they became nothing but silhouettes in an almost sonic blast, and then became iridescent blurs beneath my closed eyelids. In the next instant, I was battered by heat, and found myself shielded with an unexpected cloak of leathery orange wings: Mrs. Aena had sheltered me from the blast.

      But when her wings shuttered away from me, Michelle, the dragons, and the astrolabe were all gone.
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      After the astrolabe was recaptured, the ice dragons receded from the caverns with surprising speed. They left their dead and wounded behind. The dead were hauled along the winding stairwell, along with the fallen fire dragons, to be buried at sunset. The wounded were taken to the infirmary. It made no difference; the ice dragons could return at any time, now that they had located the shelter. They had already learned its geography and its capacity. There was nothing left to hide.

      Still, for fear of espionage, any capable ice dragons were turned immediately away, in their slings, wearing their patches, hobbling on their crutches. No matter how charitable the fire dragons could be, they were not stupid. It was generally agreed upon that an ice dragon, in spite of whatever other qualities they might possess, was not trustworthy, and to have one in your midst was to be at risk of betrayal… or worse.

      Theon found us not long after the ice dragons had retreated, his expression sour and doomed. “I could not find Father,” he confessed.

      “The astrolabe is gone,” I burst out, unable to hold the information from him for a single second.

      It was as terrible as I thought it would be.

      His gold eyes darkened, and he stared at me as if I must surely have been mistaken. As if I had told him that the sky outside was falling—and I supposed I had.

      “And Michelle?”

      I smiled sadly, too exhausted and depressed to be jealous. I would have to believe that he was simply a much better person than I was; all told, this was one of the better realizations one could have about their significant other.

      “Michelle is gone, too,” I told him. “It looked like—well—I don’t know what it looked like.”

      But Mrs. Aena, who had stayed close to me ever since the skirmish in the shelter, would not give Michelle Ballinger allowances. “She gave them the astrolabe, Theon. She approached an ice dragon while she held it into the air like an offering.”

      Theon opened his mouth, as if he might disagree, but he had nothing to say. He didn’t know Michelle as well as I did; this was no surprise to me. I just nodded grimly, and Theon closed his mouth.

      “They will return when the sun is down—and when the astrolabe has been reset,” Mrs. Aena informed us. “We must migrate. If we stay here, we may as well dig our graves here.”

      “Many of the fire people have already abandoned the shelter in search of safer grounds,” Theon confirmed. “I saw a herd preparing their few salvaged possessions, and I overheard them discussing their schedule and route. They were flocking in the direction of the portal at the ogres’ island. Finding a safe house on Earth, it would appear.”

      “More storms will be coming,” his mother agreed. “It is wise to relocate.” She held his eyes in a peculiar way as she spoke—as if her words carried two meanings.

      “We cannot relocate. Father is imprisoned again. Altair is still missing. The ice dragons possess the astrolabe.”

      The former queen hesitated, but then said, “Of course we cannot relocate, but many others will. For the first time in all our battles with the ice people, we may find ourselves outnumbered, for many of our people will not stay in a climate where fighting is almost impossible. We must move into the city and fight, even if we will be fighting alone, because it is our family under attack.”

      I placed my hand over Theon’s and gave his fingers a gentle squeeze. But when he looked at me, it was with doubt in his gaze.

      “Penelope,” he said to me, his voice husky and remorseful. “Mother, would you give us a moment, please?”

      Mrs. Aena looked between the two of us and stood, nodding. As she passed behind Theon, she ran her hand over his shoulders and gave his neck a tender squeeze.

      As soon as she was gone, passing into the next cavern, Theon turned to me and grimaced. “Nell,” he said again. “We need to talk.”

      Augh. “Okay,” I said, steeling myself for the absolute worst.

      There was a pause in which he just stared at me. “I think that Beggar’s Hole is the safest place for you.”

      “What?” I shrilled, regardless of the obviousness of this truth. “What?”

      “Before the storms return, the ice dragons will be weak, and their patrol of the skies will be significantly reduced,” he went on, continuing to look me in the eye with that steady gaze. “If we are to move you safely home, now is the time. If we hesitate—”

      “Theon,” I cried, though I had very little by way of logic to interject. For the first time in a long time, my actions, my desires, had nothing to do with logic. For the first time in a long time, there was something—someone—I loved enough to make me stupid.

      “—then we may not get another chance to transport you,” he finished, as if he didn’t know me at all.

      But he did know me. He loved me. I didn’t doubt that with any fiber of my being.

      “How could you think that I would leave you?” I asked him, my voice low and accusatory. “You think that I would go back to my world while you stayed here, an entire universe away? You think that I would just go back to DC, to the Shenandoah Institute, explain away how I disappeared days ago, and just stay, and do nothing, and know nothing, and pretend to be okay, while you fight for your life? Do you know me at all?”

      Theon’s eyes softened. “I know you very well,” he assured me. “Trust that this is difficult for me to say. And I know how you must feel to hear it—”

      “You must not know! You must not know, or you wouldn’t have bothered. I understand that you have thoughts, and feelings, and I respect them… but I am a woman, Theon. I’m a grown woman, and I have complete autonomy over my body. So unless you’re going to physically force me through that portal and back to DC, this conversation is over.”

      “You will not leave my side. You will not leave my side, even in war, even in the blistering cold, even when I am telling you to go.”

      “That’s right. You will need to force me through that gate.”

      Theon angled his eyes away from me and sighed deeply. “Then that is what I will do.”

      I blinked.

      “You wouldn’t. You wouldn’t do that to me, because you know that it would make me hate you—forever.”

      Theon nodded. “I know,” he said. “You will have to hate me, then. I would rather die knowing that you are safe, and home, and full of hate for me, than to live, even forever, and know that you have died fighting at my side; I could not bear to live another day knowing that you died because of me, even if the entire kingdom was secured as a result. I would rather—”

      “Stop!” I snapped. “I don’t want to hear about all the things you’d rather! I can’t believe you’d give me so little! Like I’m not a real person—I’m some kind of doll to be protected from breaking. I’m not a doll, Theon; I’m a woman. I can make decisions. I love you enough to make this decision; I will hate you forever for taking the decision away from me. I don’t want to be safe. I don’t want to be home. I thought you were so advanced… so aware… but if you take this decision away from me—”

      Tears of rage filled my eyes unexpectedly, and I looked away from him before they spilled.

      “—then I know that you were never as advanced and aware as you seemed,” I choked out.

      Theon sighed, but I didn’t dare look at him, didn’t dare see his face for one moment. My body vibrated with indignation. How dare he? I had finally done something that, to me, was a hallmark of growth—and he was rejecting it! He wasn’t going to give me the chance to love him as deeply and as fully as I could.

      “In my culture,” Theon explained haltingly, “a maiden is considered to be of the highest value. We have not had women of mating age in thirty-five years now. We have been taught to guard them with our lives—and that, so long as they are maidens, their safety is even more important than their autonomy. But…”

      “But?” There had to be some loophole to keep him from forcing me back home. If I was trapped in DC, unable to see him, talk to him, even know what was happening in The Hearthlands, I would go mad. I would be driven to such bitterness and resentment.

      “But,” Theon continued, “if you were to become my wife… our staying together would be condoned—because we also encourage our men and their wives to work as a single unit. A man who would not believe in his wife—who would force her off of the battlefield—would be seen as weak, for his wife, or his faith in his wife, would be weak. This is why my mother will not leave The Hearthlands until Father has been secured. They are soulmates now. They operate as two halves of a whole, and as long as he is imprisoned, so is she. She cannot leave. And if we were married—I could not fight without you.”

      I looked around the blackened cavern where we stood together, suddenly feeling as if we were being watched. But no one was there. “Theon,” I said, “are you… asking me to marry you right now?”

      When I turned back to him, his eyes met mine with a kind of evenness I hadn’t anticipated. There was no fear. No embarrassment. Only honesty. “I am telling you to marry me right now.”

      It felt like it’d been years since we’d seen each other, and I remembered him—everything which had brought us to this point—vividly now. My heart ached, and my throat became tight with joy.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      I wasn’t sure who came to who first, or if we drifted together like leaves caught in the same vortex of autumn wind. The stress dissolved, and we dissolved with it. I was in his arms; his fingers were in my hair; our mouths crashed together and danced against each other like long-lost lovers, reuniting from across a crowded room. All the tightness from my muscles drained away and I believed Theon when he said that married couples were soulmates, were two halves of the same whole. I no longer felt the boundary of his body against mine. I felt only complete.

      

      It was during the same twilight in which the dead of the fire and ice armies were buried that Theon and I were wed. I was still clothed in the white garments of a bride-to-be, garments into which Lethe had forced me, hoping to coerce the same bond from me that had naturally sprung between Theon and I.

      Although his mother suggested that we marry in the shelter, for it was safer to stay out of sight—and I had to respect her practicality—I also balked at the notion. “How safe are we here? In an enclosed space of which the ice dragons are now well aware? They can come back at any time; they don’t need to see anything anymore. We’re just as safe outside as in, and”—my eyes roved over the interior of the cavern, with its splashes of blood, its sooty craters, the collapsed piles of stone choking doorways—“forgive me for saying that this is not the most romantic of settings for a wedding.”

      Mrs. Aena demurred with a smile of understanding. “Yes,” she said. “I’ve forgotten how it felt to be young, and to want everything to be just so.”

      When we ascended the earthen stairwell and let ourselves out of the slanted wooden doorway, The Hearthlands beyond were a different world than I had ever seen. The last time I’d been aboveground, the snow had been slushy, the mud thick. For this moment, however—while the astrolabe slowly reset its stars and planets—the world was lush and green again. The sky was clear. The sun was going down, and deep pink and purple streaks laced the sky. A cool breeze threaded through our hair, and I knew that it was only the labor pains of a much deeper cold settling in.

      But Theon took my hand, and I reveled in his warmth, as I always did. I had somehow become used to Lethe’s icy touch, and almost forgotten the comfort of Theon’s body—much less of Theon himself.

      Einhen, one of the priests of the royal court, stood before us with one arm in a sling and an ancient, fraying book open in his good hand. He read from this, explaining to us exactly what was expected of a couple married in The Hearthlands. “You will be one flesh,” he commanded. “Theon Aena, both human and dragon, fire and prince; Penelope Aena, both human and dragon, fire and princess. You cannot wish the other ill, or act against them, for to do so is to act against your own body. When Theon fights, so shall Penelope; when Penelope labors, so shall Theon. There is no difference between these two anymore. They are one. They are complete. So seal this decree with the fusion of their lips, never again to part.”

      Theon pulled me into his embrace and, when our lips touched, it seemed that they grew together like two foreign plants, forming a tangle of some second, new vine, and I had to wonder if the magic of this world imbued the ceremony, for when we separated, I no longer felt as if I was staring at a man I loved; I felt as if I was beholding another part of myself reflected back at me, rediscovered through the looking glass.
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      In spite of how a bride might picture her wedding night, we didn’t exactly spend it sipping champagne on a bed of rose petals. We spent it packing, preparing ourselves for the coming storms, and abandoning the shelter on foot. Deciding that the skies were no longer safe, the two of us were relegated to the coverage of barren trees. Theon tried to convince his mother to come with us, but she insisted on staying behind and helping the few remaining fire dragons to booby-trap the shelter with fire tricks. “This shelter took almost ten years to outfit,” she explained. “We cannot let it be destroyed overnight. Not by the lowness of ice dragons—and not without taking away their men, as they took away our women so many years ago.” I was surprised to hear her speak so harshly, but then, I could only imagine the harshness of my words if Theon was ever taken from my side again.

      Theon and I forged together through the winds as their bite increased against our faces, our fingertips. Although we began our voyage in simple day clothes, within an hour or so, we needed to don hats and scarves in order to protect ourselves from the dropping temperature.

      “It’s coming,” Theon warned me. He grimaced and we pulled forward into the winds. “The astrolabe has put the stars back into their secondary positions.”

      I hadn’t noticed, but, glancing up at the sky, I did wonder if they held the same positions as the night before again.

      It was very late when we reached the city walls again; part of me was surprised to look upon them. It was such an affront to logic that I would return to the castle which had held me prisoner until I had lost all track of time. But love is an affront to logic.

      We were bundled heavily in our furs now. We had moved as quickly as possible, with an almost cavalier regard for our own safety, and yet we still had not beaten the cold front. It would surely be snowing soon enough.

      The doors of the city remained open against all reason, and I expressed as much.

      “No,” Theon replied, “it is one of many tactics in warfare. With unlocked city walls, they express to us their dominance and their confidence. Now that they’ve taken the shelter and decimated our last stronghold—” Here, Theon’s voice caught for a moment, and he had to clear his throat before he could continue. He averted his eyes from the city walls and trained them onto the ground, almost as if ashamed. “You know, I visited an oracle in that cave on the beach, just before I returned to The Hearthlands for you. She gave me three gifts for the journey. One of them was a skeleton key forged by the fates; it would only unlock the doors which destiny would will to be open. And…” His eyes moved again to the city walls. He would not look at me. “It wouldn’t open when I tried to enter the castle and rescue you. As if I wasn’t meant to be there—or as if you were. I tried again to use the same key with my father’s shackles, and it would not work… as if he was meant to be their prisoner.” His jaw clenched. “It’s enough to make me think—”

      “Don’t. Don’t think that The Hearthlands are fated to belong to the ice people. You know that they had the astrolabe this entire time, and they changed the position of the stars and planets to change the will of the gods. At least, that was what Lethe—” Dammit. I had not meant to call back to the days I had spent with his rival. “—told me,” I finished.

      Theon nodded, not acknowledging my slip, and took my hand. His warmth, as always, was reassuring. He pulled me through the opened city walls. “Perhaps,” he said, his voice low now.

      “Shouldn’t there be guards near?” I wondered.

      “It’s hard to say where their manpower has been diverted, and why,” Theon replied. “The gods may be with us in spite of the stars.”

      The city seemed hauntingly empty, and I wondered where everyone was. My gut crawled with the possibilities, but, on the bright side, we found an inn abandoned, and were able to unlock a room for ourselves. It at least had a spacious bed, a fireplace, and a beautiful view of some twisted and dying gardens along the city wall. This was the lone aspect of the night which seemed a morbid parody of the common honeymoon.

      “Theon,” I called to him after we had settled in for the night. “You said that the Oracle gave you gifts. What were the others?”

      “Well—that bottle you had, the one that exploded,” he answered. “And a love letter. It’s enchanted paper that can send a message to anyone you love, no matter where they are. The message will appear before them and then fade away. It was the way that I was able to communicate with you while you were in the castle.”

      I chirped, “Could I borrow it?”

      “Why?” Theon asked with a smile. “Who else are you in love with?”

      I rolled my eyes. “My parents,” I explained. “I’d like to be able to let them know I’m okay—but I’m sure the inter-dimensional mailing rates are insane.”

      Theon grinned and brandished the yellowed scroll of paper from within his leather satchel. I scratched out a simple message and prayed that it would cross whatever vortex of time and space separated me from Mom and Dad:

      Mom and Dad,

      This is real, and you have to believe your eyes. If everything works out all right, you should both be able to see this message. I’ll be able to explain when I come back… but I’m safe—and I’m doing something that I have to do. I know you can both understand that. Just know that I love you. And I will be home soon. I’m with Theon.

      Love, Nell
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      It was nearly midnight when the snow began to fall again outside of our window. Though Theon insisted on the fireplace, it was I who insisted on the curtains being parted. When I glanced over my shoulder at him from where I was sitting, still in my bride-to-be vestments on the window seat, Theon smiled at me sadly.

      “I know you hate the snow,” I reminded him.

      Theon approached the window, and though he did not gaze out across the wintry landscape, he did raise a hand to my cheek and run his fingertips along my cheekbone and jaw. “And I know you find it romantic,” he whispered back to me. “It is one of the many fire dragon customs that the night of our wedding should revolve around your preferences, my love; after all, it is the night that you give to me the greatest gift of all.”

      A blush clouded my cheeks. “My… virginity?” I asked meekly. How did he even know that I was a virgin?

      But Theon laughed softly, and his hand left my cheek. “No,” he answered simply, unfastening his tunic without paying much mind to my stare. “The greatest gift of all is a healthy child.”

      The tunic came up over his head and I lost my breath a little bit. Even though I had seen this fiery prince fully nude before, it had never been in a context wherein I might be lying with him that night. In fact, we were married now. The realization kept occurring to me in surreal and giddy washes. In fact, tonight was our wedding night. I didn’t know about fire dragon customs, but in America, that was the night that you were finally ravished by your groom. He had said, after all, that I was going to give him the greatest gift: “a healthy child.” I hadn’t really thought about it before, since I wasn’t sexually active; did I even want a child? I was only nineteen, and still a student, but then—had I not already, in so many ways, shunned that life for this new world? And if there was one man in the entire multiverse with whom I wanted to have children, was it not Theon?

      And even if I wanted to wait, did this strangely medieval realm practice contraception?

      Theon turned and glanced over his shoulder at me, smiling as if he could read my thoughts. The firelight fluctuated on his bare golden skin. He smiled, suddenly impish, and turned toward me again. The crotch of his pants protruded blatantly, and I pretended like I didn’t notice and it wasn’t distracting.

      “You know,” he informed me, “you have seen all of me before. But I have only seen your eyes. While your soul is laid bare in every kiss we’ve ever shared, other parts of you remain shadowed and mysterious.”

      He took a step closer to me, and his eyes threw the firelight back to me like two golden coins.

      His hands reached around me, and untied the corset of my gown, letting it unfurl for him.

      I shuddered as the warmth of his touch moved over my body, and seemed to spread downward like ripples fanning from a fingertip.

      “A receptive woman, they say,” Theon murmured, his hands returning to my face, coming to cup my chin and jaw, “is the key to a man’s longevity. In life, and in love.”

      With this, he swept me into a kiss of such depth and magnitude, the city around us seemed to crumble. He pulled me against his chest and scooped me off of the ground, carrying me to the bed and laying me out as tenderly and reverently as if I was a priceless shroud. Again, as his eyes moved over me, I had the sensation that he was not only enamored, but drunken with readiness.

      When he descended atop me, our bodies tangling as easily and naturally as if there never were any boundary at all, the heat which swept and ballooned through my body brought me to the edge of ecstasy in and of itself. Clothing fell away, and we left them behind, soaring together. His electrical fingertips danced along my most sensitive skin, and I forgot that we were in a hostile city; I cried out for him with a head emptied of all rational thought. When I thought that I would become delirious with the satisfaction, sodden with sweat and hardly able to use a single muscle without trembling, it was only then that he allowed himself to let go, and I wondered if he too forgot where we were, as he called so loudly to the gods. For the briefest of moments—though, in retrospect, it must have been an hour or two—we forgot the desperation of our circumstances, and expressed our love like the king and queen that we would someday be.
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      It took me several minutes to remember exactly what was going on when I woke up the following morning. The only thing of which I was immediately aware was my own bare flesh pressed firmly to Penelope O’Hara’s—and then, still floating in the afterglow even hours later, I realized that her name was now Penelope O’Hara Aena. My queen, no matter how small the kingdom. My queen… even if only the queen of this simple little suite in an abandoned inn at the entrance of the city walls. At first, in those precious moments of ignorant bliss, I was only aware of the soft bedding, and the fireplace crackling with embers, and Penelope O’Hara Aena cupped lovingly against my chest.

      But then I opened my eyes.

      The window she had insisted on leaving unshuttered still peered out into the world beyond, and the snow that had been falling gently, which she so clearly found endearing, had mounted the windowsill in a drift. My arms tightened around Nell, and she snuggled against me, still sleeping and oblivious.

      I would take back this kingdom.

      I would not relent until The Hearthlands were green and bright with sunlight again. I would see the Aena crown on my beloved’s head, and she would bear the heir which would ensure the continuation of the dynasty. There was no alternative. Gods be damned.

      I climbed from the bed and dressed in the meager warmth of the fire, ice stealing into my bones. Nell, still oblivious, curled deeper into the blankets and smiled in her sleep.

      I wished that I could leave her as innocent as she was, but now that she had become my queen, she would need to be as vicious as an ice dragon in order to best them.

      I was considering leaving her a message, explaining that I had traveled deeper into the city in order to run reconnaissance, but she interrupted me as I was hunting for a writing utensil. “Hey.” It seemed that she, too, had forgotten the dire straits into which we had been borne. “What are you doing?”

      I turned to her and my heart, made hard with the strife of losing my father and brother—so many kinsmen—softened for her. She wore dark disheveled hair like a proud crown, her eyelashes low and her body language languid with satisfaction. The smile spread across her lips was full-bodied and unabashed, and how I wished I could join her.

      “I must go deeper into the city,” I explained. I knew my tone belied how much I loved her, and how happy I was to have her fight by my side as my other half. “Will you come with me? I believe there is enough costuming for both of us to pass inspection.” Granted, the ice people did not wear nearly as much as the fire dragons and humans needed in such a climate. We would be very cold as we went undercover among them.

      But, as if it was second nature, Nell sprang to meet my call. “Absolutely,” she said. “Just tell me what to do.”

      After outfitting ourselves in tunics and breeches, boots and scarves, we went out into the deep snow beyond our door. We left behind the majority of our possessions in order to travel more lightly through the streets, and I was unsurprised when we found the ice dragons stealing. There was no sense of pride to anything they did. They saw themselves as stars, as gods. They did whatever they wanted, and that mentality would eventually kill them all—after it robbed them of any comrade they might once have had.

      But still they milled through the streets of the fire people, setting up in the homes of others, paying little mind to anything, even their surroundings. They were not a particularly shrewd people. They were only self-indulgent, and as long as they were satisfied, they ignored you.

      It was a decree on the side of a shop window which stilled Nell and me on our journey through the city, during which we verified that the military presence was almost none. I couldn’t justify how open and available the city was, unless the ice dragons were truly that smug about their new territory. Even the fire dragons had not been that smug in our time, and we had reigned over The Hearthlands for centuries uninterrupted.

      The decree announced a public ceremony to be held at twilight.

      COME, ALL PEOPLE OF ICE! THIS IS A RITE OF FANTASTIC IMPORT! CELEBRATE AS WE SOLIDIFY THIS, OUR NEW KINGDOM, EVERWINTER!

      Nell reached out and touched the corner. “What do you think this means?”

      “I am sure it is Lethe’s coronation,” I replied, my face set into a scowl as I glared about at the decadence of this, their “new” kingdom, “Everwinter.” What a disgrace they had made of our proud land. “Now that they’ve driven most fire people from the country, they believe they have won.” The great sickness of my heart was that it was possible they were right. After all, if you had decimated a population, had you not bested them? Who had remained to fight? Had most not fled Everwinter?

      “Well, they haven’t,” Nell reassured me. “They haven’t won.”

      I nodded, but the truth was that I had hardly heard her.

      I was thinking.

      I would attend this “rite of fantastic import,” and if it featured a certain ice prince bowing to receive a crown and scepter, he could be assured that they would both roll across the ground, lashed in blood.

      

      

      The first thing that struck me as odd was that the ceremony was to be held on the front steps of the castle. Coronations were typically formal events, and not open to the public. If they were open to the public, they would at least be heavily guarded and held within castle walls. After all, had they performed an official census of the land yet? Had they any records of the properties therein, and who held them? More examples of a frivolous, marauding people best left relegated to a meager peninsula, in spite of certain soft-hearted opinions. But this event was on the main steps of the palace, not within, and there was no military presence, either. What the hell kind of coronation was this?

      No members of the royal court had even attended—and my weaponry would certainly go to waste.

      Then I did recognize one member of the royal court.

      My father.

      King Erisard Aena was led with his head bowed onto the front steps of the castle. His face was drawn and gray, but expressionless. He was not even strong enough yet to hold himself on two legs, and both his arms remained in slings. Still, he was heavily guarded, and led to the very top of the staircase, where two guards bowed with him, forcing his head down.

      What warmth remained in my body drained out through my feet.

      Dear gods, do not let this be.

      But it was so.

      A third guard approached, this one holding a heavy ax.

      Fire surged through my veins, and Nell’s hand tightened on my arm, but there was no time to do anything—no time, and no hope. In this cold, dressed as an ice dragon, my abilities were halved at best. The ice dragons, on the other hand, would be able to perform at peak condition, and there were several hundred surrounding us, not to mention the guards themselves.

      The ax fell, and as it did so, my jaw went slack. My eyes filled. And my heart broke.

      In one moment, as my father’s head was separated from his body, I let go of all hope for our dynasty, for our future, and for our land. I even let go of all faith in the cosmic bureaucracy of good and just gods. The world turned black. And even Nell was no asterisk in this proclamation; even Nell was no footnote, no exception. She was just another gem in a crown doomed to be stolen. Just another beautiful soul, doomed to torture and execution at the hands of fate.

      I couldn’t allow this world to exist. I couldn’t allow these truths to hold strong.

      And yet there it was, a head rolling down the same stairs he had strolled across as his own in life.

      The decree had been right.

      This was Everwinter.
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      I watched Theon’s father, who I had never even had the pleasure of meeting, murdered in front of his very eyes. I held Theon’s arm. Please, be okay, I begged him silently, even knowing that he never would be again. How could anyone be okay after witnessing such a horror? How could he ever return to the Theon he was for me only one night ago? I couldn’t even imagine our future—it seemed a vast nothing, because what was there after such a terror was visited upon a man? Would he be able to laugh? Would he be able to dream, unless it was a nightmare?

      I pursed my lips and stared only at him. His expression did not move. He seemed to be made of stone.

      Trumpets blasted from the castle doors, but even then, I did not turn away from him. I held his arm as tightly as I could and silently pleaded for him to look at me, return to me, even though I did not know how to call back a soul from such torment.

      “Strong and cunning people of Everwinter!” a voice called from the castle stairs.

      I finally was able to turn my head from Theon, and saw that the supposed royal family had assembled there: Vulott, and Lethe, and… and Michelle?

      She stood with the royal family as naturally as any ice dragon would, decked in furs of pure white, her coffee-colored curls coiffed. Her makeup was intense and powerful, her nails manicured to appear like talons. Was she trying to pass herself off as an ice dragon to these people? How long could that possibly last?

      Then again, they did seem concerned primarily with themselves.

      “It is with great vigor and victory that the court of Eraeus announces to you the coming coronation of Prince Lethe Eraeus, as well as his betrothal to Lady Michelle Ballinger, of the Boston Ballingers!”

      A cheer went up from the crowd, but I had gone utterly blank.

      And to think… it had only been last night that our union had made the falling snow seem so pure, so innocent, and romantic.

      But now the world around us, encrusted in snow, was hostile. And lonely. And I couldn’t bear it.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I begged Theon. “They might recognize us.”

      “I wish that they would,” Theon murmured, hardly seeming there at all. I pulled him through the crowd, careful to keep our backs turned to the new royal family. At least we were in a crowd of a few hundred. It was easy to disappear there.

      

      We returned to the suite where we had left our things. Night fell quickly with the ice people in control of the astrolabe. The sky turned black, and no stars winked at us from above; there came no reassurance from the gods. The clouds were low, and the snow fell. It would be up to our knees and thighs again soon.

      “Theon.” He hadn’t spoken a word, and I’d been overwhelmed by the gravity of the events we’d witnessed that evening. What could I say? “Theon… I’m so sorry.”

      “There is nothing for which to be sorry,” Theon informed me stiffly. “It is the consequence of war. In truth, there is no reasoning behind one man living, another dying. Any of us could die at any time. There is no reason for it. No right or wrong.”

      I stared at him, uncertain where to go from here.

      I reached out to touch him, but he shook my hand from off of his shoulder.

      “Theon—” As much as I wanted to tell him something, nothing but his name would come out, as if I could call him back from the abyss into which he had been flung by this tragedy.

      “Leave me be,” he commanded, standing and drifting toward the bathing quarters of the suite. “I must be alone with my thoughts.”

      But he didn’t need to be alone; I knew that much. He didn’t need to physically remove himself from me.

      He was already gone.
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      I sighed and sank into the bathtub; my natural heat was the only thing which brought the water to a steam. The pipes themselves were frigid, and would only expel water likewise.

      I tried to let my mind clear, but I could not. The corridors of my mind were crowded with banshees, wailing of loss. My father, publicly decapitated, and my brother, missing, and my mother, left behind to organize the remainder of the kingdom. We were now outnumbered by the ice dragons, and the astrolabe was in their hands… No soak could wash these woes from me. The only thing I had left was Penelope, and I couldn’t even properly love her in this amount of pain, and doubt, and even fear.

      I had seldom seen the face of fear until now. It was not until Nell and I had returned to The Hearthlands to find them shrouded in a perpetual winter that I had first tasted the acidic potion of anxiety and depression. And now I could not shake its mantle from my shoulders. Things just got worse, and worse, and worse.

      And Nell… she was the only thing I had left. My companion. My lover. My wife.

      What would I do if they took her from me, too?

      I stared at the ceiling, the faucet dripping. In the other room, through the ajar door, I could faintly hear Penelope preparing for bed. Faithful Penelope. Just Penelope. Innocent Penelope.

      And someone like that… someone who would deviate from her path to offer help to a wounded stranger, someone who would follow the cries of a child into the wilderness… was an easy target for the ice people. My jaw tightened as I thought of how Lethe must have played on her sympathies, hinting at his history as an abused child—like every other ice dragon was—and masterfully manipulating her tenderness—like every other ice dragon would.

      The bath water began to bubble around me. My jaw clenched as I thought of the lot of them. Gutless and heartless and wicked.

      And Nell—she was just a human. She didn’t have the thick hide of a dragon, fire or otherwise. She couldn’t withstand this climate. She couldn’t do battle with the versatility of my kin, and was relegated to ground combat and to melee forces. As much as I loved her, and desperately wanted her by my side, as much as we were two halves of one whole… I could not deny her vulnerability. And any ice dragon, even one who “loved” her, would take advantage of that. Even Lethe, who had claimed her as his bride-to-be, had stalked toward her in the fire shelter as if he was going to kill her. Any of them would kill her if they had the chance, even Lethe.

      The bathtub was bubbling just thinking about it. My last hope. My one love. And they would snuff out her delicate flame. It wouldn’t even mean anything in the tumult of war—it would be symbolic at best—but no ice dragon would be able to stop—

      “Theon?”

      Nell’s voice brought me from the deep trance into which I’d fallen. The steaming water settled as my concentration broke.

      Nell nudged open the bathroom door and observed me, steeped in the tub of smoldering water.

      “Hey.” She bit her lip and averted her eyes; I didn’t blame her. I wasn’t the most approachable just now. “Are you—” She hesitated before finishing the question, realizing its ignorance. “I mean, is everything—” Again, there was nothing she could say which would make any sense. Of course I was not all right. Of course everything wasn’t okay. What did she want from me? “I just wanted to check on you,” she finished in a rush.

      I realized with a thrum of compassion that she was on the verge of tears.

      “I am fine,” I promised her. And in a way, it was true. Because it had only taken a split second to make the decision, and now that the threshold had been crossed, I felt lighter. I no longer felt doomed. She was the key. I only needed to keep her in a safe place. “I have been ruminating on the strategic movements ahead of us, and realized that there is one paramount gesture I must make, and it cannot wait until the morning.”

      “Can I come with you?” she asked, after considering her words for a moment.

      “I cannot go without you,” I said.

      After the hot bath, my muscles were at least loose enough for the necessary transformation. I packed my leather satchel with a change of clothing and requested that Penelope place it around my neck afterward. I explained to her that while taking flight in the city was dangerous, it was unlikely that they would recognize me—or even be at high alert, it seemed as of late—in the nighttime hours. “Even if they do, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is completing this mission. Once this is done… we can be certain of our victory, love.”

      Nell watched me, as if she knew that something was amiss. “What is this mission?”

      “I have to deliver a precious item to a safe location. Don’t worry. It will not take long. The most difficult part will be exiting the city undetected, and even then, we are on the outskirts as it is, very near to the wall. You don’t need to worry about anything.” I smiled at her and felt weightless, freed from an anxiety which had haunted me from the moment Lethe had stolen her at that portal on the rock island off the coast of Maine. “Everything is going to be fine.”

      

      As we soared through the Everwinter night, Penelope clinging to my neck, I did not let myself think of the coming days, weeks, months. I was resolute, and my hand was steady. My wings beat the wind and carried us toward the portal, though Nell had no hope of recognizing the path. Too much time had passed since she last traveled through it, and as traumatized as she’d doubtlessly been, I wouldn’t be surprised if she had blocked out huge portions of the venture. In any case, the countryside was as monotonous as the surface of a pearlescent ocean now.

      With the exception of the portal, which remained a smoky and iridescent triangle, even in this bleak weather. It was not blanketed in snow. It ate the snow.

      As we descended toward the gate, Nell hunkered down into my ear and hollered, “Are we taking something to Earth for safekeeping?”

      I pretended not to hear her. It would be easier this way.

      “Theon, what—what are we taking?” she asked, louder now, and I heard the edge of panic in her voice. But I still did not respond. I didn’t want her to start fighting while we were still in the air, and hoped she would chalk my silence up to wind resistance pulling her voice away from my ear. “What are we taking?” she cried again.

      But I dove through the portal without answering her, and she had no choice but to cling to my neck or plummet to the ground below.

      

      She still held out hope for the unlikely—that it was some item in the satchel which needed safeguarding, coincidentally, on her home planet—as we flew over the dark Atlantic Ocean and landed on the beach where her father’s home was located.

      But when she dumped herself from my shoulders and whirled to face me in the bitter January winds, it was with a horror in her eyes. “Theon!”

      There was so much I wanted to say to her… but I thought it best if we waited to get some space from this moment. I could write her later. She would see me later. I would not allow myself to die without coming to her side again. But until our emotions subsided, I thought it best that I remain in dragon form. I did not want to be approachable. I did not want to be human. I couldn’t bear the thought of her hands grabbing my arm, of her desperate fingers finding their way to my cheeks. I couldn’t do it.

      It would be better like this.

      And even without transforming, it was too much.

      Tears budded and spilled in her eyes, and I turned from her, unable to keep looking.

      “You said a man who would not believe in his wife was weak!” she bellowed after me.

      I glanced over my shoulder at her; she was advancing on me with violent intent prickling in her aura. Her pain had mutated into rage.

      “You said you could not fight without me!”

      I was right. It was better this way. It was better if I did not resemble a man just now. I would be tempted to stay and explain to her that she was right. I had become weak… and I couldn’t take another loss. I was breaking down even at the thought of being separated from her by this portal, so what would become of me if we were separated by the veil between worlds? She was right; I was weak. I was selfish. I was faithless. Cowardly. Manipulative. Opportunistic. All those things.

      “And I said that if you did this to me, I would hate you! Forever!”

      Still, the words reached my ears, and with them came a thousand arrows of ice. I grimaced and hung my head; she was right. She was right. I had lost the war before I’d even begun to fight. Flapping my wings, I took to the sky and ignored her shrieks falling away in the distance.

      I had to.

      I had to.

      I did not look back.
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      It took me several minutes of trembling to accept the fact that Theon was not turning around. He had not made a mistake. He’d abandoned me in Beggar’s Hole. And I had no idea when, or even if, I would ever see him again.

      I shuffled up the beach to Dad’s stupid beach house, loathing its singular light—the bedroom—as if it was his fault that I was back here. I supposed hating my dad was familiar, and hating Theon was so foreign and uncomfortable. But how could he? How could he?

      I ascended the wooden staircase to the front porch, then took a deep breath and knocked on the door. If I wasn’t freezing cold and without my wallet, I probably wouldn’t have, but there was nowhere else to go.

      It was just going to be so much to deal with all at once.

      The door came open and Dad was there; his face crumpled with relief as he collected me into his arms, and I summoned the will to return his embrace. His fiancée and her son were there, too, but I couldn’t be bothered to remember either of their names at the moment.

      I was dragged inside and there was so much light and noise; how I hated this place. And Theon had just dumped me here, like an unwanted dog alongside the highway. They draped me in quilts and demanded to know where I had been, why, who, how, blah, blah, and Michelle, and the police, and Mom would need to be called too… Dad went to the phone and dialed… I didn’t have the strength to stop him. The fiancée checked my pupils and suggested that I was “on something.” Her son asked if I’d been abducted.

      I’d told Theon that I would hate him forever if he did this to me, and he’d done it anyway.

      My heart felt like a canyon in an earthquake.

      Someone deduced that the hospital was where I needed to go. Dad got on the phone with my mom. My mom was on her way, he said. She’d been in Beggar’s Hole since January second, he said. I didn’t ask what day it was. I didn’t care. It didn’t matter. Streetlights washed by in the window as we drove to the hospital; the glass vibrated against my temple. I wanted to sleep for a million years.

      The police were at the hospital. They wanted to talk to me. They asked me if Michelle had been with me. I shook my head. They asked if I’d been with this young man—witnesses called him “Theon,” and attested that he was my date on the night of my and Michelle Ballinger’s disappearances. Did I know him?

      “No,” I answered flatly.

      I didn’t know anyone by the name of Theon, bearing that description?

      “No,” I said again.

      They wanted to keep me overnight for observation. Mom freaked out; I didn’t care. I stayed. Whatever. They sent me home the next day with a prescription for mood stabilizers.

      

      Mom tried to convince me for days to return with her to DC. I wouldn’t go. I didn’t know what else I could tell her; I didn’t want to leave the portal, the cave, the beach where I had met Theon… even though I hated him. Even though I hated him, I couldn’t bear to leave this place, like a widow condemned to her widow’s walk for every month that her husband was out at sea.

      “Stay as long as you need,” Dad said.

      Mom fumed. She said she would stay in Beggar’s Hole too, then. She would stay in the hotel until I was ready to go home.

      I was “just in shock,” she said.

      Just in shock.

      Yeah.

      I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. I stayed up at night and sat in the window seat, gazing out across the strip of beach which seemed a memento from another lifetime. Yet here I was, back again. Reporters called. Mr. Ballinger’s lawyer called and threatened the answering machine with legal action. I wondered where I could get a waverunner. I wondered, if I could rent a boat, how hard it would be to sail it, realistically.

      That was when the tsunami hit.

      I’d been numb for days, and this atomic bomb of self-pity swelled in my chest and burst, allowing me to finally wail with tears. I couldn’t even make it to my bed to sob into a pillow; I got halfway across the room and crumpled onto the carpet. I sobbed for the hopelessness of my situation. It was no longer under my control whether I ever saw my husband again. Theon was my husband! And he had abandoned me in another world! With no means of contact! Without a word, he had stranded me here, subject to the battery of questions and theories and pleas and judgments. I couldn’t take it. How could he?

      I sobbed with bitterness and rage and loss and heartbreak, because dammit, I still loved him. In spite of everything I’d said… I missed his warm, even golden eyes. I missed his steady baritone and his kindness, his logic, his firmness, his fairness.

      How could he?

      When I roused myself from the marathon of weeping, my eyelids were swollen and my face was sopping wet, but I felt… better. I did feel better. I just needed some answers. I needed to think. Think. How could I get back to Theon?

      Because damn it, if he wasn’t going to come back for me, then I was going to go to him. Maybe he didn’t believe that we were truly two halves of the same whole, but I did, and I couldn’t live without my other half.

      I was googling astral projection when I gasped to myself and dropped the phone.

      An oracle.

      He had said that he’d consulted with an oracle before leaving for The Hearthlands again.

      An oracle in the cave.

      

      I had to wait for nightfall; the entire house watched me with hawkish vigilance. But when the time was right and the house was asleep, I pulled a sweater over my head and a jacket across my shoulders and pilfered a flashlight from the catch-all drawer in the kitchen. It was the first day I had been able to act like everything might be okay—because I had realized that maybe everything would be.

      I slid out onto the beach and down towards the cave. The tide was out, and I crept inside with a cavalier regard for the suicidal vigor it would require to go spelunking at night. But love had a way of making you suicidal from time to time.

      I walked through the cave—over the formations, up the shelf, through the domed room, down a corridor, and into a wide area of many pools—until I reached the teal-colored, luminescent cavern of the Oracle.

      As soon as I entered the room, the top of her head appeared in a puddle, creating a halo of bioluminescent ripples. She emerged and spread her spindly arms across the cavern floor as if lounging in a hot tub; partially submerged in the puddle, she was nude and golden. Small breasts. Long fingers. No eyes.

      I knew you’d come, she cooed directly into my brain. Young love has a way of twisting even the brightest minds into pretzels.

      “I need your help,” I blurted. I had lost all traces of a bedside manner after Theon had dumped me here like garbage.

      But do you want it? Even if it hurts?

      “Of course,” I insisted.

      The Oracle laughed in my head, an echoing, maddening sound.

      “Stop!” I cried, pinning my hands to my ears. “Yes, I want your help!”

      Even if I must tell you something you hate to hear? Even if I make your little monkey hands claw at your little monkey ears?

      “Yes,” I hissed.

      Go home, the Oracle purred. Though she had no eyes, her lips spread into a syrupy smile. Forget Theon Aena.

      “That’s not an option for me,” I informed her hotly. “He’s my husband.”

      All short-sighted fools see the error of their ways, sooner or later. Theon is no different. The fire dragons have a very specific need for women, Penelope O’Hara. Let’s not be coy now.

      “What the hell are you trying to tell me?” I demanded, losing my patience.

      The fates sing every song that has ever been sung and will ever be sung, my darling would-be queen. Did you think that your body could escape the thread of their designs? Come closer, Penelope O’Hara, mortal lover of the fool prince. Come closer, and let me touch you.

      I obeyed her, lowering to my knees at her pool, and I shuddered as her clammy fingertips suctioned themselves to my lower abdomen.

      Yes, yes, she cooed inside my head. I’m afraid it is so. Where many women bear flowers which bloom, yours yields infertile sands.

      The words circulated meaninglessly in my head, refusing to settle.

      “What?” I whispered.

      Your eggs are half-count and spoiled, would-be queen. I have told the fool prince all of this before—that he will not find in you what he seeks. But if I must, I will tell you, too. One day, one night, one of you is bound to accept it.

      “Accept that I’m… what? Barren?” One of my hands moved to my abdomen, and the Oracle’s creepy fingers popped off of my skin.

      Accept the law of the stars, the strange creature replied, dipping down into the puddle again. She submerged and vanished, but her voice continued to echo in my head. Accept that the fool prince—your so-called husband—is destined to continue the Aena dynasty. But his children will be born from the womb of the Everwinter ice queen.

      

      
        WHAT’S NEXT?

      

      Dearest Shaddict,

      Here are two awesome new releases for you to mark in your calendar!:

      
        1st Release:

        BEN & RIVER'S STORY CONTINUED!

      

      Ben and River's journey will continue in A Shade of Vampire 22: A Fork of Paths!

      A Fork of Paths releases January 22nd 2016.

      Tap here to pre-order your copy now.

      And here’s a preview of the gorgeous, wintry cover (you may need to turn to the next page for it to be visible):
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        2nd Release:

        THEON & NELL’S STORY CONTINUED!

      

      The FINAL book in Nell and Theon’s trilogy,  A Shade of Dragon 3, releases February 5th 2016!

      Tap here to pre-order your copy now.

      Here’s a preview of the smoking cover (again, you may need to turn to the next page for it to be visible):
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      I will see you very soon!

      Thank you for reading.

      Love,

      Bella xxx

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a personal  reminder as soon as I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (You’ll also be the first to receive news about movies/TV show as well as other exciting projects coming up!)

      P.P.S. Follow The Shade on Instagram and check out some of the beautiful graphics: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi to me on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AShadeOfVampire

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire

      I’d love to hear from you.

  