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    [image: ]
  
 
   
  
 

 Wren 
 
      
 
    Under the steep lines of silver moonlight, deep in the Forest of Shadow and Gloom, stood a pale door with a golden lock shaped like the mouth of a bird. The door sat in a fissure that was half as tall as the mountain it was nested in. It made for an impressive sight, the cut in the mountain as vast a space as that between the minds of two mortal enemies.  
 
    The unbreakable portal blocked my way to the very heart of our world. That was, if the Heart was still where I’d left it. To be honest, any hope I had for finding it was nearly gone—tossed aside aimlessly like the leaves in the wind.  
 
    My hair was knotted together by invisible fingers, an auburn mess of unkempt strands. Quite the opposite of my heartstrings, strained tight to the point of being pulled apart by some very real extremity.  
 
    I had been left here by my father, completely alone, on the wrong side of everything. It was as if I was no longer his cherished daughter, his anointed heir. Once I was his favorite. My father, the hot-blooded and headstrong King of all Spellshallow, could have picked anyone but me. He might have made my brother his heir. According to the majority of the council, he should have.  
 
    Pieter was older, a fierce warrior, and most importantly male. But it was not all these qualities that made him the favored choice amongst the power-hungry council members.  No, Pieter would be the ideal king because he was easy to manipulate. I’d bet the Kingdom itself our ruin would be brought about by the forces who sought to influence it.  
 
    The moon slipped between the clouds—time was fading away. The Prince could not save us. Only the Princess carried the hopes of our world, and yet the Princess had been left here to wait. I wondered at the injustice of it all. Was I doomed to wait for all eternity, raking my nails across this godforsaken door until both my hands were bloody? My screams filled the night until my voice was no weightier than the breeze. 
 
    Still, my father did not return.  
 
    Hours later, my faith had bled out into the stark night. I lay on the earthen floor, dried blood caked under my bruised and broken fingernails and my breath coming in quick gasps—I couldn’t cry anymore. I finally accepted my helplessness. Then I heard the faint click of the birdlike lock. The door swung open. 
 
    Outlined in light, my father stood before me. Usually an intimidating figure, my father seemed suddenly small. Without his fine silks and furs, he stood half-hunched in only his nightclothes. It had been a long night. His shoulders sagged as if they ached under a terrible weight. The King’s straight back looked strangely crooked. Despite the thick brown hair only just flecked with silver at the edges, he seemed lessened by age. 
 
    My father stared at me silently. He was unwilling to speak his mind. One look at his eyes told me everything I needed to know. It was as we had all feared. The Heart of Spellshallow was gone—without it our magic would wither and fade. It must be recovered. His eyes were the lightest of blues, the color of ice on the equinox. They seemed suddenly dulled in resignation. Where had his determination gone? 
 
    “What will we do now, Wren?” 
 
    The King of Spellshallow wasn't one to seek the counsel of anyone—any of his advisers would be the first to tell you that. Still, he wanted to know what I thought. What would we do now? I looked down and at my wrecked hands, wondering if it would be a waste of what little magic I had left to repair them. 
 
    “We must do whatever it takes to find the Heart,” I said. Though I was sure that much we agreed on.  
 
    I gritted my teeth, and braced my naked legs as though I could fight for it here and now. As though it were a rock someone had taken from us, and we could just steal it back like a thief with quick hands. I shivered in my thin white nightgown, but it had nothing to do with the cold. Already I could feel it, the absence of what I’d never been without.  
 
    Humans didn’t have any inherent magic, but human Mages could control magic channeled from another source. In Spellshallow, all magic flowed from the Heart of Rune. An unending source of magic, it looked like a jewel carved from the moon. There were two sides to it, one light and one dark, and it was small enough to clasp in your hands.  I often thought that when the time came and I finally ruled Spellshallow, I'd string up the Heart with silver wire and wear it around my neck—to keep it safe, of course. It would be a talisman, not some gaudy necklace. 
 
    “Let us see what the Scimera can tell us,” my father said. 
 
    We kept the Heart in the mountain, in a cage called the Confine; a vault that opened only to the blood of the land’s ruler. It was guarded by the Scimera, a peacock-sized bird with black feathers that absorbed and consumed any magic that it touched. It didn’t eat food like a normal bird, but rather sustained itself by drawing in magic from the Heart. 
 
    My father beckoned me through the door and we walked the short way to the Confine. There the Scimera challenged us, opening its razor-sharp beak with a shrill call—guarding an empty box.  
 
    I eyed the creature warily, lifting my bloody fingers for it to smell. The only thing that kept it from draining the pitiful reserves of magic I had left was the scent of the bloodline flowing through my veins. With an unsteady hand, my father placed the elongated nail of his small finger against his cheek and traced a bloody line. The Scimera squawked, apparently satisfied as it transformed into swirling black mist as it faded away—invisible once more as it resumed it's now pointless guard duty. 
 
      
 
    It seemed like a lifetime ago, but just the other evening my family had sat down for what might be our last family dinner. Pieter had a litany of complaints, as usual. He criticized everything from the state of the army, down to the weakness of the sauce on his boar shank. The prince spoke of politics which he barely understood, most of his points having been spoon-fed to him by the very nobles who denied the validity of our family's rule.  
 
    I yawned and consulted the long, swirling crack on the dining hall ceiling. How long until the stone collapsed and crushed us along with our meals? I had grown accustomed to letting my mind wander at every family dinner I was forced into, particularly when Pieter was ranting about something. We all sat shuffled to one side of the long, wooden table. My father, my stepmother, Pieter, and our half-brother Liam. I could tell they were tense by the way they clutched their knives as they cut the tender meat.  
 
    We all waited for Pieter to grow tired of the sound of his own voice and storm off—as he so often did, with a few parting words to my father or myself. My brother was drunk again. He threw his wine glass against the far wall to underscore his latest point. A servant scuttled to retrieve it and clean up the mess. We all thought him a fool, but nothing more dangerous than that.  
 
    “Pieter!” My father bellowed. “Show some restraint. Your temper is unbecoming for a prince.” 
 
    I expected Pieter to apologize, instead, he whirled on father, nearly grazing him with his knife.  
 
    “And what does it matter? I have no real power and never will with Wren as your heir.” He pushed his plate away and stalked out of the room. 
 
    My brother Liam cringed. He was still young at the age of eight, sensitive and easily upset. Harsh words made him tear up and he turned to my stepmother for reassurance. She fussed over him too much, made him weak.  
 
    Pieter wasn't the only one who was angry. I’d been angry too. But I simply dug my nails into the palm of my hand, and shut my mouth hard enough to nearly crack my teeth. 
 
    Throwing down his heavy gold cup, my father stood and went after Pieter; not angry, but disappointed. He would never have believed Pieter capable of what he was going to do. Even now, he lacked the capacity to believe any of his children would stoop to such betrayal.  
 
    I should have suspected then that Pieter had been up to something. The only problem was, he was always hatching some scheme or another to advance his failing fortunes. Half of them might have even succeeded, but he had never been good at following through with his plans. It made me wonder if someone else had set it up for him, making sure that he actually finished something for once. Finding out who was really behind what happened next was a problem for another day. There would be nothing left to fight over with no magic in the Kingdom. 
 
    A peculiar feeling tingled down my spine as we started home from the Confine. It felt strange to be walking with my father, alone, outside our gardens. We should be surrounded by guards, and would have been if father hadn't spelled them asleep with a wave of his hand and a few light words. He hadn't wanted any witnesses to see our family's failure—not yet. The entire Kingdom would soon know the truth. The historians would be ruthless in their re-telling if we failed to retrieve the Heart. History would be unkind to us regardless.  
 
    We traveled down the road, as silent as pallbearers. The night grew weary as it aged to dawn and the day was reborn. At last, we reached the fast-flowing river that made up our southern border. Father slowed his stride to let me dip my hands in the icy water. I'd gotten blood all over myself—from elbow to fingertip—ruining my nightgown. The sting of the water felt cleansing, reinvigorating. The river didn’t contain any healing magic, but the coolness felt as good as any balm. 
 
    Father regarded me again, looking as though he wished to speak, but then thought better of it. It was a look that he usually reserved for Pieter. 
 
    You could see the tallest spire of the keep from the river bank. Giant fires on the wall lit up the night sky and the surrounding grounds. It stuck out from the rolling green hills like a black stove pipe. The crest of our family rippled slowly on a flag flying from the tip. I wondered if it would still be there by the next sunrise. 
 
    The edge of the world cracked in front of us, forcing the creamy bricks of the castle into a clear haze. Then for a moment, everything was golden. Every blade of grass, each wheat stem, anything the eye touched blazed with gold as the sun rose. I blinked and a shade of red fell over my golden world. A red dawn. That's when I realized the fate that awaited us. 
 
    Father's steps grew hurried. With my shorter legs I stumbled, struggling to keep up. What if the wall guard challenged us? How could we tell them the truth? They'd demand our blood. Pieter's blood. Maybe they'd settle for Father’s, or mine.  
 
    The servant's gate stood open as we'd left it. Rust and wrought iron, not as sturdy as the cage we'd come from—I pulled the fraying rope to raise it for our passing. A guard was lying unconscious on the ground, ensorcelled into a deep sleep at his post. He'd likely be whipped for it later, but we couldn't risk waking him. The spell would wear thin on its own, even faster than usual without the Heart. Our well of magic was growing shallow. My arms ached as the gate clanked into place, metal on metal, and Father locked it quickly behind us. We hurried up the steps, moving unchallenged through the inner wall. 
 
    “Where have you two been?” Stepmother’s biting tongue greeted us as we passed through the castle door.  
 
    I swear her siren call made the walls themselves nearly splinter. An onslaught of questions fell so fiercely, my father had to sit down to weather the storm. She hadn't noticed how tired he seemed, how much older—she never noticed much other than herself.  
 
    Liam came down the stairs leading to his room. Seeing us standing outside, he padded forward with an inquisitive look. The boy’s brown hair was a rat’s nest and his eyes held the confusion of sleep. In his arms he clutched a stuffed bear with buttons for eyes. It had an ear missing, a mishap involving a pair of shears and an overactive imagination. I loved Liam more than anything else in this world. I still had hope that Liam would one day grow out of his caution and become a warrior. It wasn't his fault that his mother was an overindulgent shrew. Just like it wasn't my fault my mother was dead. At least, that was what I told myself.  
 
    Pieter was another story altogether. Despite having the same parents, we were as different as the forests and the fields. 
 
    “What do you mean it’s gone?” my stepmother demanded as my father broke the truth to her, “Why aren’t you out looking for it?” 
 
    My father shook his head.  
 
    “Well, send out a search party or something! Or are you just going to sit there doing nothing?” 
 
    We knew that the Heart of Rune was no longer in Spellshallow, we could feel it in our bones. Liam placed his bear on the ground and struggled in vain to make it dance as he had a hundred times before. The bear refused to move and Liam frowned. 
 
    Someone would have to go after it, and after Pieter, but that was just another stone in our growing mountain of problems. Our magic wouldn't last to the border crossing, it was bleeding out with every breath.  
 
    “Can we find another source of magic?” I asked. 
 
    “Perhaps,” King Henry replied, “but not soon enough to make a difference. Nothing can ever replace the Heart. We were born into its power.”  
 
    If something were going to happen, it would have to be soon. The longer we waited, the less likely we would ever find the Heart. I could guess what would come next. Without our magic, whoever had put Pieter up to this would be planning to overthrow the Royal family. It could have already begun.  
 
    “Wren,” Liam asked me, “Pieter didn't really...” Tears leaked out of Liam's eyes. A drop or two at a time, tumbling down freckled cheeks. How could I tell him what our brother had done?  
 
    I walked over and folded him into a hug. “It’ll be okay, Liam. I’ll fix this.” 
 
    I'd lost a few tears of my own before my stepmother snatched him out of my arms.  
 
    “I told you that boy was no good,” my stepmother hissed. She thought Pieter a parasite on the family. I didn't rank much higher in her book. Cut from the same cloth, identical in all faults and bad spots. She had only ever tolerated me, for my father's sake. I barely managed to return her the same courtesy.  
 
    “Inside,” she ordered. 
 
    The staff was waking and the day wouldn't wait.  I let her and Liam rush ahead of me. Staying back, I caught my father's arm. Looping my hand through his elbow as I had done so many times before, I whispered in his ear. “Who will you send after Pieter?”  
 
    My father inhaled, hot and sharp. 
 
    “I should send a team of hunters,” he said. 
 
    His voice had a faraway sound to it as he leaned down, as if to tell me a secret. 
 
    “He’ll expect that,” I said. “Send me instead.” 
 
    It had to be me. The King must stay behind to quell whatever hysteria was sure to rise with the sun. I had no patience for the men on the council, and though my father swore it would come with age, it was clearly at one I hadn't yet reached. I'd never raised the courage to tell him I'd just as soon disband the group of old blowhards. I would never say that to him. No, my father had known heartbreak, and ever since I'd done my best to shield him from more.   
 
    The same could not be said for Pieter. 
 
    “Could you do it?” he asked. “If it was needed, could it be by your hand?” 
 
    He meant could I kill Pieter. If my father did send the hunters, they would carry out his orders, but they would wonder why. If they were all still loyal. Whoever had gotten to Pieter might have gotten to them too.  
 
    I thought about the way we had played together as children. As a boy, Pieter had taken the idea of protecting his sister seriously. He had rescued me from invading bloodthirsty hordes and rampaging dragons hundreds of times. I still remembered the sound of his laugh as we fought back to back with sticks as our honor blades. Since then, Pieter and I had grown farther and farther apart. He had stopped seeing me as an ally and instead as a competitor.  
 
    In the winter when I was six and he was eleven, an endless blizzard had snowed us in for months. The darkness and cold had been too much for my mother. She had died from a strange sickness, but I always thought it was from going too long without seeing the sun.  
 
    Pieter had taken it hard and became a different person after that. Afraid to seem weak, he hid the grief and turned to drink and gambling along with the constant pursuit of pleasure—anything to keep his mind distracted. I had changed from that day forward as well—grown harder. 
 
    Could I take my brother’s life? 
 
    I would do what I must. Meeting my father’s eyes, I nodded. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Father asked with a cracked voice. “This is not an easy thing.” He was telling me that he would not have the strength to do it, without the words, without meeting my eyes. 
 
    If my father had one flaw as a ruler, it was us, his children. As his offspring, we each failed daily to live up to that kind of unconditional love. Even though I tried to be the perfect daughter and cherished him, I too had a defiant streak. Methodically refusing to marry every eligible son in the Kingdom, I could see the disappointment growing behind his kind eyes. I didn't care. Being married at eighteen was the furthest thing from my mind. Why would anyone want to become another person’s property and a slave to their whims? Maybe someday I would accept that fate, but I wanted to live first.  Only father understood, and while he didn’t agree with it, at least he didn’t think me insane for saying as much.  
 
    “I leave it to you, then, because I must. Take two of my personal guard with you.” My King nodded solemnly and folded an order sealed with shiny red wax, pressing into it the gold crest from his ring. He placed it in my hand as we passed the throne room. So, he had not been completely unprepared.   
 
    Liam and his mother were nowhere to be seen, I suppose they'd be on the next carriage out of the castle, to ride out the coming storm on the shores of some faraway luxury refuge. 
 
    “You must depart immediately,” my father implored me. “You should take Layla as well.”   
 
    Layla was my favorite bitch, an Afghan hound that could track half a whiff of boiled leather the whole way to hell. Like many in our household, she was imbued with magic. That, I guessed, was precisely what my father had in mind.  
 
    I stood on my tiptoes to kiss him on his uncut cheek and sprinted up the stairs. My breath came faster as I reached the top. Would this be the last time I ever climbed these steps? The chambers of the princess were a thing to behold. My mother had spent a fortune decorating it in celebration of my birth. She'd done her duty and provided a son for my father. Once that was out of the way, she decided she wanted a daughter of her own. It had worked out perfectly, and for a while, everyone had been happy. How I wished she’d lived. I could use her counsel now.  
 
    The door to my room was a polished wooden archway, worn at the edges where I'd kicked it open with my leather riding boots again and again. The carelessness of my youth had smoothed it out like sandpaper, making the border many shades lighter than the dark center.  
 
    Inside, my room was exactly as mother had left it. I tried to remember the nights spent reading behind the fire and the days spent singing and dancing. Lilac and lavender—it still smelled like her.  
 
    My bed was cherrywood with four-posters rising like the towers of a castle. Strewn between them were a pile of purple covers and pillows. There were drawers, and even a small shrine in the corner of the room erected in her memory.  
 
    Running to my closet, I plucked out my traveling cloak first. I had no clue where I'd go. I couldn't speculate on the weather and a foretelling would suck out the rest of my remaining magic.  
 
    I owned a thousand purses and pouches, and none of them seemed the right one. The men of the Kingdom believed I always needed more leather satchels. What do you get the Princess who has everything? Finally, on the furthest back shelf, I found it. A bag with a smooth leather strap in the shape of a soggy triangle. This was no ordinary bag. It could hold half the Treasury inside its cavernous recesses, if my shoulder could only carry the weight.  
 
    I shoved in two sets of rough clothing that could weather most elements, then a short knife with a green-jeweled handle, a bit of tightly wound cord, and my pocketbook—which now contained more money than I'd ever needed before. This was the first time I’d ever worried about money.  
 
    With hurried hands, I brushed back my hair, plaiting it with trembling fingers. I tried to coax them into stillness, but it was my heart that wouldn't listen. When my hair was as tamed as it was going to get, I added the golden-toothed brush my mother had given me to my bag. Lastly, I tossed in a worn flintstone, and three tiny flasks. How I wished, at that moment, I hadn't been so terrible when it came to potions. Their magic would not fade, they would not be rendered useless, and yet I had no time to find more. 
 
    There was a building noise rising from the square. I crossed the room to the other side and peered out the window. I slid one lilac curtain a hair away from the glass panel hiding behind it. Angry morning light bisected everything in my room. The market was beginning to stir and a large crowd had formed in the square. Men and women stood in groups, shoulders touching, necks bending, all spinning rumors. I wondered how many of them were close to the truth, but I wasn’t going to wait to find out.  
 
    The sound of so many voices joining together at once grew into a blaring wave of sound louder than a yell and more terrifying. The city had awoken, and the people would demand answers we weren't prepared to give.  While suspicions spread, I flew down the hall and into the servant's passages. I took the uneven stone steps two at a time and thankfully encountered no one.  
 
    Typically, this passage would be filled with a flurry of cooks and servers from the kitchen, but the place was still, the stoves unlit and cold. I suppose they were all in the square. I made it all the way out the back door before being caught. A tall man dressed in riding leathers was waiting for me in the shadows. It was as if he’d known I’d pass by this way. A long cloak was flung over the crook of his arm, the reins of two horses in the other. I could tell who it was by the smell of sandalwood oil in his hair. 
 
    “Thackery,” I said, my throat drying already. “I don’t have time for this,” I sighed, reaching out for the reins inscribed with a silver W.  
 
    Thackery lifted them above my head and out of my reach, his hollow cheeks puckered with smugness. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” he said, “King Henry said you would need me.” 
 
    Damn, he’d dragged my father into it. I suppose that meant there was no getting away from him now. Thackery was my father’s favorite guard and the son of a councilman. He was just two years older than I was. Quick-witted, Thackery also had a biting tongue and a mane of blonde curls that wrapped around his head like a crown. He was the farthest thing from royalty—that was what had originally attracted me to him, along with his shining brown eyes. 
 
    That crush had faded quickly. He was my ex-boyfriend—sort of. At the time he had seemed more tolerable than any of the suitors that had been arranged for me. With strong arms and a nice-looking chin, he was a free-thinker like myself. So much so, he hardly ever agreed with anything I said. I knew he wasn’t going to start now, but there was no point trying to argue with him where other people could catch us.  
 
    I pushed past him and out toward the stables, whistling for Layla. We should leave before the other guard found us. One guard was better than two. I let Thackery lead the horses outside and saddle them. He had brought my favorite horse for me, a fourteen-hands-high chestnut Andalusian stallion named Juko. I had spent hours combing the tangles from his flowing mane. The tail was still tied up in a little silk ribbon from our last carefree ride. There was no other horse I would rather rely on.  
 
    “Where is that dog?” I complained. “Layla! Come!” 
 
    She finally appeared, bounding around the corner at the edge of the stables. Her fine, brown-and-white coat was cut short and her tail curled in a ring at the end. It wagged furiously as she greeted me with wet kisses. The dark spots over her eyes and in her long, hairy ears gave her an almost human look. 
 
    I held out a strip of fabric I had cut from Pieter’s favorite doublet and let her sniff it. 
 
    Thackery had chosen a powerful Friesian stallion for himself. The horse was bathed in black, save for a white diamond on the face. He was temperamental and unpredictable—much like his rider. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Thackery demanded, “before the trail turns cold.” 
 
    Layla bounded forward, already on the scent. 
 
    My eyes focused on the back gate. The dawn wasn’t quite as blinding in that direction, but at least it wasn’t as bleak as the future now seemed.   
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 Wren 
 
      
 
    “You're still in your nightgown,” Thackery said, dumbly stating the obvious as if he had just noticed. 
 
    I brushed it off. “I can change on the road.”  
 
    He sat high on top of his taller stallion, looking down on me as I mounted Juko. 
 
    “You're covered in blood,” he added mildly. As though, it was some mundane remark about the weather. 
 
    I glared at him. “I know.” 
 
    Urging our horses forward, we passed through the outer wall, earning a strange stare from the posted guard. I scowled down any challenge he was prepared to offer. Soon we left the castle behind. The tension in my shoulders lessened as the sounds of the crowd’s shouts faded in the wind. That didn't mean I could get them out of my head. 
 
    Layla ranged ahead, staying in sight, occasionally pausing while waiting for us to catch up.  
 
    Thackery cleared his throat. “Maybe you should wash off in the river?” 
 
    I thought back to the many times he had returned hot-blooded from a hunt, looking for a kiss and whatever else I was willing to offer. Each time, I had ordered him to bathe before so-much-as letting him lay a finger on me, let alone put those strong arms around me. In our admittedly brief relationship, he had always come back to me covered in green leaves or dark soil—and bruised. Thackery loved a good adventure, the kind that caused a rainbow of small bruises. The source of the adventure didn’t really matter, whether it was his, one of his father’s, or anyone else's. He had cared more about them than country, self—and he had certainly loved them more than me.  
 
    I guess that's why I decided to finally put an end to it. It was one thing to be second behind the Kingdom—most things were—but I wouldn't stand for being third place. That made me sound a bit spoiled, but I merely understood who I was and what I wanted. I liked to think I kept my privilege relatively in check—not that I was humble.  
 
    I tried to be as reasonable as possible, except for when it came to courting, and fortunately, I didn't do that anymore. A long line of spurned suitors had earned me something of a reputation as a cold-hearted bitch. If that was what the men thought of me, at least they knew to stay well away. My father had always told me that I was a princess, and a princess didn’t have to settle for just any man.  
 
    Thackery had never bothered to learn that last lesson despite my best efforts. His eyes raked across my thinly clothed frame in barely-concealed admiration. I almost said the words, the cryptic incantation that would keep my blood from rising and prevent my cheeks from burning in a rose-colored blush.  
 
    There once was a woman white as snow… my lips had started to move, but I’d swallowed the sound and clenched my jaw tightly shut. I surrendered to the color as it crept up my cheeks and neck, as I tried all the harder to simply ignore his wandering eyes. Thackery could come along with me on this journey. His skills might even prove useful. There was no use wasting the energy trying to stop him, but that didn’t mean I had to make things easy for him.  
 
    I leaned over in the saddle and punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Ow!” he rubbed his arm. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Keep your eyes on the road,” I said in a serious tone. “There’s no telling who we might come across.” 
 
    From that moment on, Thackery’s eyes had little time to look at me and instead darted around us in a constant search for danger. I could always count on his protective instinct. 
 
    The road began to narrow as we rode further and further from home. The light dust of the King’s Road turned to reddish mud beneath the horse’s hooves as we crossed north into the countryside. We passed an open field where my mother and I used to have picnic lunches and drink tea with all sorts of magical creatures.  
 
    Layla cut into the field, avoiding some standing water on the road. I skirted the long white fence bordering it, avoiding a brackish puddle that had pooled across the path. The next field of rye seemed limp and sickly. I wondered if the river had overflowed in the recent rains, rising past the banks and drowning the crops. Would there be enough food for my people to make it through the winter? 
 
    There was a well nearby that I used to visit whenever I could. I had cast a dozen small coins down its throat over the years, asking for some foolish wish or another. None of them had ever come true. I wondered if the well had gone bad as well. There was more swamp than dry ground ahead as we pushed on. Thackery trailed behind me, a silent frown set on his face.  
 
    The next hour passed in silence until he finally pulled up next to me. “It’ll only get colder as we move up into the mountains. You should change into something warmer.”  
 
    He was right. I should have, but it came out of his stupid plump lips like more of a command than a suggestion. I stubbornly dug my knees into Juko’s sides to press him further along.  
 
    Thackery grabbed for my reins and moved to cut me off. “We might not have time later to stop.” 
 
     “You want me to change here? Among the haystacks?” I shouted. 
 
    I bet he’d love that.  
 
    “We’re are on the brink of war,” I reminded him. “I can’t afford to waste time because of a little cold weather!” 
 
    My anger rose high enough to drive me out of the saddle. I pressed my feet harder into the stirrups and leaned over, as though I could push his horse out of the way.  
 
    Layla sensed my distress and bounded back, growling low in her throat at Thackery. 
 
    “Sit girl,” I said. She obeyed, watching Thackery closely. 
 
    “Don’t be like this, Wren,” Thackery said. 
 
    I moved Juko to the side and went around him. 
 
    “Don’t be like what?” I asked him over my shoulder. 
 
    “Are we seriously talking about this now? I know you, remember? Or at least, I used to. Everything always has to be so extreme with you—all or nothing.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. My stepmother hated when I did that, it “wasn’t befitting a proper lady”, but there wasn’t anyone around for me to pretend for. 
 
    “Wren, I am about to rip that flimsy thing off you,” Thackery growled.  
 
    Though I’d deny it for the rest of my life, his words kindled a ball of heat that flared in my middle before flashing to my cheeks. I knew he still wanted me, but I hadn’t expected him to be so forward about it. I should have known better. Thackery was forward about everything.  
 
    “You would, wouldn't you!” I yelled, wishing I had a riding crop to strike him across the face with. 
 
    “If it’ll get you to put on some warmer clothes!” Thackery's voice bellowed. 
 
    I paused at that. 
 
    “We’re about to enter the Western Wood, Wren, do you know what that means?” He scowled. 
 
    No one knew everything that was in the Woods, but I did know there were a lot of things that I wouldn’t want to meet on even the sunniest of days. Running into one of the rarely seen monsters that lurked in the wood’s depths would make what clothes I had on, or what weapons I carried irrelevant. 
 
    “There are creatures that can track even the smallest drop of blood, Wren. You have it smeared over yourself like war-paint.” 
 
    I let the reins go slack. We were at the very edge of the last field in Spellshallow proper. The ground had been mowed to stubble. Pools of water gathered in them like little lakes. Neat rows flowed into cutting rivers. This was the point of no return. I looked down at the re-opened wounds on my hands.  
 
    Damn, I hated it when Thackery was right. 
 
    Dismounting, my horse stood patiently as I rummaged in the saddlebags for something to change into.  
 
    Thackery dropped back until he was again a few yards behind me. I checked to make sure he wasn’t looking—that he wasn’t too close. It always unnerved me when someone got too close.  
 
    There was a hog pen just out of reach from the tree line. Made from roughly lashed together logs, the rickety wire gate stood open. The farmer must have taken his animals elsewhere. In the corner of the pen was a small, pale-yellow haystack, half used up. Grabbing my clothes, I approached and ducked behind it to change. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” I commanded. 
 
    “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before, Wren. Honestly, you make it sound like you’ll cut my head off.” Thackery sighed, but he slowly moved his horse over to mine and held the reins. I saw him look away before crackling yellow blocked him from my sight.  
 
    “Don’t think I wouldn’t,” I mumbled, knowing well he wouldn't be able to hear me.  
 
    I shrugged off the thin fabric covering my shoulders, exposing my bare back to the naked wind. Layla began barking, probably worried that she couldn’t see me. 
 
    “Wren,” Thackery hissed, and at first, I thought he had snuck back for a peek after all.  
 
    “Wren!” he said again, with a tone of warning in his voice. Layla was still barking. 
 
    Something was wrong. I poked my head around the side of the haystack, and immediately wished I hadn't. Standing next to my empty saddle was Thackery's father, Lord Barkus, and a whole team of his men. All were holding rough-handled axes or short swords drawn from their scabbards. The Lord was a large man, with giant hands calloused from battle, a thick neck from long years of wearing heavy armor, and a graying mustache—wilting somewhat from the stress of managing his numerous lands and holdings.  
 
    Lord Barkus was the second most powerful man in the kingdom. Wealthy beyond measure, he indulged too much in both women and wine, and the excess was beginning to show in his girth. Draped in expensive riding leathers and a shimmering cape, Thackery’s father wore a dangerous smile on his face. 
 
    Thackery hadn't dismounted from his horse. His eyes were locked on his father’s in a contest of wills and suppressed rage. They looked like they wanted to wrestle one another in the mud. 
 
    I pulled a forest-green tunic over my head, warm despite the fact it was too short and exposed part of my midriff. The guards turned threateningly in my direction as I slid back out into the morning, my bloody nightgown clutched tightly in my fist. My skin prickled as a group of eyes roved over me. There were five men with Lord Barkus, not one I could recall by name. They looked like hard men accustomed to doing what was needed and not asking questions. Not a good sign. Three of them held their horses, while the other two spread out to flank Thackery and me. 
 
    If Lord Barkus had discarded his chance to seize even more power and follow us personally, it meant he knew the truth and what was really at stake. 
 
    “Layla, come!” I called. She ran over and positioned herself protectively in front of me. 
 
    “Princess,” Lord Barkus leered.  
 
    He spent much of his time undressing women with his eyes, even when he wasn’t distracted dispensing harsh punishments. I stared at the man’s bulbous nose and the greedy pinpricks he had for eyes.  
 
    Thackery must have taken after his mother's side of the family. He had many awful qualities, but his looks weren’t one of them.   
 
    “Lord Barkus,” I said, dipping my head slightly. My lips smiled curtly, but my teeth may as well have been dipped in poison. I didn't know what to do with my feet. I couldn't take another step forward. The gaze of so many men kept my back up like an invisible wall, magic or not. I crossed my arms over my chest, now draped in a green tunic. I didn't look much like a princess today, but I'm sure no one cared.  
 
    “I always thought my son would take you for a tumble in the haystacks,” he said, fingers twitching toward something metal around his belt. Whatever it was, he had it mostly concealed beneath a thick brown cloak. The edges of the fabric were covered in a layer of dust I couldn't believe someone as proper as he would tolerate.  
 
    “Though, I thought you'd both have sense enough not to be going at it with circumstances are quite so dire.” 
 
    Lord Barkus knew damn well that I'd broken up with his stupid son, he'd complained about it for weeks. I balled up my other fist, and the men around the Lord seemed to tense. Not so sturdy, these hired men, though I suppose you'd take any muscle you could get if you were a treasonous bastard like Lord Barkus. How much damage could one woman without magic inflict? I could summon some now, but then it'd all be gone. I'd have nothing left but the emptiness of where it should be.  
 
    “Father,” Thackery implored him, trying a change in tactics. Maybe he'd finally realized he'd get more bees with honey than asshattery.  
 
    “We weren't taking a tumble in the hay. Wren was just changing out of her nightclothes.” 
 
    “Ah,” Lord Barkus said, swinging his arms out like he was up for a game of Cards at The Club, “Just out of bed then,” he remarked. 
 
    As though I'd just left my bedsheets—where he was no doubt envisioning me with his son—gross. Lord Barkus' coat swung back in his excitement, and I caught sight of the device that was dangling from one belt loop. 
 
    They were shackles—the kind that resisted magic. 
 
    “I dare say, the King's children have been such a disappointment. What with your swine of a brother stealing our Heart, peddling it to some half-blood collector like it was nothing more than a shiny bauble.”  
 
    My eyes shot to Thackery's against my will. My father taught me never to show surprise, but the truth was I was abysmal at it. I was relieved to see that Thackery hadn't known either. 
 
    The Lord delighted in my ignorance, but as he stepped closer to me, I moved back. 
 
    “Is that what you're here for?” I asked him, trying to push calmness into my voice. “To catch my brother?”  
 
    If that was their purpose, perhaps I had misread the situation, there might still be hope that we could end up on the same side. As if there were only two.  
 
    A bead of sweat trickled down my hay roughed skin.  
 
    “Not entirely, not yet at least,” Lord Barkus said.  
 
    He'd pulled the shackles off his belt. I breathed out slowly. 
 
    “Don't do this father, if you want Wren back in Woodhaven, I'm sure she'd be willing to travel there with me,” Thackery said, his voice a sweetly thick balm. There was no chance of that happening in a hundred lifetimes, but his eyes said ‘trust me’.  
 
    I had no friends here, not even him, but I hadn't any other options either.  
 
    “Very well,” I said softly. I counseled my face into a tranquil stone. Pale, unmovable. “I'll go with Thackery,” I concluded.  
 
    He kicked his horse over to my side and held out the reins of my horse for me. I wanted to reach for my horse instead. Thackery’s face was as steady as his hand. I took it and helped pull me into the saddle 
 
    Hard eyes watched our every move—that was when things went wrong.  
 
    Thackery yanked his reins hard and his horse reared back. The Friesian spun and kicked and the men closest to us sprang back. I realized that was precisely what Thackery had in mind.  
 
    I dug my heels into Juko’s side and the Andalusian lurched forward.  
 
    “Stop her!” bellowed Lord Barkus.  
 
    One of the men grabbed for my reins, but Layla attacked him, growling and sinking her teeth deep into his arm. The man howled and two others rushed to his aid, giving me time to escape.  
 
    “Layla!” I yelled. But the dog was suddenly fighting for her life, dodging a swipe with a sword and leaping out of the way of a mistimed kick. Throwing my hair out of my face I looked back, pleading for her to follow. She yelped as she took a cut to her front paw. Those dark eyes met mine and I knew she was sacrificing herself so I could get away. 
 
    “Layla, no!” I screamed, turning my horse back around. 
 
    Then Thackery was at my side, his horse blocking the turn as he smacked Juko’s backside. “Don’t let it be for nothing!” 
 
    He was right. We couldn’t go back. Tears sprung to my eyes as I watched my faithful pups’ final moments. One of the soldiers raised his axe high and I looked away. 
 
    “Thackery!” His father’s call made him flinch, but Thackery did not slow.  
 
    Lord Barkus’ men were soon scrambling after us, but Layla had given us the distance we needed. Their slower horses soon fell behind. With no immediate danger of them catching us, I pressed myself against the chestnut neck of Juko and cried harder than I ever had before.  
 
    Our horses’ pace slowed from a gallop to a trot.  Eventually my eyes dried and my breathing slowed, lulled by the steady rhythm. I felt like I was floating in a dream as we closed in on the Western Wood. I knew it was nothing but worry and shadow, but the sight of the trees before me seemed to blot out the sun. It was like an ink spot that was eating up the page ahead of me—drop by drop—until only a dark, all-enveloping blackness remained.  
 
    I expected it to be wet, and it was. Humidity hung in the air from the very first branch of the woods. Fog flooded the ground shortly after. The forest floor muted the sound of both sets of hoofs. If anything, the moss-covered ground would make it even harder to track us. We snaked through the clearing and around a cluster of oaks and pines that provided some cover. 
 
    “Whoa,” Thackery shouted. 
 
    His horse and mine both obeyed in an instant. “Who are you talking to?” I asked bitterly, “The horse or me?” 
 
    I was winded, shallow lunged as if I’d run away using my own two feet. My legs ached, but so did everything else. 
 
    “The horse, of course—a far better listener than you.” Thackery’s voice was tight, sharper than usual as his clear eyes darted around us. The damp earth masked our passage, but it would also hide the approach of anything hunting us.  
 
    Thackery slid off his horse and before I knew what was happening, pulled me off Juko. At first I wanted to slap him. Instead I folded into his arms and started crying all over again. The loss of Layla was devastating. 
 
    We stayed that way for a long time, Thackery stroking my hair and murmuring about she had been a ‘brave hound’. 
 
    Finally, I gently pushed him away. “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    I’d never lingered long in the Western Woods. The only ones who did were bandits, thieves, and castaways—those who had abandoned or been banished from their homes. If there were people anywhere near here, they weren’t the sorts I’d want to meet.  
 
    “You should get some rest. With all that’s happened…” he trailed off. “You’re not as strong with your magic is running out.”  
 
    Thackery began digging through his saddlebag. “It was leaking out of you, strengthening the horse's legs and giving them speed as we made our escape.”  
 
    I hadn’t even noticed. 
 
    “You need a restorative,” he said, fishing out a small blue potion bottle. “It can’t bring your magic back, but it should hedge any further loss.” 
 
    Of course, I’d waste magic without meaning, without knowing.  
 
    The potion was wrapped in purple fabric, no taller than my thumb and in the shape of a flower I didn’t recognize. Holding the bottle by its thin neck he reached out, wanting me to take it. 
 
    My hand stretched to take it, but I hesitated.  
 
    “I shouldn’t,” I said, “you should keep it. What if you need it later and you’ve wasted it on me?” 
 
    Did I really just say that? I suppose I was grateful that he had helped save me. 
 
    “Take it. You’re no good to anyone like this.” Thackery placed the bottle in the very center of my palm. The swirling sea inside reminded me of the ocean.  
 
    I uncorked it with a pop and swallowed it down in half a gulp. I felt all my exhaustion drip away. It felt like coming to the fire to get warm, throat first. All my edges seemed to tingle. Thackery guided me over to a soft-looking clump of grass and spread out a bedroll. Sleep came over me faster than an extinguished flame, and I fell down and down into a dreamless slumber.  
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 Wren  
 
      
 
    Green lay beneath me, wet grass clinging to my no longer fresh clothing. Thackery's face was too close to mine. His breath hit my cheeks in short hot puffs. 
 
    “Get out of my face,” I said, swatting him away. 
 
    My arm felt light, but whatever haze had enveloped me would not let go. 
 
    “What was in that?” I asked. 
 
    “In what?” Thackery mumbled, his groggy eyes shrinking to slits before suddenly opening wide.  
 
    “Wren, I could’ve lost you back there.” His voice didn't sound like it should.  
 
    But he had lost me long ago. 
 
    He didn't say anything else, just helped me remove the course horse blanket covering me. He pulled me to my feet. 
 
    “I thought you still had enough magic left.” He looked down at the ground. “Potions can be hard on the magic-less.”  
 
    The words sank down to my stomach like a rock. 
 
    Magicless. 
 
    “I was careless,” Thackery admitted. “Forgive me.”  
 
    “You didn't know, I didn’t...” It was too late now. 
 
    “My brother,” I breathed out. 
 
    “Long gone, I'm sure.” Thackery pounded his fist into a dirty hand. “I'm sorry, but we have to move.”  
 
    I meant to brush him off, to tell him I wasn't as weak as my head made me feel. My arms and legs felt fine, it was my thoughts that seemed foggy. 
 
    Thackery practically tossed me over his shoulder and dragged me toward the horses like a bushel sack of oats. 
 
    “Stop!” I shrieked. I was never the kind of girl to allow anyone to manhandle her—not yesterday before my old life had ended, and not now. 
 
    “You stop,” Thackery barked. “My father’s men will have caught up to us by now. There are soldiers in these woods, murderers looking for you right now. I'm sure your pride will eventually get you killed, but it damn well isn't going to be today.” 
 
    A long-forgotten conversation drifted back to me on a light breeze of memory, but I couldn't quite grasp it. Then I was on Juko's warm back, the reins thrust in my sweaty palm. Thackery tossed his legs over his own horse. 
 
    “Follow me,” he ordered, “and for the love of magic stay silent.” 
 
    Though my mouth stayed closed, a pounding sound like war drums filled my muddled head. Every breath, every snap, every startled bird that took flight in our wake, echoed like a shout I was sure would give away our position. Twice I started talking to myself, and twice Thackery shushed me. We cut across two or three game trails and finally emerged onto the main road. After listening for several minutes, Thackery gave the signal for us to move quickly. We ran the horses for ten minutes and then slowed them to a walk. 
 
    “We seem to have avoided them,” Thackery said with a smile. “It’s probably safe to talk.” 
 
    Finally, something to drown out my thoughts. 
 
    “The light is so bright here,” I said. The sunlight seemed strangely vibrant and the shadows danced in an odd way at the edges of the road.  
 
    “The sky is mournful,” Thackery said, “but the sunrise offers hope.”  
 
    I couldn't read Thackery’s face, but I was sure that his blue eyes were focused on the road ahead.  
 
    Something was in front of us blocking the road. A dead tree—no, the branches weren't wilted, but seemed somehow unnatural. It looked like it had been charred by fire. The leafless ends had braided themselves together. Someone had tried to burn their way past the fallen vegetation, and clearly, they had been unsuccessful... 
 
    “Go around it?” I asked, but it came out as a stunted, unsure question. 
 
    “Maybe we’d better,” Thackery said.  
 
    I couldn't see an end to the trees on either side. At least we were alone. 
 
    Tiny pinpricks on the back of my neck caused me to turn my head. I was mistaken.  
 
    “Thackery,” I hissed.  
 
    “Wren, I’m trying to decide the best way around.” 
 
    “Thackery behind us!” 
 
    The way we had come had changed, the wood growing closer together until it tightened into a black knot. I caught movement to our side. The trees were growing. The branches and roots rushed together to form a living wall. In moments we were encased in a wooden tomb barely wide enough for two.   
 
    My lungs felt like they were being squeezed together. I looked up hoping to find some space, to take in some air. Crows the color of wet pitch caught the light as they took flight. The once bright daylight was dimming. Opaque bands bled into the sides of the world like watercolor.  
 
    A gasp ripped from my throat, using up the last of my air. I wondered if Thackery had enough magic in reserve to get us out of this. My shoulders shook as gnarled branches snaked their way towards us. The sound of slithering vines cut through the otherwise silent woods.  
 
    “Use your magic,” I rasped, my throat parched and windless. If he didn’t it would mean our death. 
 
    I couldn't breathe, I couldn't move, I couldn't understand why Thackery dismounted from his horse. Then I saw him unraveling something covered in a thick canvas sleeve, tied up with seemingly with endless strings and buckles. 
 
    Then I understood. What he unleashed was something meant to keep hidden at all costs, an object that my father couldn't have known about—something that Thackery's father would have kept for himself.  
 
    It was a long sword. The blade was the color of a river bottom, just missing black. The silver hilt had a braid of jet jewels coiling around the whole thing like a line of dead stars. I suddenly realized what had drawn Lord Barkus after us. This sword was a darkened artifact. A magical item, like the Heart that powered Spellshallow—only instead of releasing magic, artifacts like this sucked it up. Like a black hole whenever it was wielded.  
 
    A sword like this wasn’t inherently evil, they just tended to be used by those who were. With it the wielder could defeat any magic user, stripping them of any magical attack or defense.   
 
    Thackery swung the blade soundlessly through the air before again mounting his horse. The Andalusian sidestepped uneasily as the branches came closer. Repeating his downstroke, Thackery swung the sword again, this time through a thick tree branch. The gnarled wood parted like water.  
 
    I expected the tree branches to thrash about like earthworms ripped in half. They never even hit the ground. Instead, they turned to ash which was sucked into the shadowy blade itself. I chocked back the building bile in my throat. 
 
    “Stay close,” Thackery called over his shoulder, his eyes were still trained on the trees. He hacked his way forward, turning wood to ash and the trees began folding in on themselves. They burned away like paper before us. Sensing their ruin, the trees growing behind us seemed to pause and then retreat. 
 
    “What is that thing?” I asked, squeezing my knees into Juko's side.  
 
    Thackery looked down at the smoking sword in his hand. “Haven't the foggiest, I only stole the infernal thing this morning.”   
 
    Then he was galloping ahead. I struggled to keep pace. I had always thought Thackery too good for thievery. There was a time where I’d have thought the same about myself.  
 
    Seeming to sense my judgment, he turned to scowl at me. “Would you rather I had let us die?”  
 
    Thackery's voice was cold and challenging in a way I'd never heard from him before. I could grow to like this side of him.  
 
    “I see now why he kept it locked up,” Thackery admitted. Magical items were usually passed down in magical families. Too bad he hadn't killed Lord Barkus and taken it as his birthright, then Layla would still be alive.  
 
    “I took it so he couldn’t use it against us.” He frowned at the weapon.  
 
    The trees around us returned to normal. Dismounting again, Thackery wrapped the dark thing back up. Then he covered it in canvas, disguising its shape so it looked more like a lumpy sack of provisions.  
 
    “The fewer who know of its existence, the better,” he said. 
 
    “How ...” I began, thinking through the question again, “how the hell is the whole forest moving?” 
 
    This time when Thackery chuckled, it wasn't quite so fierce.  
 
    “I have no idea, Wren, but we have to keep moving. If someone did this, they might not like us hacking our way through it.”   
 
    I rolled my eyes and began to thank him for saying the obvious when a high-pitched whizzing hit my ears. Something like the buzz of a mosquito but somehow both closer and further away. It seemed to hang in the air forever before slicing through the ends of my hair.  
 
    An arrow embedded into the ground between us, spooking both horses into a gallop. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked over the sound of pounding hoofs as we raced further into the forest.  
 
    “Archers!” yelled Thackery. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to see two bowmen sliding out from the charred mass of trees behind us. They were on foot and weaved quickly in and out of the gnarled branches. Brown leaves and green vines stuck out from the edges of their hair and cloaks. Had they been nearly killed by the forest as well? Did they think we were to blame?  
 
    They launched more arrows our way, but the trees provided cover and we quickly outdistanced them—no man could run as fast as a fleeing horse.  
 
    Ahead of us, the trees grew larger and further apart as the road narrowed. There was more sunlight in the spaces between trunks and I welcomed the happy sight. The daylight was once more the color it should be. My eyes adjusted to it so slowly, I almost missed the places that the shadows were still wrong. Slants against trunks that were too thick or too straight to be nearby trees. An occasional tree had more movement than the wind could possibly move a great oak.  
 
    Something was following us along the tree line. The horses could sense it too. Danger was chasing at our heels, herding us this direction like animals. 
 
    Anger grew in me hot and red, like liquid lava searching for a way out from an earthly prison. It filled the space where my magic should reside, erasing the emptiness, fueling me to an action I hadn't yet decided upon. 
 
    Thackery's horse shied to the left, unsettled by the scent of whatever was running parallel to us, matching our pace from behind the trees. 
 
    “Looks like we're taking the scenic route,” Thackery said, whipping the neck of his Friesian with his reigns. His mount ran faster and Juko jumped to follow without even a command.  
 
    Grass grew stirrup deep between some of the trees, staining our boots and legs green as we danced between them. Wind whipping at our backs, making it hard to hear if we were still being pursued or not. 
 
    I clung tightly to the line Thackery chose for us, though I wasn't completely convinced we weren't going around in circles. The grass seemed to swirl around us like a green whirlpool, making it impossible to tell where we'd been. The ground was uneven under the lush greenery, jolting me in the saddle as I gripped desperately with my legs. 
 
    Thackery pulled his Friesian into a fantastic sweeping arc. I wondered why. There was no enemy ahead of us. Then I realized he'd lost his way. All paths we came across now looked the same. Something was wrong with this forest. I wondered if we would ever find our way out of these woods alive. Each moment spent inside was one where I wasn’t looking for the Heart. Part of me dreaded finding it and facing my brother. For then he'd have to die. 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going?” I called after Thackery. I sounded winded, as though I'd been the one running instead of my horse. There was no place in the entire Western Wood to go.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Thackery said as we slowed the horses to a walk. We seemed to have lost whatever had been chasing us. 
 
    “Are you sure that thing’s not still following us?” I asked, trying to hold my ragged breath and failing spectacularly.  
 
    “I don't think so,” he replied, “of course, I’ve been wrong before.” 
 
    So had I, so I couldn't fault him.  
 
    The path here was sandier, the grains of it were fine grit like white sugar. Small pieces flew into the air as we passed. All of the horses’ legs were covered in it. 
 
    “What is this stuff?” I wondered. 
 
    “You tell me,” Thackery sighed, “didn't your father make you study topography?” 
 
    Of course, I had, but maps and charts paled in comparison to real life. I glanced down at the soil, admiring the pretty way it caught the light—as though it was made of glass. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    I knew exactly where we were headed.  
 
    To Angel Lake, known as the Lake of Glass… 
 
    “Don't try and wipe it off,” Thackery told me, as I'd been about to do just that, “It just cut my hand. We'll have to find a creek and wash it off.” 
 
    A Creek shouldn’t be hard to come by this time of year, they'd still be flowing from the snowmelt in the mountains.  
 
    “I remember there might be a river that feeds into the lake,” I said. Pulling up an image of the map in my mind, I followed the deepest, thickest, lines of blue. One of them crossed a mountain range. I pointed to the ridgeline to the left. 
 
    “That way is too close to the border,” Thackery said flatly. “We wouldn't want to go there.”   
 
    I bit my tongue and listened, but couldn’t hear any flowing water. “We might not have a choice.”  
 
    “There’ll be refugees there, fleeing Spellshallow,” he said through clenched teeth.  
 
    I imagined the people we'd known our entire lives abandoning their homes. They'll come back if I restore the Heart, the voice inside my head soothed me. I hoped it was right. 
 
    “I have another idea,” he said, wrapping that aloof smile around his face like a mask. It didn’t convince me at all. 
 
    I sighed and clenched both fists tighter around the reigns. “Are you really going to make me ask?” The sand was starting to itch.  
 
    “Can’t you just trust me on this?” he replied, which made me immediately not trust him. 
 
    “No,” I said curtly.  
 
    He smiled. “Take a guess.”  
 
    Guess? 
 
    “This isn't a game, Thackery.” I said. It felt more like a funeral. “I’m sick of soldiers, trees, anything trying to kill me.” 
 
    “I know someone who might be able to tell us where Pieter took the Heart.” 
 
    I smacked him. “And you just thought to bring this up now?”  
 
    “You’re not going to like it.” 
 
    I wish I had a knife. “I haven’t liked anything that’s happened since you suggested you come with me.” 
 
    He stayed silent as I fumed behind him. It made no difference. It was only a matter of time before they found us again. 
 
    My jaw dropped as Thackery turned and we headed back into the Western Wood. “You were right, I don’t like this.” 
 
    “We’ll try and skirt the edges, her cottage is on the edge of the woods on the far side.” 
 
    Amazingly, nothing else tried to kill us as we took the long way around to Thackery’s mystery cottage. We even found a small stream to water the horses and fill our waterskins. The woman who opened the blue oaken door wasn’t holding a sword and looked like a middle-aged farmer’s wife. Maybe things were looking up. 
 
    “Thackery, you shouldn’t have come,” the woman frowned and smoothed her blond hair behind her. She wiped her hands on her apron as if she’d been baking. 
 
    “Ana, this is Princess Wren, heir to the throne of Spellshallow. Princess, this is Ana. She’s… an Oracle of sorts. Your husband’s not here?” 
 
    I didn’t miss the mild blush that caught Ana’s cheeks. So, Thackery must’ve had his fortune told a few times by this Oracle. I suppose she was pretty enough. If not older and too hippy. 
 
    “Your Highness.” Ana composed herself and gave me a curtsy. She turned to Thackery, “No, but he’ll be back soon. What do you want?” 
 
    I interrupted. “If you’re an Oracle, surely you must know.” 
 
    Ana folded her arms. “I know all the magic around me is fading and the Princess is wandering the woods. So either you stole the Heart, or you are looking for who did?” 
 
    “Ah, right,” I conceded. “Can you help us?” 
 
    Ana rolled her eyes. A very un-Oracle thing to do if you ask me. “I suppose I can try. Come inside.” 
 
    She stepped aside and escorted us into the most normal-looking cottage I’d ever been in. 
 
    “What’d you expect?” Ana asked, catching my look. “It’s not like I use a crystal ball or something.” 
 
    There were three chairs by the fire and Ana ushered us to them. “Do you have anything that belongs to the one you seek?” 
 
    Rummaging around in my bag, I pulled out the strip of fabric from Pieter’s doublet.  
 
    Thackery seated himself and looked on expectantly. 
 
    “That should do,” Ana said with a nod. Taking the fabric, she seated herself and took out a sewing needle. 
 
    “Are you going to knit me a scarf?” I asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Not quite,” Ana said with a scowl.  
 
    I watched as the Oracle lifted her skirt to expose a leg covered in thin scars. She ran the needle over her leg, pressing hard enough to draw a thin line of blood. Then Ana held the fabric on it, until it was stained with red. Leaning back in the chair, she draped the bloody cloth over her eyes and began to hum.  
 
    I looked at Thackery. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Shh,” Thackery hissed. “You’ll break her concentration.” 
 
    We didn’t have any other options, so I decided to see how this played out. I must have dozed off, because suddenly Ana was tapping me on the shoulder.  
 
    I yawned. “Well, did you find it?” 
 
    All of the humor had drained from Ana’s face. “I’m sorry, you’ll never get it back.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “We have to try, no matter what. Where is it?” 
 
    “He has it,” she replied. “Hashir the Collector.” 
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 Calen
  
 
    The servicewomen hadn't come down yet. It was probably because a fight had broken out between some of the more impatient patrons. I looked over the remains of the noon meal spread across two tables. They flanked both sides of the redwood door that was the only way in or out of the room. The meager fare had been picked clean by a crowd of worthless vagrants, cutthroats, and drunkards—and me, though I suppose I was all three. 
 
    A fistfight was no cause for concern, the local muscle paid to keep things orderly let you have it out so long as you didn't cause any excessive property damage. Most of the furniture was cobbled together from repaired and splintered wood anyways, so even that could get a little fuzzy. 
 
    The alehouse was narrow and long. Crooked steps led up to the second floor where anyone with coin could find a disreputable lady to relieve them of it. A cloudy mirror hung on the back behind a rough bar that looked like it had seen too many knife fights.  
 
    I was a favorite among the female employees of this particular establishment. They doted on my every word and loved to pass on small tidbits of information their customers let drop. Sometimes it even proved useful. 
 
    My silver hair caught the light, and I paused to consider the reflection. A handsome face with a strong jaw looked back—it was difficult not to notice the cheeks were a bit sunken in below the eyes. A hazard, of my newfound liquid diet. Though still blue, my eyes were rimmed with a line of red. That should improve with time. You couldn't make the whole ocean crimson just by spilling a little blood. 
 
    Alcohol was the only thing that seemed to help. Nothing else could silence the bone-deep ache I felt inside. The barkeep placed a glass of amber liquid precisely two fingers from the edge of my left hand. He didn’t interrupt my brooding, silently filling my drink time and time again. I regarded the lanky man casually. His hair had grown longer and Lin had taken to tying it in a knot behind his head. Clean-shaven, with a friendly face that was not unpleasant or overly attractive. An easily forgettable face that blended in perfectly no matter where he was. Lin was a good bartender—surprising, since he was also a master assassin. 
 
    Catching my eye, Lin leaned across the counter, the modest grin not entirely masking a curiosity in his dark eyes I hadn't seen in some time. Not since I'd first come to the House of Glass the year before.  
 
    “Someone’s been asking about you,” Lin murmured under his breath. 
 
    My fingers twitched, the only reaction I gave.  
 
    The House of Glass was less house and more bar and brothel, which meant it had eyes and ears and an agenda that changed as frequently as the wind. 
 
    “Someone?” I asked. 
 
    That was a sticky point with me. Someone, I could handle, it was a special sort of someone that tended to interrupt the carefully crafted routine I had built here. Rolling my shoulders, my eyes ghosted across the others seated at the bar.  
 
    Lin nodded. “A mage, from a noble family. You should have seen the shiny pantaloons and nose pointed in the air. You'd have laughed.” 
 
    A mage was no laughing matter. That was the special sort I tried to avoid. 
 
    “So, this mage, is he going to be a problem?”  I asked Lin. He'd turned his back to me, but I’d said it too loudly. I could feel the ears around me perk up…  
 
    “I think,” Lin said, polishing a glass, “that's very likely.”  
 
    I leaned closer to Lin. “And did this mage say what he wanted?”  
 
    Mages were a nuisance, particularly the more powerful ones. The only thing worse was one born of nobility.  
 
    Lin shook his head as he applied the rag to the hopeless bar top. “Just came to check on a rumor.”  
 
    My life was one big rumor and I did my best to shy away from anyone looking to spread it.  
 
    “You didn't see me,” I said, sliding a few red notes in his direction. 
 
    “I never do,” Lin replied, making the money disappear, “didn’t hear ya neither.” 
 
    Bartenders can be so wise. Or were assassins wise? 
 
    I eyed the man next to me. His boots were caked with mud and he had a dull look in his eyes as he pounded back drink after drink. Hired killer. My eyes bounced to a flash of red by the door. It wasn’t the mage though, it was a girl. Pale as a snowdrift in January with hair the exact shade of a hickory fire.  She looked right at me, with the same expression that everyone has the first time they do. 
 
    “Is that him?” I heard her ask too loudly. The room fell silent.  
 
    She should have thrown a knife in my direction. Then maybe people would have ignored her. 
 
    “That's him,” a voice next to her said. 
 
    I put down my glass. It made a strange hollow clink despite still being partially filled. 
 
    “She’s back,” Lin said, dropping his towel. 
 
    “You never said it was a girl,” I said. So this girl was the mage. 
 
    “You never asked.” Lin retreated to the back under the guise of restocking the bar. 
 
    “Princess,” the drunken man next to me slurred, “What is her kind doing here?” 
 
    A princess mage? 
 
    That was something you didn't see every day, not in this realm anyway. 
 
    A man in the center of the room lurched to his feet. “Princess, is that you?” 
 
    “Markson?” The girl turned with a confused look toward the man. His balding head dipped in shame.  
 
    “Markson, what are you doing here?” she began, “—never mind, where is my brother?” She eyed the room carefully. This was, after all, no place for a lady. 
 
    “Gone miss, I... I left his service.” The haggard-looking soul straightened the strings on his tunic. They were lavender and gold, the colors of a Spellshallow personal guard.  
 
    “I've been with Pieter since he was just a baby miss, I never... I couldn't... but he did a terrible thing, Princess. A most despicable—and still I couldn't...” 
 
    The man began to cry in earnest. It had been a while since I'd let anyone else’s shame touch me. The clear remorse over abandoning his sworn duty was so sharp it made me remember my own. The other patrons made a show of going back to their drinks, while still keeping an ear open. 
 
    “We know that he took the Heart, Markson, no one blames you.” The girl tried to soothe him, but it was an ointment that wouldn't stick. 
 
    “We know everything, Markson,” said a tall man at the princess's side, “including about the Collector.” 
 
    The Collector... Hashir the Collector? That dung-pile of a man... 
 
    The killer at my side unfolded a small crossbow from beneath his shirt. I should have known. Who else would he be here to kill? I rushed to disarm him, but he turned and fired before I had the chance. 
 
    “No,” the Princess cried out as the bolt flew towards her heart. Somehow, Markson was fast enough. The man must have seen the killer take aim and threw himself in front of the Princess.  
 
    The girl hit her knees just as the body fell lifeless in front of her. Must’ve been a magicked poison to work that fast. Poor fool, trying to atone by trading his life for hers. 
 
    I wasn't in the habit of lending a hand, and I hadn't intended to start at that moment, but my life was built on things I never planned to do. Knocking the crossbow from the killer’s hand, I smashed his face with the back of my elbow. He fell back bloodied, but recovered faster than any normal man should have been able to.  
 
    In an instant, a poison-tipped hunting knife was in his hand and streaking towards my throat. I casually ducked under the blade. Grabbing his forearm, I snapped it in half and shoved the man’s own knife into his gut. His eyes met mine in surprise. Recognition of what I was finally dawned there and his face became fearful—then the poison took hold and he saw nothing at all. 
 
    Lin had somehow made his way upstairs and was hollering at someone, but I didn't pause to consider who that might be.  I dashed across the room and paused in front of the broken little girl who knelt by the dead man like a child. Sparing not another glance for her companion, or toward the chaos that was erupting all around me, I reached out my hand to her. My cold fingers, tinged with blue and silver, took her small white hand in mine. For some reason she let me.  
 
    As our skin touched, it ignited a spark that made me feel alive again for the first time since that fateful day. It made me want to spread my wings once more, to run wildly through the forests. At that moment, I realized something. My horn and my cause may be lost, but I would always be a unicorn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5. 
 
    
[image: ]
  
 
   
  
 

 Wren 
 
    We were told all of the unicorns had fled our world, but that was a lie. Their legend was like a ghost story—told while hidden under the sheets. I never expected them to be real. When Thackery told me where we were going and what he thought we'd find there, I didn’t believe him.  
 
    Then that strange boy took me by the hand and led me out to meet my destiny. It was the strongest, softest, gentlest, most beautiful hand I had ever seen. Not exactly what I had expected. If we’d really found a unicorn, then I couldn't help but wonder what other secrets the world was hiding from me.  
 
    I’d often wondered about angels, but I couldn't imagine a creature more perfect than the one holding my hand now. His skin was white, and seemed to hum against mine. Like an exterior of soft down feathers holding back a glacier of black ice—keeping in check immense power.  
 
    I was mesmerized, not paying attention to my feet. Then I tripped. He caught me. Then the boy who wasn't a boy spoke. 
 
    “So Mage,” the unicorn said, with a voice spun from spider's silk and gold, “you've found me.” 
 
    The sound washed over me like a gentle wave, and I saw his lips move as he lifted me into the air, sitting me on the top of an upside-down trough.  
 
    “Hands off!” Thackery's lips snapped like a whip. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Escorting her out before the three other assassins against the wall decide to take their shot.”  
 
    “Three other assassins?” Thackery was dumbfounded. “I could have handled them. No one asked for your help.” 
 
     “I couldn’t resist,” the unicorn said with a grin, “strange, most women find me irresistible.” 
 
    As he said the words, he seemed to come into sharper focus. 
 
    “Wren, are you okay?” Thackery asked. “It must have been a terrible shock.” 
 
    I did feel unusual, but it wasn’t from the shock of seeing a man I’d known since childhood killed in front of me. I felt like I was under some kind of spell, more intense than any I’d ever felt before.  
 
    “It’s probably my aura,” the unicorn said. “It has that effect on the feminine mind.” 
 
    “Can't you... redirect it or something?” Thackery demanded. 
 
    “Once a woman feels it, there’s no way to stop it—well, not in a public place, but you wouldn’t like that option.”  
 
    Thackery raised his fists. “What did you say about the princess?” 
 
    The unicorn smiled. “No offense intended.” 
 
    “This was a terrible idea,” Thackery admitted, lowering his hands. 
 
    “I should say, you came to find a unicorn and brought a shiny virgin with you. To do what? Test the rumors? That’s the kind of thick-headedness likely to start a war.” The unicorn threw both hands into his long silver hair, pulling at it roughly. It was good to see that he was capable of frustration, that he wasn’t perfect.  
 
    I tried not to laugh but found that I already was.  
 
    He dropped his hands to his side and his hair tumbled onto the sides of his face, cloaking the high cheekbones in shadow. Only his eyes stood out from the monochromatic portrait. Blue, but almost white—with a strange red tinge at the edges. It was what the sky looks like at dusk, an inch from a lightning bolt, and with an icy kind of electricity.  
 
    “Do I amuse you?” the unicorn asked in a low voice. 
 
    My life amuses me, I wanted to say, but that would sound stupid. My life was a mess and had ended before it had even begun. It would take a dark and twisted soul to find mirth in that.  
 
    And yet I did.  
 
    “Will I ever stop feeling like this?” My heart was thudding like I had just witnessed an earthquake. 
 
    He glanced sideways at Thackery. “I don't think we'll be spending enough time together for you to get used to the feeling, I'm afraid.” 
 
    That was strange. He'd released my hand, but I could still feel his pulse against my palm. What did he mean we wouldn't be spending enough time together? I wasn’t sure I could get used to this feeling—but I also didn’t want it to end.  
 
    “Maybe we can find someone else to help us,” Thackery said.  
 
    It was in that moment that the embers of anger I'd stoked inside myself reignited. Sparks crawled up my insides, rekindling a fire, trying to choke out everything else. The fog around my mind evaporated.  
 
    “You,” I hissed, pointing at the unicorn. 
 
    “Me?” he asked in a playful tone. Before I could react, he put his hands around my hips and lifted me gently back to the ground. My skin stayed warm where he touched me. 
 
    “Do you have a name, unicorn?” I demanded. 
 
    The boy unicorn recoiled, as though I'd struck him with an open hand and then kissed his bloody lip. I wanted to do both, but at least I'd cleared my thoughts enough to make the distinction between the two. 
 
    I swung my hand to slap him, and he flowed like water around it with an intoxicating chuckle. “That’s new. I usually don’t get slapped until... after.” 
 
     I didn’t have time for this. I barely had time for anything anymore. 
 
    “Well?” I snapped. 
 
    “My name is Calen,” the boy said, his voice soft as a summer breeze. 
 
    It made my very center twist up. 
 
    “What did you do to me?” I accused. 
 
    Calen flipped his bangs from his face. The world lit up as if someone had turned on the sun.  
 
    “Take off this infatuation spell!” I shouted. 
 
    Bids flew from trees as far as a hundred yards from me, and I still didn't try to curb the sound of my voice.   
 
    With the grace of a prima ballerina, Calen threw his head back, but instead of leaping forward with graceful dance moves, he merely laughed.  
 
    “If only I could, but you seem to be fending it off—somehow.” Calen raised a curious eyebrow. “You really have no education on magical beings?” he asked. 
 
    “You mean, apart from mages?” I spouted back. I had read all of the stories of course, but nothing could prepare me for this. He walked on two legs like a man and talked like a man, but he was as far from mankind as soggy green moss was from a tree. 
 
    This time when Calen laughed, it was more frightening.  
 
    “How little you know then,” Calen said. His eyes narrowed to slits. He tilted his head, and the angles of the world seemed to change.  
 
    “Your vanity is showing Princess,” Calen chided, but I couldn't strike back, the horizon still felt off-kilter. “Mages aren't magical beings at all.”  
 
    Thackery made a squawking sound in protest, but Calen silenced him with half a wave of his hand. I couldn't tell if it was mere body language or influence, but whatever put Thackery in his place felt like magic. 
 
    “There's a difference between you and I, even more so between your boyfriend and I,” Calen said, jutting his shoulder to a red-faced Thackery.   
 
    “Four hooves, and a fur coat?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s merely one of my forms,” he replied.  
 
    That was something akin to saying the moon was a form of the sun.  
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” I countered. 
 
    Thackery was fuming. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Calen asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said bluntly. “Let’s stick to the topic at hand, shall we? 
 
     Calen winked and I felt heat flood my neck and chest. “Ah yes, I was explaining mages. Mages are like a ferryboat—picking up magic from somewhere, and depositing it somewhere else.” 
 
    “You’re calling me a boat?” I asked. 
 
    “Exactly. Now a unicorn, that’s more like the water the boat floats on. I, I am like magic water—care to go for a swim?” 
 
    He came two steps closer to me, all his charm from earlier vanished and replaced with animalistic need. It vanished in a second. 
 
    “Learn to recognize the difference,” he told me before walking away. 
 
    I watched his firm backside as Calen headed back the direction we'd come. I was left open-mouth staring after him. 
 
    How dare he. 
 
    “Unicorn!” Thackery bellowed, and it was so very much like his father, I couldn't stop the cringe that sprung from my spine.  
 
    “We have business, and it involves you.” He said with a challenge. 
 
    Calen stopped and spun in an instant, seeming to hover in the air above the ground like a ghost. “I don't dally in the affairs of men. Whatever it is you've heard about me is wrong.” 
 
    He floated forward another step. 
 
    “I heard you'd lost something rather important to you,” Thackery said. 
 
    I hadn't noticed, but he'd unwrapped the darkened artifact. I heard the sound of the canvas sack hitting the dirt and a second later he lifted the dark blade, glowing menacingly in his hand.  
 
    Calen froze, his features drastically altered from how he'd looked only moments before. His jaw seemed to be carved from stone that had weathered centuries.  
 
    “Where did you get that blade, boy?” He demanded of Thackery, not taking his eyes off of it. 
 
    “From the same man who took your horn,” Thackery replied. “Hashir the Collector. He has something else we're looking for. Something important. The blade is yours if you help us get it back from him.” 
 
    “What exactly did he take from you?” Calen asked. 
 
    “Something that we boats need before we run out of magic,” Thackery admitted, already telling Calen more than he should. 
 
    “Oh?” Calen asked, obviously not paying attention. 
 
    “The rune Heart of Spellshallow is gone,” I said. 
 
    Calen’s gaze probing, but his eyes were flashing with possibilities I couldn't keep up. “Why should I care?” 
 
    “It was stolen,” I told Calen. 
 
    “Security always was a bit lax in Spellshallow. That’s what happens when you leave your magical items lying about.” His face fell forward this time, jerking his whole body as he roared with laughter. “The honor system was always destined to fail. I've been alive a good while, and I can tell you with certainty that there's no such thing as a truly honorable man.” 
 
    “You haven’t met everyone,” I mumbled. 
 
    “On the contrary, dear Princess, I have met entirely too many men. And they never cease to amaze me in the absolute worst ways possible. Given your present state, I can't imagine you've met many honorable men either. At least not one you deemed good enough for you.” 
 
    I swallowed, accepting his criticism. “Will you help us?” 
 
    Calen considered, but didn't budge. “Oh dear mage,” Calen said in a mocking tone. “I have accepted my fate. Why should I risk it to help you?” His silver eyelashes crashed together like two thick lines of ice. What was behind was focused and cold. 
 
    “Come with us,” I added. My body ached for his touch once more.   
 
    “You'll just get yourself killed,” Calen said, but his eyes had already gone far away, as if viewing a vision of the future. 
 
    “Aren’t you bored with this?” Thackery asked. “From what I hear, you're immortal. If you weren't, I'd wager you'd have drunken your life away by now. If we die, so what? At least it will give you a little adventure.” 
 
    So what? The largest country in the Realm of Mages would cease to exist and my entire family would be killed—and that was just to start with. Thackery sounded so flippant about our ultimate failure and demise. Had he given up before we'd even started? 
 
    It had been his idea to seek the help of the unicorn. He’d said that rumors of the unicorn had filled the western border where Thackery used to patrol. No one truly believed it until Hashir himself had come to trade with Lord Barkus. After an evening of feasting and celebration, Hashir had shown his host the horn. The Collector displayed it proudly again over tea in the garden, along with the black blade. The horn was not for sale, but Lord Barkus had paid a dear price for that blade. Thackery claimed it had been divine providence that had allowed him to steal the sword. 
 
    It sounded more like luck to me. Before I could get the details sorted out in my mind, Calen was inches away from my face, the scent of him intoxicating.  
 
    “Adventure you say…” He looked me up and down then. “I wonder…” 
 
    With a long finger, Calen trailed the edge of my face. Following my lines with more precision and lightness than an artist's brush. Where he touched, I felt my skin prickle and blush as though I was his canvas and he was merely painting me whatever color he chose. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked in a bewildered voice. The peripherals of the world seemed to fade away, leaving only his face and mine. 
 
    I tried to stop it, I knew I should, but the traitorous part of me didn't want to.  I needed to forget. I wanted to feel on fire, the way I knew I could when his strange blue eyes were trained on my lips. 
 
    “I’ve never met a woman I didn’t like, but few can hold my interest for long,” Calen said flatly. “You’ve heard the rumors about unicorns…” There was something else between the words—a warning maybe—hinting at forbidden desires.  
 
    “I thought your kind had abandoned the Realm of Mages?” I asked. Yet there he was, right in front of me. In a move so fast I missed it, Calen was clutching my chin in his cool palm. 
 
    “Get your hands off her!” Thackery rushed forward and then was rolling away in the dirt as Calen dismissed him with a flick of his arm. 
 
    “What else have you heard?” he asked, his tone dismissive. “About what happens to the young women they meet?”  
 
    My very being quivered at the thought. 
 
    He was just messing with my head.  
 
    “So, you have heard the tales,” Calen mused.  
 
    His eyes were delighted then, and yet something in them was terrifying and tragic.  
 
    Calen withdrew his hand from my face as though my flush had suddenly burned him. The sudden absence of his touch left me suddenly feeling hollow. 
 
    “This can’t be real,” I breathed out. Reaching toward anything I could grasp with my mind, trying to pull myself back to reality.  
 
    “You think not?” He asked, “I am blood, and bone, and lust. I am more real than the unicorns you have dreamt of.” 
 
    How could he know that? As a small girl, I had fantasized about riding a unicorn through the forest. A sleek white horse with a silver horn and flowing main atop a coat the color of moonlight. Now that I could see something of that vision in Calen’s human form, my fantasy was suddenly very different. 
 
    “Come now. Surely you know what happens to a girl who finds a unicorn?” Calen asked.  
 
    “She falls in love and loses herself forever...” I whispered.   
 
    His hands were on my face again, shielding the sides, making me look at him and nothing else. Thackery was swearing, his boots scraping on the dirt as he charged, swinging the black blade high through the air. “Get the hell away from her!” 
 
    Calen removed one hand from my temple and caught the sword as it descended. He ripped it free of Thackery’s hand. Spinning it in the air, he smashed the pommel into the side of Thackery’s face. Falling to the ground, an angry red mark blossomed across his jaw. 
 
    Thackery rolled back to his feet, slower this time. Calen stalled him with a raised hand. 
 
    “I have accepted your sword and therefore your deal. Be at peace or I will knock you senseless.” 
 
    I gave Thackery a warning glance. There was no doubt in my mind that Calen would kill him if he continued to attack him. 
 
    “Your princess is quite safe with me. I swore off virgins long ago. Of course, it’s been a challenge convincing them to swear off me.”  
 
    My eyes narrowed and anger once again coursed through my blood, releasing me of his spell.  
 
    Thackery’s hand’s twitched towards the steel sword at his side. 
 
    “Unless you want to try to take it back and kill me with it?” Calen’s eyes seemed to want him to do just that. He even offered the blade forward in a mocking way. 
 
    The corner of Thackery’s mouth twitched—he wanted to grab the blade, kill the unicorn and keep me for himself.  I could see it in his eyes. He wanted to take the blade, kill Calen, and kiss me in triumph. 
 
    I made my decision. Without a word, I rushed forward and kissed Calen full on the mouth. He dropped the dark sword in surprise. 
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 Calen 
 
      
 
    I could go on and on about women and wine, the variety of earthy sweetness that a rare vintage has and the full-bodied bouquet of one aged to perfection—but I prefer whiskey. Wren tasted like tea with too much sugar and milk. A memory licked at the back of my tongue, as if I had been kissed twice. 
 
    It wouldn't be me who pulled away first, though I knew better than to lead her on. I was a complete scoundrel to allow her to kiss me like this. When I first saw her, I knew she had lost the magic she had been carrying, but there was a subtle magic in her mouth—an electric spark in her smooth lips, and a deep well of power in her soul. No one would have taught her how to reach it, of course, but it was there—calling to me in a way I wished it hadn’t. Suddenly I was afraid of not having those lips on mine, or what would happen if I reached inside and took her hidden magic for myself. 
 
    Instead I ran my hands down her thin shoulders, curving across her waist to cup her round behind. I squeezed. Wren stopped kissing me, the absence of her racing pulse became a terrible silence to my ears.  
 
    Anger filled those perfect, alluring eyes. Her look turned into one of disgust, then reflected back at herself, then me again. Her mouth hardened and she slapped me. 
 
    “You kissed me, remember?” I said, barely feeling the blow. 
 
    I sighed. This Princess couldn't decide whether to stoke the fire growing inside her or drown it with water. I wondered which side would eventually win out. At that moment, there was nothing else in the world that interested me as much.  
 
    “Don’t forget, the world is ending…” I said with a smile. 
 
    Her blood began to boil. 
 
    “You tricked me!” She shouted, still close enough to kiss. 
 
    “I’ve tricked myself,” I replied. 
 
    My world has been slowly ending since I could remember. Every day spent hornless was another one closer to losing my identity.  
 
    “Wren,” the Mage called to her.  
 
    His voice was low like he was trying to lure a wild horse toward the bridal. The sparks in her eyes dimmed, but her face still glowed ember red. Cheeks like paper a second from ash as she raised her chin.  
 
    “If we stand here much longer the assassins will make another attempt,” I heard myself say. What was I thinking? Was I actually going to help these two? 
 
    I tried to move around the girl, but she blocked my path—maddening. 
 
    “Let’s be clear about a few things,” I began, “I’m only in this to retrieve my horn. I don't mind if you come along provided you don’t get any blood on my boots when you inevitably meet your end. The workmanship is simply impossible to recreate in this realm.” 
 
    I motioned to my boots. The soft leather was cut from the tan-red hide of a type of fawn that didn’t exist here. They were light as a feather, completely watertight, and the only thing I had left from my home. True, blood had been spilled on them many times and never stained, but they were still irreplaceable.  
 
    “You're joking,” the Princess said, a pucker returning to her ridiculous red-kissed lips. I could still feel the damn things.  
 
    “The second thing you should know is that I never joke,” I added with a smile, “and the third thing is, my dear Wren, we aren't a team. I won't be holding your hand, not unless you're ready to put out, and probably not then either.” 
 
    Wren pulled her hands to her chest as if to deny them from me. I couldn't tell whether she was clutching her bosom or her virginity, but I suddenly wanted to get my hands on both. Bending down, I retrieved the sword and walked briskly away in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Where are you going?” The Mage demanded. 
 
    “To borrow something we’ll need.” I heard footsteps behind me as they followed. 
 
    I stepped into the worn grass off the path. The tavern wall was shorter on that side, and windowless on the ground floor. I strolled to the back door.  
 
    “Do you think it's wise…” The Mage began. 
 
    “No,” I cut him off. 
 
    What’s the fun in doing something wise?  
 
    “Calen!” A group of feminine voices called from above us. 
 
    “What is it, my dears?” I said, knowing immediately who it was. 
 
    The women on the balcony clucked like chickens in a hen house while I prowled outside. 
 
    “Are those, whores?” Wren asked in a whisper. “Do you know them?”  
 
    “Intimately. And they're certainly not Queens, Princess. Though, some of them are every bit as much a royal pain as you.” 
 
    “You vagabond!” The Princess hissed.  
 
    “I tried to warn you,” I sighed. 
 
    “Calen,” a soft voice called, “Calen, where are you going?” The lips that spoke those words were familiar to draw with my eyes closed. I didn’t bother to look up, knowing if I did I would see a young girl—still too young to be so burdened—with hair the color of summer shadows and green eyes a fraction too big for her face. I walked on in silence. 
 
    “You’re just going to ignore her?” The Mage prodded. He had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    I paused. “It isn’t wise to give the ladies of this establishment too much attention.” 
 
    The voices above us laughed derisively, waving fans in front of their rouged lips, painted bosoms bouncing—all save one. I silenced the Mage with a look and nodded to the quiet one. 
 
    “Several have loved that one—only to cast her aside. I am not one of them.”  
 
    My tone betrayed me, but my words were as hard as ever. I moved towards the hidden door concealed in the shadow of the tower. I reached for the metal bar, only to have it ripped from my hand. 
 
    Lin stood in the doorway with a stare of disbelief. “I can't believe you’d come back here after what you just pulled,” he said flatly. 
 
    “Me either, but I need a durable tent, and I know you have one.” Lin was the prepared type, just in case he ever needed to escape from this lie.  
 
    Lin started to protest, but finally nodded his head in acceptance.  
 
    “It's in the shed,” Lin said, eyes briefly flickering to a decaying shack with a caved-in roof. 
 
    “My thanks,” I said, stepping back to give a little bow. I'd need to be out of striking range for my next request. “Any chance of a drink for the road?” 
 
    The dark swirls in Lin’s eyes seemed to dance. “What’s one more drink added to the tally you already owe me? Check in the rucksack in the shed.” 
 
    That was a surprise. Lin must have landed a big contract recently to be so generous. 
 
    I nodded my thanks, careful never to take my eyes from his hands. Walking towards toward the small structure, I paused to examine the rotting leather straps that barely held the door shut. Just the kind of place to hide valuables. Inside was a mess of equipment, empty bottles, and worn blankets. The tent was there, in the very middle, standing next to a mossy looking pack. Upon closer inspection it was clean and well oiled, making it obvious that it had been kept in good repair. I picked it up. 
 
    Lin had known something was coming. I reached for the pack. Inside were two tall flasks filled with Hellfire, Lin's favorite Whiskey. The whole shack reeked of it. The scent was comforting, in a burning, made-you-gag sort of way.   
 
    With a grin, I tossed it over my shoulder and turned to leave—then else caught my eye.  
 
    “You get lost in there?” Lin asked, his voice deceptively calm. 
 
    There was something hidden, sandwiched between two thin pieces of wood just behind where the tent had been. I could see a stretch of cracked dark leather. 
 
    With one hand I pulled away the false bit of wood covering something. 
 
    Wren had appeared behind me. “What’s that?” The nosy girl asked me. 
 
    I unwrapped the package hastily and black bits of hiding flaked off. “A long sword,” I mumbled. The blade was made of sleek silver, the color of starlight, and the handle was pale gold. This wasn’t the hardened blade of a professional killer. It was an heirloom, cherished by someone whom Lin had probably killed. I almost felt sorry for taking it, before I saw that leather case held more treasures. 
 
    “And a set of throwing knives,” I added. Maybe Lin had killed a rival assassin who was taking his business. The blades were no thicker than my thumbnail, and half as long as my forearm. They had handles of smooth jade and pinpricked little tips. I ran my finger across one and whistled quietly as a bloodless line appeared.” 
 
    Wren’s hand shot out, but I smacked it away. “It’s dipped in a poison that’d kill the likes of you! Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to play with knives?” I spat. 
 
    Wren shrank back, her wide eyes staring at me. 
 
    “Won’t it kill you?” she asked. 
 
    I laughed, showing her my finger. The cut had already healed. If she was supposed to be the savior of Spellshallow, the Realm of Mages was doomed. 
 
    “There are very few poisons that can kill a unicorn,” I said. “I smelled this one as soon as I entered and knew it was no threat.” Let her think I had some mysterious power.  
 
    The Mage was watching carefully and didn’t question me for once. I assumed he was used to this kind of behavior from her. Perhaps I wouldn’t have to kill him after all.  
 
    “I'll get my horse,” I said, “you both wait here.”  
 
    The Princess grinned. “You ride a horse? Isn’t that—” 
 
    Clawing at my scalp in frustration, I considered ignoring her, but I knew she wouldn't drop it.  
 
    “What should I ride? A dragon? A magical white cloud made of love perhaps? Yes, it’s not as fun as riding whores, but since I’m stuck in this form without my horn, I might as well ride a horse.”  
 
    I hid the longsword in the tent along with the knives and walked out toward the tavern stable. An inpatient serving girl called after Lin and he reluctantly turned away to deal with some customer too drunk to pay. Lin would squeeze the money out of the poor fool. 
 
    The smell of old hay and manure filled my lungs. The stable hand was passed out drunk somewhere, giving me the space I needed to help myself. Luka was in the last stall. The Arabian horse was blacker than a moonless midnight with a blazing white lightning bolt in the middle of his head. I liked my horses fast, and Luka was always ready to run. That made two of us. Throwing on his blanket and saddle, I transferred the blades and tied the tent on.  
 
    A small girl giggled from her hiding place in the rafters. I hadn’t prepared myself for this. Steeling my resolve, I looked up at those hopeful eyes, knowing I would let this innocent child down yet again.  
 
    At least I was well-practiced in it.  
 
    “Your Mama know you are down here, you little hellion?” I asked the child.  
 
    She was my one weakness, assuming I had only one.  
 
    Two small hands wrapped around a center support beam as she slid down. She stayed hidden, the wood concealing the familiar silver mane of hair, and the striking blue eyes behind it.  
 
    If only I could forget.  
 
     “You’re going?” she asked, bending her neck for a moment, eyes squinting against the light. Or maybe the four-year-old couldn’t bear to look at me.  
 
    “You know she can’t find you when you hide like that.” I reminded her.  
 
    “I was hoping Mama’d ask you to help find me,” she whispered. “Are you leaving again?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Come out here and give me a hug.” 
 
    The child had labored under the delusion I was a hero since she knew the meaning of the word. Everyone loses faith in their heroes eventually. 
 
    Sometimes, when I looked at her, I could almost believe in myself again. She was the only great thing I had ever done, but I could never let her know that.  
 
    “I am, but I hope to return to you soon, Cecile.” 
 
    Blue eyes gazed up at me as I mounted my horse. A thin straight nose sniffed and little lips holding a tiny frown quivered.  
 
    “You promise?” 
 
    Ducking my head, I rode my horse out from the cramped stall. Cecile reluctantly moved out of the way.  
 
    “Go back to your Mama, little monster. There’ll be no more—ah” I faltered, “—customers today.” 
 
    I’ve never fled from a girl’s tears so fast in my life. 
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 Wren 
 
      
 
    “Is that your kid?” I asked Calen.  
 
    Calen breezed past Thackery and me without a word, not even glancing back at the little girl with hair like his and skin that seemed to glow in the afternoon light. The child lingered until she noticed me watching, then squeaked like a church mouse and ran back inside the stable.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “That little girl...” 
 
    “Cecile…” Calen supplied. 
 
    “Cecile must be your daughter. How old is she?” I asked.  
 
    But Calen shook his head, not meeting my eyes. “Do you ever mind your own business?” He asked, smacking his hand against his thigh like a clap of thunder. I opened my mouth to object, but he turned his horse in front of me, leaning from his saddle until his face was a hands length away.  
 
    “Don’t ask me about my past,” he growled, hinting at the violence that would follow the warning.  
 
    Gooseflesh ripped at my arms, and I shivered at the thought of it. Calen leaned back, taking up his reigns once more and continuing down the road.  
 
    Thackery and I retrieved our own horses and hurried to catch up. From then on we rode in silence, leaving the village and crossing the farmlands, until we reached the shadowy edge of the trees. Memories of my last trip through the woods danced through my head. I pulled my horse to a stop. 
 
    “Afraid of the forest, Princess?” Calen chided, licking his lips.   
 
    I wanted to bite that tongue. My lips still burned, and I had to stop myself from reaching out to touch them.  
 
    “Well,” Thackery said, pulling alongside with his horse, “to be fair, the last time we were in there the trees themselves tried to kill us.”  
 
    “Does the truth scare you so much, Mage?” Calen asked slowly. “The woods didn't try and kill you, another Mage did.” 
 
    He turned to me. “If you must know, Cecile is important to me, but she's not mine. So I don’t want to hear another word about it.”  
 
    “But she looks just like you,” I objected, knowing I should really let it go. 
 
    “I suppose to your unrefined eye all my kind look exactly the same.” Calen mused, but the muscles in his shoulders tensed like steely bars.  
 
    Did that mean the child’s mother, the one who had stared at Calen so intently had sired the boy from another unicorn? Were there other unicorns? Did that mean Calen wasn’t in love with her? I let those questions simmer for a while. Some things were better left unsaid.  
 
    We entered the forest and I couldn’t help but shiver. I flinched as a bird took flight from the branches, startled as we passed by.  This was going to be an unbearably long trip if my heart shot through my throat at every little sound. 
 
    “How far do you think it is?” I finally asked.  
 
    Calen rolled his eyes. “Are you honestly asking me if we're there yet, Princess?” 
 
    It was another quarter mile before Calen answered my questions. “Two days ride, maybe three, it depends on how hard you want to work your horse, and how long I can suffer through your endless questions before calling a halt for the night.” 
 
    “Should I just be silent from now on?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    “The woods do have ears,” he said. 
 
    Thackery scoffed. “Do a few questions scare you so much, Unicorn?” 
 
    “No—I mean, they might actually be listening. The influence of a powerful evil permeates everything here—a white-tailed rabbit, a Blue jay, anything might be turned against us. Even without my horn, I know when someone is watching me.” 
 
    With that, he kicked his horse into a gallop. The forest floor replying with a soft crunch. The ground here was fine sand covered in thin needles and dry as though it hadn't seen rain in some time.  
 
    I trained my ears to the sound of the horse’s hooves as I tried to control my own breathing—there was something else—a presence, a malevolent weight that hung in the air. 
 
    “Calen,” I whispered. “I feel him.” 
 
    I looked back at Thackery. His eyes met mine briefly with a look of confusion.  
 
    “He’s getting closer,” Calen said over his shoulder. 
 
    “How close—.” I began, but Calen cut me off.  
 
    “Back of the last bend, I'd say,” Calen replied. 
 
    I tightened the reins in my sweat-slicked fingers, “Will they catch us?” I asked. 
 
    Thackery seemed to sense the danger finally and glanced behind him. 
 
    “Calen?” He asked. I was still surprised how easily Thackery deferred to him.  
 
    “Keep going,” Calen pushed his horse even faster. Trees flew past us like a whirl of abstract paintings.  
 
    “I don't think—” Thackery hissed. 
 
    “That's an understatement,” Calen shot back.  
 
    “—we can make it,” Thackery finished with a glare. 
 
    “We can't,” Calen agreed, “but I will choose the ground where they overtake us.”  
 
    The path ahead began to narrow, crowded in by a thick growth of trees. 
 
    “Should we leave the road?” I asked, eyeing the spaces around us warily, unsure which was worse. 
 
    “Not yet,” Calen replied, then yelled, “There!”  
 
    He pointed to a half-dead pecan grove. We ran our horses with a crunch through the husks of rotten nuts littering the ground. I couldn't think of a worse place to try to hide.  
 
    Calen and Thackery slid off their horses and drew their swords. I started to dismount.  
 
    “No, Wren. Stay on your horse and keep riding,” Thackery said. “We’ll deal with them and find you by the stream in the valley below.” 
 
    I looked at Calen, wanting him to ask me to stay. I could handle myself in a fight, with or without my magic. I could. 
 
    “You'll just get in the way,” Calen said, but he was no longer looking my way. He's turned to unwrap the poisoned knives from his saddlebag.  
 
    “I’m not leaving,” I said stubbornly.  
 
    “Have it your way.” Calen sighed. 
 
    Pivoting on his heel, Calen drew another short sword with a blade like glass and silver flecks sparkling inside.  
 
    “What's that?” I asked. 
 
    Glancing behinds us, Calen smiled. “My dinner knife.” 
 
    That was one heck of a knife. “I know it’s a knife,” I replied, “but... what's inside of it?”  
 
    With a flick of his wrist, Calen threw the weapon in the air. I didn’t think, I just reached out my hand—catching the hilt of the sword—to my great surprise. It belonged in my fingers. Light and balanced, the weapon felt like it would break if I struck it against anything thicker than a cloud. I sensed something strange about it, a defiant power that I knew would not shatter against even the hardest armor. The blade pulsed with magic.  
 
    “It’s unicorn blood,” Calen said, sliding a poisoned knife into each of his prized boots.  
 
    My eyes moved to look down at it. 
 
    Calen whirled, striking a defensive stance and raising his sword. “Taking a unicorn’s blood is said to bring a terrible curse.” 
 
    “Is this your blood?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Calen said with a wink. “There’s no curse if it's willingly given. Or in this case, loaned—don’t lose it.” 
 
    Five men on horseback suddenly smashed through the trees. Dusk has arrived, just in time for a fight. The men that rushed toward us seemed somehow familiar, but I could not recall their names. All five drew their swords. 
 
    “My father's men,” Thackery confirmed.  
 
    Calen smirked. “At least they’re only normal men.”  
 
    With a laugh, he moved in front of me.  
 
    The attackers ignored Thackery and instead focused on Calen. They spread out as their horses continued to charge him. Calen beckoned them forward. 
 
    Fast as lightning, the Unicorn retrieved the two knives from his boots and sent them spinning through the air to lodge in the throats of two of the riders. They fell from their horses before having time to realize they were dead.  
 
    Swinging his smoking sword low, Calen ducked beneath the slash of the lead rider, cutting out the legs from the man’s horse. 
 
    “Watch out!” I cried, but Calen had already turned and blocked the downstroke aimed at his back. He leapt onto the back of the man’s horse, pulling a long hunting knife from his belt and driving it under the man’s armpit. Calen cast the dying man to the ground and turned the horse to face the last still-mounted attacker. The bearded rider had rushed past and now wheeled his horse around in a wide arc. The man paused and then whipped his horse forward as Calen rushed to meet him. 
 
    The two horses headed straight for each other, the bearded man snarling as he prepared to cut Calen down. The snarl vanished to a look of surprise as Calen jumped forward from his horse, sailing high into the air to drive his black blade deep into the other man’s chest. 
 
    The two crashed to the ground. Calen rolled to his feet, his hands empty. Wiping the blood from his palms, he seemed to have forgotten about the lead rider. The man had since recovered from his fall and now ran toward the unicorn’s back, sword flashing through the air.  
 
    I didn’t hesitate. Running forward, I swung my silver-glass weapon at the man’s sword—and sliced straight through it. Nearly stumbling in surprise, the man tried to continue his attack with the broken fragment of a sword he still clung to—but the element of surprise was gone. Calen grabbed the man by the neck and lifted him into the air. He wrenched the broken sword from the man’s hand and drove it into its owner’s temple. 
 
    Calen dropped the body and turned to me in surprised approval. “Why don’t you hold onto that sword for a while.” 
 
    Thackery checked the other men, but they were all dead. We mounted up, leaving them unburied at Calen’s insistence.  
 
    “There are worse than a few horsemen following us,” began Calen, “no time for digging holes.” 
 
    The ride was our most grueling yet. I thought I knew what it meant to be saddle-sore, but blisters were forming on the inside of my thighs, and my spine ached from base to neck. Still, we pressed on. Juko's head dipped low toward the dry earth and froth began to form at her mouth, but she would never fail me. It was my own body that was failing. The only things still keeping me upright were my own stubbornness and the starlight. 
 
    The sky had turned to black ice and diamonds, nearly blinding my tired eyes. Left in silence, I began to second-guess every decision I had ever made. Still I refused to give up. I would not allow myself to appear weak to these two men. Both of them—spines still as straight as fence posts—as if they'd begun this journey only a few moments ago.  
 
    How I longed to get off my horse and stretch my aching legs. My dream seemed to come true as Calen slowed his horse to a walk, finally turning off the road and coming to a stop. 
 
    “The horses need a rest,” Calen said, sliding to the ground. My calves wobbled as I nearly fell from my saddle.  
 
    A hand shot out to steady me by the elbow, but I’d already righted myself, so I shoved it off with a frown.  
 
    “Tired?” Thackery asked me.  
 
    “No!” I said, pulling the saddle off of Juko’s back. He was slick with sweat. “Maybe a little.” 
 
    I dragged in a ragged gasp of night air into my lungs. My breath seemed too loud set against the still night. We walked single file looking for a stream to water the horses. My water had run out hours ago and already my throat was parched. 
 
    Calen led us single file through a handful of fragrant pines. Some were as tall as castle turrets, others little more than saplings, spindly and new as spring. The needles scratched at my legs as we passed. I was surprised at the sensation—that I could feel anything with how numb my body was. Eventually we reached a pool of water, wrapped in an almost perfect ring of gray rock. 
 
    The pond was an unbroken circle so flawless, I had to wonder if it was man-made. The water wasn’t green, or blue, or brown—it was clear like delicate glass and reflected the moonlight in an eerie shimmer.  
 
    “That water looks enchanted” Thackery said. 
 
    But Calen just laughed under his breath. “Not likely. It’s spring-fed, and ice-cold by the looks of it.” Calen uncorked his water skin and lowered it to the pool.  
 
    “How can you be sure?” I asked. 
 
    Calen shrugged. “Don’t believe me then, but I won’t be sharing when you get thirsty.” 
 
    The water did look pure. I sank to my knees and splashed some on my face. Taking a few cautious sips from my hand, I let the refreshing liquid cascade down my throat. It was the best tasting water I had ever had. Thackery and our horses were drinking deeply beside me. Forgetting all else, I plunged my face in and drank until my stomach was filled.  
 
    Then Calen led us back to the road. I thought he was going to have us mount back up, but instead the Unicorn lifted his hand for silence.  
 
    “Quiet,” Calen hissed.  
 
    We had hardly spoken for hours. I glared at him silently, wishing I still had enough magic left in me to set those perfect eyebrows on fire.  
 
    Calen walked forward and the space between his shoulder blades narrowed and then flexed. He drew a blade from his boots and I tensed. 
 
    The unicorn was focusing on something up ahead. I strained my ears, but I couldn't make out anything over the thumping of my own heartbeat.  
 
    “Hooves,” Thackery whispered, “but they're slow, and there's something else...” 
 
    I heard it then, the rhythmic creak made by the wooden spokes of a wagon. Tension swept away like the tide rolling out. Calen put his blade away in a movement too swift to see.  
 
    I stopped holding my breath as a peddler's cart rounded the bend in front of us. The small black carriage was almost invisible on the road, save for the gold glitter of words written on the side. I couldn’t quite make out what they said. A massive black-gray horse, twice as tall as the giant red spoked wheels, pulled it in a brisk walk. 
 
    Something like a wind chime hung by the driver’s bench. It rattled and I realized it was made from a mixture of shells and bones. The head of a man appeared, humming a tune that filled the road with eerie music. 
 
    The driver had a shock of silver-white hair. Wreathed in shadow at first, a single lamp revealed a face filled with laugh lines. The rest of him was wrapped in a cloak made from the night itself.  
 
    Calen left his horse and met the peddler's cart head-on.  
 
    “Whoa,” the peddler called, but the horse had already halted. The beast glared at Calen with a look that would make anyone else tremble.  
 
    “You're headed in the wrong way friend,” the peddler said to Calen before turning his gaze on us. 
 
    “This road isn’t safe for you and your friends,” he amended, “you’d be wise to turn back the way you came and leave the forest.” 
 
    Calen seemed unphased by the warning.  
 
    “Yet it’s safe for you, peddler?” Calen asked, looking carefully at the man’s cart. 
 
    He was harmless, and while his concern seemed sincere, I wanted nothing more than for Calen to send him on his way.  
 
    Calen reached up his hand and the peddler’s giant horse snorted, stamping his front hoof in a warning. Then it inhaled the Unicorn’s scent and immediately calmed. 
 
    The peddler’s eyes snapped back to Calen in surprise, his friendly smile faltering for just a moment. I blinked and the harmless grin was back on his face, but Thackery had seen it too. He coiled up like a snake behind me.  
 
    “I’ve traveled this road all my life.” The wagon bench creaked as he sprang from it with more dexterity than a man his age should have. “I plan on camping here for the night,” he said. “You are welcome to share my fire—safety in numbers they say.” 
 
    I thought Calen would immediately refuse—he surely intended for us to travel through the night—but something seemed to make him consider the suggestion.  
 
    With Nimble fingers, the peddler unhitched his horse from the cart and beckoned us over. After a moment, Calen nodded and I led his horse and mine forward. Thackery followed and we all met in the center of the road.  
 
    “Thank you for your kind offer,” Thackery said, “but we really should press on.” 
 
    “Press on indeed,” the peddler said, removing a small bundle from his cart and tossing it onto the ground. I watched in shock as it unfurled itself, growing larger and larger in size. A magic tent of rough cloth and dark stitching soon stood before us. 
 
    Calen snorted, so very much like a horse with his neck stretched out. I knew I must be gawking with my mouth open, but I couldn’t help myself.  
 
    The peddler leaned in close to Calen. “I know what you are.” 
 
    Cold climbed its way from the middle of my stomach. The words rang in my head and for a moment, I thought he meant me. He knew what I was; the sister of a traitor, the daughter of a king, the Princess of Spellshallow, and at every moment growing closer to losing it all.  
 
    But the peddler wasn't looking at me. He stared intently at his tent as it continued to rise higher into the air. 
 
    “And what exactly are you?” Calen asked, his beautiful face turning cautious. 
 
    With a wink, the peddler ignored the question and turned toward me. “Forgive my lack of manner’s, Princess. Allow me to introduce myself.” 
 
    He bowed with a flourish. “They call me Krim, I am a trader of sorts, specializing in certain items of power. My tent is one of them, it’s magic will keep us hidden from even the Dark Wizard’s gaze.” 
 
    The tent now filled the road, a dome-shaped skylight rising at its top. It was twice as tall as Calen and wider than the man’s cart. A strange light shimmered from inside. 
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 Calen 
 
      
 
    The old fool had taken me completely off guard, but I’d caught on to his game. Despite his jovial manner, there was something very unsettled about the peddler. I wondered if the mages could tell, or if their pitiful senses could detect anything amiss without the use of their magic. 
 
    Wren had used up all of hers, but I could tell Thackery had kept some in reserve. I hadn’t sensed him use any magic yet, but if he didn’t, it would slowly fade to nothing. Men were cups, holding and storing as much as they could. But as vessels, they were far from perfect. Magic leaked out of them, even when they didn’t want it to. There was no spell for fortifying against the loss—no way to correct it.  
 
    I tied off Luka's lead rope around a thin pine tree with a flick of my wrist, careful not take my eyes off the strangle peddler for a moment. He smelled wrong. Like fire, brimstone, and spent magic. There was a tang to it, something like the copper of blood, but decaying and curdled.  
 
    Thackery stood just out of arm's reach from Wren—she was damn near cloaked in midnight. My eyes lingered on the girl.  
 
    The peddler had his tent up before I could settle my own thoughts, his moves practiced, measured, but somehow hurried. He efficiently set up the camp without so much as a glance over his shoulder—paying no heed to the dangers of the forest.  
 
    The bright eyes flicked back and forth from me to Wren. I took out the rolled-up tent from Lin's pack. Thackery was tending to the horses. He produced three apples and the exhausted beasts crunched them gratefully. 
 
    “Shall I tell you a story, young one?” The peddler asked, twirling the funny white mustache perched on the top of his thick, wild beard.  
 
    No one answered the question, assuming he was speaking to me without knowing what I was. Anyone who knew the truth could never refer to me as young. 
 
    A unicorn’s years didn’t pass like they did for the other people of this realm. Otherwise, I would be easily twice the peddler’s age. The features were sunken and the skin wrinkled, yet his child-like demeanor gave him a sense of energy, hinting at an unending vitality.  
 
    “Don't you want to know what will become of your beloved home, should you fail to save it?” For the briefest moment, his eyes narrowed impatiently into slits. Then they popped back into the previous eager, patient look of a doting grandfather. 
 
    Wren sucked in a breath as sharp as daggers. Thackery dropped the fabric he was unfurling but still didn’t speak. 
 
    “How could you know such a thing?” I asked. What did this man know? 
 
    “If you know,” Wren shot, “you may as well tell us before the night ends—before the world ends!” 
 
    Her lip quivered delicately when she was angry. Pointed words, stacked one on top of the other as if to build a wall to separate the feelings of shame and regret between it. 
 
    “Certainly Princess,” the peddler said sweetly. “What good is a tale unless lit by a warm fire?” He retrieved a flintstone from his cart and bent to start a fire. Producing a bundle of firewood, he built a small pyramid that soon became a crackling pillar of heat. “Come and sit.”  
 
    Looking into the flames, he stilled. His face seemed sad—haunted by the memory. I knew that look too well. 
 
    Wren and Thackery sat down eagerly. I approached but remained standing. The fire was hot on all our cheeks, but it still couldn't touch the deep cold inside me. The Peddler’s face shifted a thousand times in the flickering shadows. The longer I was in the company of this man, the more I was convinced he wasn't a man at all.  
 
    Not a man, not even a Mage—there were all sorts of strange creatures in this realm, but the human’s here used magic. Whatever he was, it wasn't something I'd seen before. The unknown made me uneasy, and there was already a sea of unknowns before us. 
 
    Then he began his story.  
 
    “If you took the whole of the Earth and made it flat...” The peddler began. “If you made if flat, and then dumped a handful of stones on top of it, that would explain how the Realm of Mages co-exists with this world. Separate, but touching.”  
 
    It was a bizarre, if not inaccurate description of the spheres of magic that Mages referred to as countries. Spellshallow was only one such place among many. They could be seen as stone, of different sizes of fog that moved across the land in various colors. Why I'd picked this particular stone from the dozen others—I still couldn’t say. 
 
    “It doesn't affect the world to take a stone away,” the peddler continued making a stone appear and then vanish for effect. He rolled his shoulders and flung out his hands in a grand gesture, really getting into his story now. Bards spin their tales in song or music, but this man seemed to create his tale from the air itself.  
 
    “What would happen if all of the stone touching the world were removed at exactly the same moment?” He asked. “What about all the creatures and people standing in this stone or drawing from its power? What would happen to them?”  
 
    Thackery had his eyes closed, but I could tell he wasn't asleep. Wren sat with both feet crossed before her on the ground, a log rolled beneath her backside with both fists in her lap. The warm fire had made her drowsy and she could barely stay upright—even staying awake to listen to this story was a struggle for her. I knew she had reached the limit of her reserves while we were still riding and I'd been prepared to sling her over my shoulders and carry her the rest of the way.  
 
    The silence urged me to reply. “Those inside the stones would feel emptied, hollowed out by the loss of what they once had.” That’s how it was when I lost my horn. My body could still feel the phantom memory of it, like a tiny throbbing at the center of my forehead.    
 
    “And what if you were standing in the Spellshallow castle when it happened? What if the stone vanished from one place and appeared in another realm?” The peddler was no longer making sense.  
 
    All three of our faces showed confusion, but he forged ahead with his story. “You’d still be connected to the stone and by extension the new realm.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Wren asked, but she was already curling up into a little ball as sleep overtook her.  
 
    “I know many things,” the peddler said with a toothy grin, “including what it's like to lose one’s magic along with your home. For you see, I traveled here inside of one such stone.” 
 
    “What was it like?” Thackery asked.   
 
    “My world?” the peddler asked, and Thackery nodded.  
 
    “Beautiful white mountains—it was winter for most of the year—but when spring finally came, ah there was never a more glorious sight. Anything that survived the long winter rushed to bloom and reproduce during the short winter months. There was a fierceness to it that made it hard to separate joy and pain.” 
 
    “Sounds sort of gloomy to me,” said Thackery. 
 
    “I suppose the winters can be,” replied the peddler, “but never the spring. That time is hope and energy and life. It was the first day of spring when our magic was stolen. Poor timing that caught me up in it, for that was the day I always drove my cart to the city to trade...” The peddler’s eyes were far away.  
 
    “My horse ass,” I said with a puff. 
 
    “Don’t believe me then,” said the peddler as he strode towards his tent. “Perhaps you will be more receptive in the morning.” 
 
    With that, Thackery trudged off to find someplace to lay down while I paused to admire Wren’s backside. I couldn’t help but notice that the peddler gave it a departing glance. Not that I was blaming the bastard—it wasn't like her ass was easy to ignore—but he looked old enough to be her grandfather.  
 
    I checked on Luka before bedding down for the night. Keeping my blades close, I stayed close enough to Wren to keep an eye on her. After a final swig of the fire whiskey, I laid down, slowing my breathing and pretending to be asleep. If I could have slept with one eye open and trained it on the peddler I would have. 
 
    With my eyes closed, I listened to the night around us. Luka whinnied once, but everything else was calm. The peddler disappeared into his tent and was soon snoring loudly. I strained my ears, but nothing moved in the surrounding forest—not even the wind. That left me with the fears in my empty stomach and the memories in my tormented head. The two continued their haptic dance through most of the night.  
 
    I must have drifted off for a moment, for suddenly Wren was shrieking and rolling around on the ground. I was on my feet and charging towards her in a second, my blade held high.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I demanded. 
 
    “There’s something stuck in my hair!” she yelled. She swirled around—and sure enough—a small bat clung to her hair, nearly as terrified as she was.  
 
    I plucked the small creature out as Thackery appeared. “Are we under attack?” 
 
    I showed him the small creature. 
 
    “A bat? Oh for the love of—I’m going back to bed.” Thackery stormed off. 
 
    “Stop smiling,” she told me, but I knew she could barely see me in the dark.  
 
    “Why don’t we put up that tent of yours?” I asked. “It might keep the bats out of your hair.” 
 
    “I might need some help putting it up,” she said. 
 
    I released the bat back into the night sky. “I wasn't smiling,” I lied. My voice took on a playful tone and she immediately called me out on my bullshit.  
 
    “Liar.” Wren hissed. She fumbled for the tent and struggled to find the poles. I moved to help, but she suddenly pulled a pole out and smacked me with the end of it.  
 
    “Sorry, it’s too dark to see.” 
 
    “Is it?” I asked.  
 
    “I suppose you are going to say unicorns can see in the dark,” Wren sighed.  
 
    I nodded. Then remembered her eyes would take more time to adjust. “You could say that.” 
 
    I took the tent from her hands and had it upright in a moment. Ushering her inside, she gave me a grateful look. 
 
    “You might as well stay, there’s no chance of me getting any more sleep after that.” Wren stared through the darkness at me until I sat down. 
 
    She moved closer to me, I suppose seeking protection against any bats that might have found the way into her newly-assembled tent. She propped her head up on one weedy arm. A poor pillow, but better than nothing. It was what I'd planned on doing. Wren yawned, sleep nearly reclaiming her despite her insistence otherwise. 
 
    “Promise me…you—” another yawn “—won’t try anything if I fall asleep.” 
 
    “You’re no good to me asleep,” I said.  
 
    But Wren could no longer hear me as sleep took her once more. I watched her breathing peacefully for some time. Then something about the silence outside made me leave her tent. My last few years had earned me a healthy dose of paranoia.  
 
    I walked to where Thackery had erected his own tent and he pushed back the flap and gazed up at me with crazy half-lidded eyes. “She kicked you out?”  
 
    So he had been watching us. 
 
    “She didn't kick me out,” I told him, “I just thought it better to wait until she has enough energy to make things interesting.” It was a low blow—my favorite kind.  
 
    I expected Thackery to attack me right then. Instead, he yawned. “Then what are you doing out here?” 
 
    I pointed towards the larger tent. “It's the peddler.”  
 
    “What about him?” He asked me. 
 
    I folded my arms. “Well to start, he's gone.”
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 Calen 
 
    The source of my unease had gone, vanished without a trace, in such a way that made it seem like he had never been there at all. Wren didn't stir in her bedroll. She'd curled into herself, arm still holding up her head. I watched her chest slowly lift and fall and her lips part in a breath… 
 
    The dawn seemed sluggish, the hours limping by as I lost myself in my own faceless fears. Something snapped just outside the tent. I silently grabbed a blade, crouched down, and rolled through the flap ready to fight. 
 
    It wasn't the peddler, of course. Nor was there a cutthroat for me to throttle. I could have used the release of tension that a brisk morning killing would have brought—but it was not to be. In front of me stood a man from my past—a man I had thought dead. 
 
    “Two years,” I hissed below my breath. “Two years!” I shouted. Wren awoke in the tent behind me but thankfully stayed inside listening. 
 
    “It's good to see you too, brother,” Christoph said, a smile like an ever-present scar on his face.  I fingered my blade and thought about carving a frown into his face.  
 
    “Oh, you're thinking something absolutely venomous aren't you?” Christoph asked with a wink. 
 
    I moved with inhuman speed to smash in his nose, but Christoph just laughed, dodging the punch and shoving me back. He matched my speed effortlessly.  
 
    “Come on, Cal,” he called me by a nickname I hadn’t heard since I was nine. “Don’t be like that.” 
 
    He took a step closer, well within striking range. I moved left and he went right. We matched each other blow for blow, sparring in a well-practiced sequence almost like a dance. I landed a few good shots and took some in return. It ended in a stalemate.  
 
    The familiar moves brought back memories, but every bridge between us had been burned.  
 
    “Can't let it go, can you?” Christoph wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth. His smile was still in place. 
 
    If I’d had my horn, I would tear that smile off his face. Every cell in my body hummed, wanting to burst free of this man-shaped prison I was stuck in.  
 
    “There’s no time for this,” I said.  
 
    “What's the matter, brother?” Christoph hissed. More like a snake at that moment, than a second-horn prince. “Lose your nerve along with your horn?” 
 
    The dawn seemed to lose some of its luster, Christoph's eyes seemed to suck the very light from the sky as they sparkled wickedly behind his light lashes. They were fierce and murderous, but in a charming way. It was a look that I hadn't seen in ages. This wasn’t the look of a challenge. My breath caught in my throat. Far too much time had passed since I’d had Christoph on my side. 
 
    “I'm....” I began, realizing I was exposing a chink in my armor, “just surprised to see you.” 
 
    His eyebrows raised a hair. 
 
    “I'm on a quest,” I said, regretting the ridiculous words as soon as they fell out of my mouth.  
 
    Christoph laughed. “A quest to drink all the beer in the world and sleep with every woman?” 
 
    “I don't know why I tell you anything,” I sighed. “Start talking. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m here to help—” Christoph said, throwing his hands up defensively as I raised my fist. “—and not by sleeping with your women.” His eyes lingered on the tent where Wren was. 
 
    “Stay clear,” I warned. 
 
    “Doesn’t she know better than to trust a unicorn?” Christoph asked. A snort came from behind the tent flap. 
 
    Wren stumbled out of the tent, a blurry-eyed and clumsy mess.  
 
    “Christoph, meet the Princess. Princess—my brother.” 
 
    “A mage,” Christoph muttered, looking her up and down. “That’s better than the whore’s you usually associate with. “ 
 
    Wren grasped, but Christoph didn't seem to be bothered in the slightest by the offense he was giving.  
 
    “Rudeness must run in your family.” Wren spat. She was intoxicating when she was furious—at least when it wasn't directed at me. 
 
    “True,” Christoph winked. “My father is the rudest man I know—a perk as King of the Unicorns—but forgive me, your highness.” Christoph poured every bit of charm into his voice as he gave an exaggerated bow. “Have we met somewhere before,” he asked, “at a gala perhaps?” He called to her with his magic and I was suddenly jealous. Perhaps I should have taken her last night. 
 
    “Perhaps, but I’m not sure I would’ve have remembered.” Her fire had been washed away and was suddenly replaced with a sea of sharp ice. 
 
    His smile faded, and the corners of my mouth twitched. Wren wasn't the least bit swayed by Christoph's charms.  
 
    “Oh, I doubt that very much,” Christoph tried to recover from his surprise.  
 
    I let my eyes slide over Wren. “Wren isn't the kind of girl you usually go for, brother.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Wren agreed, “I have something I like to call... standards.” 
 
    Christoph laughed. “Your companion is very amusing, Calen,” Christoph said. He took a pre-stuffed pipe from his pants pocket and lit it with an exaggerated spark of magic.  
 
    Wren wasn’t impressed. “Is there a reason you're here?” 
 
    Christoph nodded mysteriously.  
 
    Thackery suddenly appeared—then did a double-take. “Not another one.” He took one look and began packing his saddlebag. 
 
    A series of questions filled my mind. Why and how was Christoph here? When had I decided Wren was worth all of this effort? Hadn’t I sworn off women? It seemed I was in the middle of a mess that was just getting worse and worse.  
 
    “Look,” Christoph said, “I’ll just explain what I know and what I can do. Then you can take my help or leave it, but the truth of the matter is you’re going to need me.” 
 
    “This should be good,” I said. 
 
    “I know where the Collector has hidden your horn,” Christoph finally said, “and the only way to get it back.”  
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 Wren 
 
      
 
    I heard every word spoken outside my tent. What Christoph had said made me furious. It was a good thing too, otherwise I might have fallen for his looks.  
 
    Christoph was even prettier than Calen. He was thinner—not scrawny, exactly, but of a slighter build. It made him look younger and like less of a fighter. I compared his form to Calen’s and involuntarily, my mind wandered back to what had almost happened in the tent last night—the solid weight of Calen’s muscles beneath my fingertips—he was so very different from any man I’d ever touched before. 
 
    No two men were exactly the same, and surely this was true of unicorns too.  It made sense that they could be so similar and so different at the same time. After all, I mused, I was nothing like either of my brothers at all—full blood or half.  
 
    The two unicorns both had full heads of shocking white and silver hair. Calen’s seemed feather-soft, but thicker. Strands of Christoph’s hair were as delicate as spider’s silk swirled in the breeze. 
 
    “Now that I have your attention,” Christoph said in a softer, deflated tone. “I want you to actually listen. It's not just your horn we’ll be retrieving, but something that might interest your traveling partners.” 
 
    I was wished Christoph would just say his peace and be gone. We needed to get back on the road. 
 
    “The Collector’s keep is well hidden and surrounded by a forest that shifts, not by seasons but by his whims. The way through is constantly changing, protected by different monsters that come to life as he dreams them up.”  
 
    Christoph's voice dipped low as if he hadn't meant for anyone but Calen to hear that last part.  Something about his golden voice made me cling to every word as though it might just save my life, even though I was sure what he was saying likely to get us killed—something I’d been preparing forever since I started down this road. 
 
    “So he’s a Mage Gardener,” Calen said, obviously not impressed. “And just where is this magic garden?”  
 
    “Near enough,” Christoph said, turning to look down the road in the direction the peddler had appeared from last night.  
 
    Calen turned and I watched his back, knowing his eyes would follow his brother’s gaze. His shoulders sagged ever so slightly, but what was he thinking? I could only guess.  
 
    The road ahead turned in a sharp bend. Whatever lay beyond was draped in the thick shadows of the low morning light. Fog concealed the forest on either side. There was no telling what lurked beyond the edges of my vision. I hoped a Unicorn’s eyes were better than mine.  
 
    I realized both unicorns were watching me in their unnervingly still and pale way. They might as well have been made of stone, with blue glass where their eyes should be. That was another thing they shared in common. Christoph's eyes were the same striking color as Calen's. I cleared my throat, ignoring the pull of their magic. I'd had more than enough of the unicorn charm for one lifetime.  
 
    “Well,” Christoph said coolly, “since she’s come this far, I suppose there's no getting rid of her now.” 
 
    The muscles in my face tightened, but I refused to dignify the remark with a response.  
 
    “Nothing to say in your defense?” Christoph asked me. 
 
    So, that was his game. If he liked getting a reaction out of me, I'd deny him the pleasure. Instead, I turned my back and attempted to dismantle the tent. I was not so pampered as to have never slept on the ground. Hunting and living in nature had been part of my education. Unfortunately, the tent didn’t want to cooperate and I made a mess of the poles and ties. I tried to cover it up by tugging on the top sheet and nearly tore it apart.  
 
    A large hand as cold as ice covered mine. I shivered involuntarily as Calen pressed himself behind me.  
 
    “Maybe you should let me do that,” Calen said.  
 
    My traitorous body relaxed into him, suddenly capable of nothing more than purring and weak knees. 
 
    “Are you lovebirds listening?” Christoph squawked.  
 
    It was only then that I realized Calen wasn’t listening. His breath was hot on my neck and he didn’t pull his hand away from mine. 
 
    “For being powerless, she sure seems to have you under her spell,” Christoph added.  
 
    My head jerked back his direction, smashing into Calen’s nose. The moment was lost as he busied himself pulling up the outer stakes and collapsing what remained of the tent. 
 
    I wanted to apologize, but then I saw the grin forming on Christoph’s face. That would only make things worse. I held my tongue. 
 
    “I'm listening,” Calen sighed. 
 
    “Are you, or should I just piss off?” Christoph asked, his voice wrapped in a half-hollow laugh, but I could tell he genuinely wanted to know.  
 
    Calen just eyed him skeptically. Christoph began again. “He has the First Realm...” 
 
    “Has the First Realm?” Calen cut him off, an accusation as heavy and sharp as a sword.  
 
    “Forever trapped in a winter wonderland...” Christoph continued, “The Collector used to seek out magical artifacts, now he's moved to amassing whole worlds.”  
 
    That was quite different than collecting rare jewels or colorful pottery. Taking an entire world made stealing the Heart of Spellshallow seem like nothing. 
 
    “Wren and Thackery, go water the horses and fill our water skins while I try to sort through Christoph’s ramblings.” Calen’s eyes left little in the way of negotiation.  
 
    It was a command. I knew it, he knew it, probably Thackery and Christoph knew it as well—still, I did not object. My feet pulled me away. 
 
    A babbling spring was not far away. Thackery grumbled at his feet and led the horses. I wanted to scream, to throw the water skins on the ground. I wondered what the Collector’s garden would be like. Had I brought any clothes warm enough for trekking through snowdrifts? 
 
    The calming sound of flowing water centered my thoughts. This place was peaceful, filled with natural magic. I took a moment to take it in. Spellshallow had so few precious moments left. A voice in the back of my head scolded me. Just get it done. You don’t have to like the task or your companions. Do your job.  
 
    My head snapped up to the sound of boots scraping across a rock. So, Calen thought I couldn’t even refill our water without his help? 
 
    I spun around, ready to give Calen a mouthful—only to see Thackery lying unconscious and a meaty fist flying towards my face.
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 Calen 
 
      
 
    “Cal, you've got it so bad,” Christoph said, causing the cold in my veins spread like a fissure of ice crystals. 
 
    Christoph was one to talk. He fell in love as easily as falling out of bed. There were endless pages of things he loved about women—it hardly mattered. Anything with a warm body and an attractive figure caught Christoph’s attention. Doe eyes and a full breast scored much higher with him than an intelligent mind or personality. 
 
    And Wren had both. She was pure and raw in so many ways. Her heart was reliable and convicted. Though innocent, her mind might have been distracted by lofty dreams, but she was committed to saving her people.  
 
    My brother would consume all of that in less than a week and move on to the next girl. I wouldn’t let that happen with Wren. I suppose that meant something was wrong with me. I used to think the same way, long ago. The memory made me homesick. Ruminating about the past inevitably brought me to reliving how everything around me had come crashing down. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I replied. It was the truth, I hadn't been paying attention to what he was saying.  
 
    “Whatever,” Christoph spat instead, “I didn't come to talk about your conquests, I came to convince you to save your own skin.” 
 
    “And how exactly would I do that?” I asked. 
 
    “By knowing what you are getting yourself into. The garden is surrounded by steep snowdrifts and the valley is currently guarded by an army of gray-spotted snow leopards that stand fifteen hands high.  
 
    A snow leopard the size of a horse, that was something new.  
 
    “You have a magic ball of yarn to distract them?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “The giant leopards are the least of our concern. It’s what lies behind Hashr’s high walls that is the real danger.” 
 
    Christoph was staring down the road, the light seeming dimmer in that direction than it had just a moment before.  
 
    “Is that where he has the Heart of Spellshallow?” I asked.  
 
    Christoph nodded. “Protected by a whole clutch of monsters and deadly magical artifacts—including your horn.” 
 
    “So we fight our way in and take it back,” I said pointedly. 
 
    Christoph shook his head. “That’s what the Collector wants you to do—expects you to do. Then he can add a Unicorn to his collection.”   
 
    “What then?” I was becoming suspicious. My brother would gladly sell out his whole family if it were in his best interests. I started to wonder if this wasn’t some elaborate trick. 
 
    “We give him what he wants,” said Christoph with a smirk. “You surrender, get him to lower his guard and take you in. That’s when your human friends and I attack.” 
 
    I frowned. “He has something you want, doesn’t he? That’s why you’re really here.” 
 
    “Can’t I be concerned about my brother?” Christoph looked wounded. “After all, what would happen to Margarete and Cecile without you?” 
 
    The ice in my veins began to boil.  
 
    Christoph took one look at the fire in my face. He knew he had struck a chord. 
 
    Suddenly, a wall of white appeared at the end of the road. It rolled toward us with a roar. An angry wave of ice scoured the road and the forest clean as it approached in an avalanche. 
 
    The smile on my brother's face vanished.  
 
    I looked around for Wren, but couldn’t find her. Their horses whinnied in the distance. I heard Wren’s scream. 
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 Wren 
 
      
 
    His fingers clamped down on my wrist. They felt hot enough to nearly sear my skin—leftover heat from some spent magic. Pain exploded in my jaw as Lord Barkus struck me again. I screamed. Sharp angry, I could barely get in a breath before his large palm clamped down over my mouth. I tried to bite him, earing a slap that left me reeling. He tightened his grip on my arm, pulling me closer to him.  
 
    “You never did know how to keep your mouth shut,” Lord Barkus hissed with stale breath. “Your father ruined the whole damn lot of you—that’s  what caused all of this” 
 
    I struggled against him. That wound was still fresh. My brother might be a traitor, but I wasn’t the useless fool he thought me. 
 
    “Stubborn too,” Lord Barkus laughed, preparing to hit me again. I saw it coming and dropped to my knees. I tried to roll away, but his iron grid refused to let go. 
 
    I punched him in the shins, earning a curse. 
 
    Then the air was filled with shouts. Thackery was back on his feet, brawling with two of his father’s men. He cried out in frustration as he tried to reach me—and failed. 
 
    Then Calen burst into the clearing. He ignored Thackery and charged the three other men in between him and me. The first man doubled over from a vicious blow to the gut. Calen broke the nose of the second and threw the third to the ground.  
 
    It wasn’t fast enough. Lord Barkus dragged me to my feet, pulling me by a fistful of hair and spinning me in front of him. I felt the cold, sharp prick of a dagger beneath my chin. The hard edge of it cut into me and I could no longer control my ragged breathing.  
 
    Calen paused at the threat, then drew his sword. The temperature seemed to drop as Lord Barkus began to cast, a spell I couldn't decipher in a language I'd never heard. A terrible roar sounded behind Calen and suddenly stopped. Was that ice I had seen moving in the trees? 
 
    Calen's face had gone white, but it was shockingly devoid of any emotion. He seemed to be holding his sword at a strange angle, almost as if he was trying to see the reflection of what was behind him in the blade.  
 
    “Father, stop!” Thackery yelled.  
 
    “Stay out of this boy!” Lord Barkus spat. “She's of no use to me now. If she'd just done her duty and wed you, we could have avoided this mess.” 
 
    As if that was my only responsibility to Spellshallow—to marry one of its noble sons and produce heirs. No, I had sworn to protect my kingdom, no matter what it took.  
 
    “Let her go,” Calen warned.  
 
    Lord Barkus spat on the ground. “Another step and I’ll open up her throat.” 
 
    I heard Calen laugh then—low and then louder in a strange cocktail of murderous and bored mirth.  
 
    “I’m not sure what angle you think you’re playing,” Calen said. “I suppose you think you’re too smart to be outwitted, but men like the Collector don’t have allies. He only has pawns in his game.” 
 
    The edge of hysteria to his voice faded away with the wind.  My racing pulse pounded in my ears. 
 
    “I play my own game” Lord Barkus replied. “Now stand aside. My men and I are riding out of here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what your game is,” Calen said flatly, “the winter world is just behind us—the ice is blocking the way back to the road. There’s no way out. Release the girl and maybe I’ll let you leave this clearing alive.” 
 
    It was Lord Barkus’ turn to laugh, “Big words from a drunk, hornless unicorn.”  
 
    “He’s not the one you should be worried about.” Another voice said from behind us. 
 
    A sword blossomed through Lord Barkus’s chest. He released his hold on my wrist and the dagger dropped to the ground. 
 
    Thackery released a tormented cry as I worked out that the voice belonged to Christoph. By the time I turned, he had moved on—killing the other soldiers quickly as Calen rushed to my side.  
 
    Calen caught me before I fell. His face was peaceful, powerful, and confident. Thackery’s sat on the ground a few feet away from us, his slumped shoulders twitching with silent sobs. I knew I should go to him, but I didn’t trust my legs.  
 
    The air was growing fiercely colder and snowflakes began to land in my hair. Tears stung my face as they leaked from my eyes. 
 
    “We have to move,” Calen said firmly. 
 
    I tried to stand, but faltered. Cursing under my breath I tried again, but again I failed. It wasn’t shock, I was simply exhausted. I willed my legs to stop shaking, but they refused. 
 
    “Damn,” I hissed. 
 
    Calen looked at me, eyes frantically asking for silent permission. I gave it and he tossed me over his shoulder to run away from the mountain of ice. Christoph cleaned his sword and easily kept pace. Thackery rose from his pile of grief to follow as quickly as he could. 
 
    The horses stood tethered to a nearby tree, thick woolen blankets tossed over the saddles. I was in mine suddenly, it seemed. My head was too foggy, as though I’d been in the cold for a full day.  
 
    “She’s in shock,” Calen said.  
 
    But that was ridiculous, I could still process everything that was happening. I’d had several bad scrapes in my life, this didn’t make sense. I struggled to keep my eyes open and my stomach suddenly evacuated what little it had been holding. 
 
    “She’s been poisoned,” Thackery shouted over the wind. “My father always poison’s his blades.” 
 
    “Poisoned?” Calen marched closer to me and tried to pull the blanket from my body, but I protested with the little strength I had left. I’d never been so cold in my life. 
 
    “We have to find his horse!” Thackery shouted, “he always has the antidote with him!” 
 
    Calen didn’t budge. His fingers pulled my head this way and that, and I was powerless to stop him. He stared at me with cloudy eyes like the sky.  
 
    “There’s no need,” Calen said hoarsely. He pressed his fingers into my neck. Forcing them through the layer of skin, and into the wound. I opened my mouth to scream in pain, but then he kissed me. 
 
    His mouth opened and I gave into him. There was no pain, no cold—only his kiss. Then he pulled away.  
 
    “I hate you,” I coughed.  
 
    I couldn’t really figure out why I’d said that. 
 
    “For kissing you?” Calen asked, his voice controlled and smooth, “or for saving your life?”  
 
    My hands went to my neck and found the wound had closed. The terrible pain in my stomach had stopped and I no longer felt tired or cold.  
 
    “You…” I swallowed and it felt completely normal. “You can do magic without your horn?” I asked, angrily.  
 
    This information would have come in handy a few hundred times since we’d left the tavern.  
 
    “Some.” Calen shrugged, before wiping my blood away on his shirt.  
 
    “As I said, I’m not like you. I don’t just do magic, I am magic,” Calen said. Then the wind picked up again, and he turned away to glance at the wintery wall growing behind us.  
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 Calen 
 
      
 
    Every part of me wanted to run the other way. Instead, I walked straight into the wind of the storm. 
 
    Snow gathered in my eyelashes, making it hard to see. The edges of the wintery world were a sharp shade of white. Trying to stare into the blizzard hurt worse than looking directly at the sun. I saw the red flash of Wren's hair as she staggered behind me, then slowed my steps as I noticed the gap between us widening.  
 
    Farther back was the dark shape of Thackery. I couldn’t help but feel bad for him. No matter how many times I had wished for my own father's death, I doubt I was strong enough to deal with it as well as the boy was. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Wren shouted. 
 
    She sounded terrible, her voice a half-cough. “Trying to remember the warmth between a whore’s thighs!” I shouted back.  
 
    “That doesn’t sound half bad right now!” She yelled through the snowfall before jerking on my sleeve.  
 
    “There’s got to be another way,” she said gravely, the wind sending her hair every direction at once.  
 
    “There isn’t” I replied. “Going any other direction,” I hissed, “means returning to Spellshallow empty-handed!” I reminded myself I was after my horn, that I cared nothing for these people and was simply using them as they were using me.  
 
    I felt the tightness behind my skin harden. A flash, brighter than the awful snowy light whipped past us, and I knew Christoph had winked away—the coward. 
 
    He left something in his wake.  I snatched the black box from where it lay in the gathering snowdrift and made for the nearest clutch of trees thick enough to provide any cover. Three thick pines stood half-swirled together just to my right. Their branches were already heavy and drooped with a thick blanket of snow. Behind them I could see nothing but an endless, abundant void.  
 
    I pulled the fabric that held the box together and pried off the lid. From inside the box, a small red fire rolled around inside stemless glass. A flat black stone piece for its bottom insolated the box and my hand from burning. It was an Eternal Flame from the tail of a dragon—something that didn't even exist in this realm. It would burn forever, with no magic, cold, or wind enough to snuff it out. I shoved the glass Wren's hand and watched as it quickly warmed her.  
 
    Thackery appeared at her side, eagerly drawn to the warmth. It might be enough to keep the two of them alive. 
 
    A leather satchel lay half-covered in the snow—another parting gift from my brother. I slung it over my shoulder before motioning for them to follow me back the way we came. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Wren demanded.  
 
    “With that type of heat, we can bring the horses. Hurry up you two.” I pointed her the right way. 
 
    The horses were shivering by the time we arrived. We spent several minutes warming each of them with the Eternal Flame. The mage’s emptied the saddlebags and covered themselves first and then the horses with every scrap of cloth we had. I doubted either the beasts of their riders could see more than an arms width from their own nose. 
 
    “How can there be so much snow?” Thackery shouted. The snow was already dangerously deep. 
 
    “Someone moved the damn stone!” I cursed. It felt like the whole of the world was pressing down on us and I knew that the storm would take us if we wavered. We made our way through as quickly as we could, passing our only source of warmth back and forth as we rode. Even with the magical flame, if we stopped, we'd simply freeze to death.  
 
    The road was a lost cause, already buried, with no other path any easier. We kept to the high ground to keep from disappearing forever beneath the snow. Had I doomed us to a wintry death? 
 
    Anxiety pulsed through my veins, racing the frostbite to get to every inch of my exposed skin. It made the space behind my eyes throb. I tried to focus on my breathing and my heartbeat slowed to a dull thump. Soon the horses began to slow, their hooves sinking deep in the white quicksand beneath them. 
 
    The storm only grew worse and soon I couldn’t hear a thing over the howling wind. I dismounted and led the horses forward, the mage’s clinging desperately to their saddles. Every bit of air was filled with snow and snarl and every step an obstacle for my mind and body. 
 
    I beat first one hand and then the other against my chest, trying to get the blood to flow through it again. Suddenly, my ears caught a strange sound and I whipped my head back and forth to try and find the source of it. It hadn't sounded like a man, but it hadn't seemed like the wind either. If we were attacked by another mage in this, the battle would be over before it even began.   
 
    Then our luck changed along with the wind. One minute we struggled uphill, trying to crest and endless white sea—the next moment the wind was at our backs propelling us forward.  
 
    The storm seemed to lose its bite—though it still wailed behind us. A strange stillness suddenly crashed around us as the wind stopped completely. Not a single snowflake fell before us. Light cut through the clouds, warming us and illuminating a huge frozen lake before us.  
 
    “We made it,” Thackery grunted, his face red and frostbitten.  
 
    “Did we?” I asked carefully. 
 
    Uncharacteristically, Wren had nothing to say. 
 
    She stared down at the Eternal Flame that had helped us through an otherwise impossible passage. “It feels...” Wren paused, “alive...” 
 
    Wren began to inspect the flame at eye level.  
 
    No time to open up that can of worms.  
 
    “We need to cross the ice,” I said, as though that would be a simple thing. “It looks thick enough.”  
 
    And they followed me as if they believed that too. I raised myself higher in my saddle, pressing my knees tighter and urging my horse onto the blue glass surface. My horse took two long strides, enough for the others to follow, and then the surface of the lake shattered. 
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    It was as if the ice was actually a thin membrane of glass. Calen and his horse fell away from us with a horrible cry. Thackery and I had followed, but our horses stumbled, trying desperately to back away. I didn’t even have time to scream.  
 
    Walls of snow lined the blackness below where Calen had fallen. I breathed a sigh of relief as his curses filled the air.  
 
    “I'll throw you a rope!” Thackery shouted. 
 
    I felt useless from on top of Juko's back. So I dismounted and tried to help with the rope. I glanced around nervously, but there was no sign of life around us. 
 
    “Give me a minute,” Calen called up. “Snow broke our fall, but my horse has a broken leg. I’m going to try and heal it.” 
 
    That raised a good question. How were we going to get the horse out of that hole?  
 
    “That’ll have to do,” Calen said from below. Let me see what I can do about getting us out of here.” 
 
    We heard the sound of metal hacking ice. After several minutes, there came a loud scraping sound. 
 
    “Are you okay, Calen?” I asked. “What are you doing?”  
 
    “I need more snow,” he replied. “Push as much into the hole as you can.” 
 
    Thackery and I began throwing snow into the hole as the scraping sound continued. 
 
    “He’s building a ramp,” Thackery said. 
 
    It took nearly an hour, but eventually Calen constructed a high frozen ramp. We tied our end of the rope to our horses as Calen secured his rope around his. Then we slowly pulled them out using the ramp. 
 
    My shoulders relaxed as I saw the horse’s ears and Calen's silver crown emerge from the darkness. 
 
    Once we had hauled them to safety, Thackery bent to examine the back leg of Calen’s horse. “It’s swollen and weak, but it should be able to take some weight.” 
 
    “Let’s head to that river and tie the horses up on the bank,” Calen said, pointing off in the distance.  
 
    I squinted, barely able to make out a snaking trail of blue cutting through the white. We walked the horses slowly and eventually I heard the sound of running water.  
 
    I exhaled as we approached the banks, smoky wisps of hot air escaping through my lips like jets of steam.  I strained my ears again, but I could only hear the water and the sound of my own heartbeat.  
 
    Calen pushed his hair from his hidden eyes to glance back at me. He looked like he was made to rule the winter. I could almost picture a crown of glassy ice on his head. It would be made of wicked spikes sharp enough to draw blood—beautiful, but deadly—just like him.  
 
    “Calen,” I began, thinking back to the strange meeting with his brother, “If you are the oldest son and your father is a King, doesn’t that make you the heir to the throne?” 
 
    Calen’s shoulders seemed to sag, his neck arched painfully as if he was trying to pull himself back up with nothing but the strength of his chin.  
 
    “I am not the oldest, no,” Calen said, but he did not elaborate. The river caught the light as we crested a swell in the snow. The snow cushioned what I am sure would have been sharper edges and steeper hills. It was impossible to tell the actual shape of anything. Everything seemed soft and muted. Like a spiny serpent, the dark river cut through the high snowbanks on either side. The water was much wider than I had first thought and moving much faster. 
 
    A river was not a living thing, but that didn't always stop them from having a spirit, and the soul of this river seemed enraged. As though the cold and snow had forced it to bend against its will.  
 
    Moving downstream to a calmer section, we watered the horses and tied them up. Thackery produced a small bag of apples we split with the horses. I paused to fill my waterskin, but as soon as my fingertips touched the icy water, everything went black. 
 
      
 
    “She’s waking back up,” Calen’s voice rang softly in my ears. My eyes fluttered open to see his face looking intently down at me. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “This world is Magic,” he said, moving a strand of hair gently out of my eyes. “It’s powered by a magical artifact like your own rune in Spellshallow. You must have drawn some of the magic into yourself.”  
 
    I gasped. “I can feel it.” The emptiness inside me was filled with magic. I closed my eyes and muttered an endurance spell. Almost immediately I felt the exhaustion fall away. I sat up, my muscles strengthened and the coldness was forgotten. 
 
    “Why can’t I draw any in?” Thackery asked.  
 
    “This magic might be different from what you’re used to,” Calen said. “Wren must have been able to adapt to it somehow. Maybe you will too, in time.” 
 
    “He’s right,” I said. “The magic does feel... just a little off.” Calen helped me stand and I favored him with a warm smile. 
 
    “You said this world has a rune stone too. That's where the magic comes from?” I asked. “Is it a heart of ice?” I joked.  
 
    “I doubt it's a heart at all,” Calen said, “it could take any form—a pebble, a snowflake, even a—SNOW LEOPARD!”  
 
    We heard a low growl, and suddenly the horses were straining against their bridles and whinnying in distress. I followed the line where Calen’s finger was pointing. 
 
    “There's three of them!” Thackery shouted. 
 
    They were the biggest cats I'd ever seen. Their fur was white, with a faint set of spots the color of grey tree bark. The camouflage almost completely hid them in the snow except for the orange eyes locked directly on us. 
 
    Kicking up powder as they sprang forward, the snow leopards ran toward us at an alarming speed. Large teeth poked from gray mouths as they closed on their prey—us.  
 
    “We can't outrun them,” I cried, half to myself as Thackery and Calen drew their swords. 
 
    “We'll have to make a stand,” Thackery said—easier said than done.  
 
    I tried not to let the image a large snow leopard ripping me apart cloud my vision.  My pulse thudded in my temples as the cats closed on us. I didn’t draw a weapon though. I didn’t need one. 
 
    Envisioning the Eternal Flame, I hurled a spell at the nearest snow leopard and it immediately caught fire. It took most of the magic I had somehow managed to draw, but the cat screamed and sunk into the snow in a blackened heap. 
 
    Calen ran forward to meet another of the creatures head-on. They both leaped into the air, the claws and blade alike slicing out. Calen landed with bloody lines along his arm and back. The cat landed lightly. Instead of continuing the attack it backed away warily, limping slightly on its front paw. Calen grinned. 
 
    The second snow leopard pounced at him from behind and would have ripped out Calen’s throat, had not Thackery thrown his sword end-over-end. The weapon plunged into the second cat’s side, throwing it off balance. Instead of a killing stroke, the teeth sunk into Calen’s shoulder. 
 
    Calen yelled and repeatedly stabbed, falling to the snow as the leopard’s weight bore him down. Calen had killed the creature, but he was trapped under its weight. 
 
    The remaining cat approached us. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Thackery demanded. “Light that one on fire too.” 
 
    I tried to draw in more magic, but it wasn’t working. What little magic I had left wouldn’t be enough for a spell that powerful. “I can’t!” 
 
    I drew my small blade and looked at Thackery desperately. Why wouldn’t the snow leopard just run away? Had it been sent to kill us? 
 
    Then I had an idea. I put my two fingers to my lips and whistled, casting a nuisance spell.  
 
    The cat yowled and swatted at something nearly too small for anyone to see. Tiny black specks, no bigger than a fingernail began to swirl around the great head of the beast. 
 
    The flies buzzed in the cat’s ears and clogged its noise. No matter how much it shook its head, there was no relief from the tiny pests. 
 
    At last, the cat roared and bolted away from us, disappearing in the snow.  
 
    Calen rolled the dead cat off of himself. “What kind of spell was that?”
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    Calen’s eyes lit up as I described what I had done.  
 
    “Good thinking,” he said. “I wonder why you weren’t able to draw more magic in when you needed it?” 
 
    “Seems a little unreliable, this ice magic” Thackery said. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I calmed myself. I imagined I was standing in a white field with perfect snowdrops falling lightly all around me. I stuck out my tongue and caught one, absorbing the magic through the tip of my tongue. This time, I was able to pull in magic slowly from the freezing air itself.  
 
    Calen’s eyes twinkled and I realized he could see the transfer of power. “It must only work when you are calm enough to keep your emotions under control.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Thackery huffed, trudging forward to retrieve his sword. 
 
    “A problem you both seem to have.” Calen looked first at the charred carcass and then in the direction that the third snow leopard had run. “At least we know which way to go.”  
 
    We spent a few moments calming the horses. Calen spoke a few soft words to each that seemed to reassure them. I was able to cast a spell to rejuvenate their muscles and Thackery uncovered some grass to restore their strength. 
 
    We mounted once more as Calen continued to stare off into the horizon. He seemed to be focusing on something beyond the edge of my vision, head cocked sideways, forcing his silver bangs into his face like a thick veil of rough lace. He looked so inhuman then, listening to something we couldn’t even perceive. 
 
    I thought about how far we had come together and all of the unknowns that still lay ahead. It all seemed so unreal. I hadn’t known what to expect when Thackery told me we would be journeying through the woods to find a unicorn, part of me had assumed it was a metaphor for a rare sort of warrior or something—and Calen was certainly that. But he was also so much more. I don't think anything could have prepared me for actually meeting, or kissing him. Now that I was warm again, my thoughts returned to the feeling of his lips pressed against mine. I grew even warmer between my legs. 
 
    “Suffice to say,” Calen began, dragging his gaze back to the horses, “our presence here has not gone unnoticed.”  
 
    There was no emotion in his voice, no hint at how he might be feeling. I was terrified and Thackery looked worried, but the unicorn seemed completely calm. I cast a spell to try and read his mind. Probing an empty void, I met a hard wall. Nothing. I pushed against the wall, but got nowhere. 
 
    “That’s not polite,” Calen said with a wink. 
 
    “Maybe the snow leopards were out on patrol and just stumbled across us by accident,” Thackery speculated as he turned his horse to face us. 
 
    Calen frowned. “If their master didn’t know of our presence before, he certainly does now. That cat is running back straight to the Collector for sure. I shouldn’t have let it escape.” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” I said. “You were trapped underneath one of them, remember?” 
 
    With a disapproving look, Calen turned to me. “Then you should have stopped it with your magic. It was a foolish mistake—one that we can’t afford.” 
 
    “Leave off, Unicorn,” Thackery rumbled. “She saved your life and mine.” 
 
    “I’m not sure delaying our deaths counts as saving,” Calen replied. 
 
    His words stung, more than I was willing to admit. Calen was right. I had been unable to keep my emotions in check and because of that I had lost my ability to pull magic. It was my incompetence that had let the snow leopard escape to warn the Collector that we were coming. 
 
    Even if he knew we were here, we couldn't give up. We had to push forward, we couldn't fail—I wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    “We’ve already failed,” Calen whispered.  
 
    The droop in his shoulders told me enough.  
 
    “He’s watching us,” Calen said, “I can feel it.”  
 
    “Tell me again how to draw in more magic” Thackery said, his feeling of inadequacy plainly visible on his face.  
 
    “It’s like feeling cold,” I replied. “Like goosebumps on your skin. You have to dive into the cold water, channel it through your veins until your blood turns to ice—then somehow force it to warm.” 
 
    “Um…” Thackery’s face went blank. “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “None of it makes sense,” Calen said. “Why would someone with such power just allow us to live? Either we are doing what he wants, or we are like flies.” 
 
    “Like flies?” I asked.  
 
    “Just like the ones you made appear around the head of the snow leopard—only we haven’t annoyed the Collector enough to make him swat at us—not yet.” 
 
    “If you're suggesting we find reinforcements, I am afraid the time for that has already come and gone,” Thackery said. “Our only hope now is to press on.” He kicked his horse and rode ahead.  
 
    They were both right. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Calen said in a strange tone, “I hope it’s worth it.” 
 
    I nodded at him before sending Juko after Thackery, and we fell in line along the icy waterway once more. Calen let his midnight horse canter next to Thackery's for a moment, before eventually reclaiming the lead.  
 
    The new pace was a little more hurried, but the reinvigorated horses no longer skid or struggled in the snow. Besides man-eating leopards and the ground itself swallowing you up, the most frightening thing was our own paranoia. Every time I lifted my neck to check on Calen, his eyes were scanning one way or another and never on me.  
 
    It bothered me more than it should, like the coil in my middle tightened every time he failed to simply look at me. It was the unicorn thrall, I told myself. It had to be, no matter how much I'd wished for the feelings to go away. I'd known Calen for hardly any time at all. I still couldn't trust him and it was very likely he was leading us into a trap. Yet, there was no other place in the world I would rather be. I tried to take comfort in that, but I was still hollow inside over worry about my family and my people. 
 
    The horses were climbing up, I noticed. The incline was gradual, toward mountains that hovered in the horizon. They had spindly and narrow tops like castle turrets.  
 
    The river seemed to flow upstream here. A strange sight. I reached into my bag drawing heat from the Eternal Flame—better to save my magic for a fight, just in case I was unable to draw more when I needed it. 
 
    We reached a fork in the river. The larger body continued to race upwards toward the mountains. The place had a cruel kind of beauty and I was almost sad when Calen lead us in the other direction. The smaller branch cut around the heights, disappearing into a large copse of trees.  The smaller stream looked calm, but looks could be deceiving.  
 
    “We aren't headed toward the mountains?” I asked. 
 
    He whipped his head around so fast that I had to wonder if I'd imagined his unwillingness to look at me earlier. Perhaps I was meaningless to him and he simply didn't care enough to avoid me. I felt the fire of my blood race to my cheeks and rubbed at them before Calen dared voice his disapproval. 
 
    “I thought you were smarter than that,” he said. 
 
    He sounded as tired as I felt. He may not have been a man, but apparently even he had limits.  
 
    “We’ll be too exposed if we try to brave the mountains,” Thackery said.  
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Calen agreed before turning away again. “Plus, if it gets too steep, we’ll have to leave the horses.” 
 
    I shivered at the thought. I could feel Juko's heat from under my legs, between that warmth and the Eternal Flame, I almost felt comfortable. I was not sure how long I’d last without them.  
 
    “We’ll have an easier time on the south side of the mountain,” Calen said, his decision seemingly final.  
 
    The sun had begun its slow descent, making the snow shine like it had been dusted in gold.  
 
    “I wonder,” Thackery said, “if this place has always been like this—eternal winter.” 
 
    “Not always, I'd imagine,” Calen replied. “Otherwise nothing would ever grow under all this snow. So, we can only assume that there are seasons like any other region—unless the Collector refuses to allow it for his own protection.” 
 
    “Maybe it turns to summer when he leaves?” I asked. 
 
    Thackery and I both watched and waited for Calen to answer, but he must not have known and remained silent.  
 
    I shuddered. “Then the Collector is waiting for us.” 
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    It was hard to tell them anything without giving away everything. My silence wouldn't bring any harm to the two mages, not really. The only thing in jeopardy was my pride. My pride was the reason I was here in the first place—playing the third wheel to a pair of mages, looking for something I should never have lost in the first place.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Thackery asked Wren, but she was looking back at me then. She was always staring at me. I was used to having a woman’s gaze track my every movement, but this was somehow different. 
 
    Just when I thought that she'd shaken off my spell over her and had regained the use magic to defend herself… I thought of telling her then, how to cast a spell that could free her of my pull forever—but I couldn’t bring myself to utter the words. I didn't want to be rid of her, not really, not yet. The thought of it made me feel every bit the monster I had always feared I might one day become. It made me remember when I’d had my wings…  
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Smoke rose up from the scarred black earth, the dying breath of fire. A ring of flames surrounded the battleground far beyond the edges of my vision. I summoned my wings and they burst into brilliant substance, each feather shimmering white as I took to the sky. Destruction surrounded me. I looked up as the sky opened and heavy rain began to fall. It could not extinguish my radiance as it did the flames, nor could the storm swallow me up. I flew higher and higher until I rose above the surrounding clouds. Untouchable in the air, I was out of bowshot and outside the reach the army that waited below. I could hear them screaming my name—calling for my blood. The entire living mass of soldiers was ready to drag me down and cut me to ribbons. They would rip me apart with their bare hands if they had too—but they were made of paper and bone, and I was born of lava and gold. 
 
    I laughed and folded my wings into a steep dive. Frozen raindrops hurled by the wind bit at my cheeks as the ground rushed towards me. They were ready for me—or so they thought. 
 
    Then I was in their midst, slicing through a battalion as if they were nothing more than a column of ants. I mowed men down with a flick of my wrist. Surprise and fear registered in their eyes as an entire squadron fell dead at my feet. Their general rasped a desperate command and they swarmed my position. Countless men died upon my blade. A normal weapon would have dulled or caught in their armor, but mine was not forged from metal. 
 
    Ten men dropped their weapons and grabbed hold of my legs. My laughter rang out sweetly as I flicked half of them aside. More rushed to take their place. I stumbled—ever so slightly—giving them an opening. My sword was torn from my grasp, lodged in the sternum of a cardboard knight—a perfectly timed sacrifice.  
 
    A flash of lightning stripped away some of my magic along with the loss of the sword. No. A second and then a third soldier tackled me about the waist. I shook the men off and rolled away, leaping to reclaim the blade and wrenching it free from the corpse hugging it tightly.  
 
    My power returned to full strength with a thunderous crash. Blood mixed with water and ran in a torrent down the hilt of my blade like a wayward river. What remained of the army fled and I was left standing alone as the rain stopped and the sky cleared. I held the pommel against my chest and vowed never to be parted from the weapon again. Without it, I was little better than a human. I would not live through that again. 
 
    In the back of my mind, I knew it was a lie. I am a known liar. After all, I swore I would never set feather or hoof in this forsaken land—yet I had. I swore never to return home, and that was exactly what I did. Above all else, I told myself I had no chance of ever loving her.  
 
    None of my kind had ever given voice to such a lie before, nor would they again. I could tumble from my place among the clouds, descending to the very center of hell, and I’d still not have fallen half as far as I had for that woman. I had forsworn all my oaths and deceived everyone, especially myself.  
 
    *  *  * 
 
    …best not to think of that now. 
 
    I'd managed to live with myself for much longer than these mages combined had been alive—and yet, something compelled me to seek Wren’s approval. I felt like an adolescent fool. It was strange how immortality could stretch out your childhood.  
 
    The further south that we wandered, the warmer the climate became. The setting sun reflected fiercely off the ground ahead of us and I realized finally that it was an enormous lake. The glassy water stretched from one side of my vision to the other.  
 
    “Do you think we can safely cross it?” Thackery asked.  
 
    Our vertical line had become a horizontal one as we gazed down at the frozen desert from a high and icy bank. White hoarfrost clung to the edge of the grass surrounding the area, an elegant lace frill on the neck of a pale lady. 
 
    There were no other good options. If we tried to go around, we might add days to the journey. Ranging over the mountains and falling into whatever traps the Collector had laid along the way didn’t seem like a good idea. Turning back wasn’t an option. 
 
    “What choice do we have?” I asked. 
 
    The lake had clearly frozen. I looked to the east and west, but still could not see the end of it. It would have taken a great deal of powerful magic to freeze something so large. Maybe there had been no lake here before the Collector had taken up residency—perhaps there was no end to it and that was part of the madness of it.  
 
    Would the ice hold our weight in the center? It could be another elaborate trap that might very well turn into a watery tomb. I wondered again how we had found ourselves in this tangle of magic.  
 
    “Maybe we should try to go around it?” Thackery said to Wren.  
 
    Her tired eyes were far in the back of the hood of her cloak when she answered him. “We’re running out of time. Crossing is a risk we are going to have to take,” Wren said. 
 
    I nodded and Thackery sent his horse trotting. Frost crunched softly in our wake. The outer ring of ice was thick and solid. With any luck, we would cross without incident. 
 
    We had nearly reached the center of the lake when Thackery suddenly pulled on his reins so fast that I assumed a wall must have sprung up before him, but I saw no such thing. Before I could shout my displeasure, Wren also stopped and both she and Thackery stood in their saddles, attempting to see ahead of us. 
 
    My senses flared to life as a group of men blinked into existence ahead of us. Not men—mages. They were as white as the powder they stood on. Staring back at us, they were dressed from toe to crown in white snow leopard fur. There were three of them, the first with a wild beard and tall staff. The second was holding a sword that looked like it was made out of ice. The third was the most frightening. His face was half missing—frozen off by the cold. The mage’s nose and eyes were gone and what remained looked like it had suffered from a bad case of frostbite—yet his head moved as we turned, somehow tracking our every movement. 
 
    We wheeled our horses and ran. We had to. These three were too powerful together. They didn’t bother to chase us as we fled, instead hunting with their magic. The white Mages must be of this realm. The ice itself became their weapons and great spikes of it sprung up before us. Razor-sharp, the deadly spires seemed to bend toward us as we weaved around them. I drew my sword and cut through one that driving towards the neck of my horse. The ice melted before the black blade.  
 
    I paused to check on how the others were doing. Thackery was relying on the speed of his horse and was having some luck outrunning the mage’s magic. Wren spewed fire around her like a dragon, but still the ice pressed closer.  
 
    If I’d had my horn, I could have turned everything around us to dust and scattered what remained on the wind. We ran the horses near to exhaustion, putting as much distance as possible between us and the source of the spikes of ice rising beneath our feet. Fortunately, Wren’s fire magic seemed enough to keep us alive.  
 
    As we reached the far side of the lake, the wizard’s magic faded—or perhaps they had just become bored. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Thackery yelled gleefully. “I was able to pull some magic.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” I replied. “How about hiding us from the white mages?” 
 
    To my surprise, Thackery nodded and closed his eyes. After several long moments, he nodded his head as though whatever he had done had worked.  
 
    “Are you sure they won’t be able to track us?” Wren asked.  
 
    “I don’t think they need to,” I said. “We were driven this way.” It had been a trap, though not the kind we had expected, laid by the Collector from the beginning to send us in this direction. In the meantime, we had only succeeded in moving farther away from our goal.  
 
    A bolt of red lightning pierced the sky, striking the ice with an audible crack. Before I even knew what was happening, the ice broke apart beneath our feet and we fell into the freezing water. Luka floundered as he struggled to swim, small icebergs around him offering no purchase. Thackery and Wren were in the water as well. I could feel my saddlebags filling with water, growing heavier and pulling me down. I abandoned my horse, swimming to Wren’s aid. I watched in despair as my Luka was sucked below into the deep and drowned.  
 
    Wren would’ve suffered the same fate with her horse as well, but I refused to allow it. Pumping my legs furiously, I dragged her and her horse up, willing them to stay above water.  
 
    Thackery was closer to the edge of the collapse and was able to haul both himself and his horse to safety with a burst of magic-infused strength. The wind was whipping past us so relentlessly, I could barely hear the sound of Wren’s scream. The ice was continuing to crack and the hole was widening around us. Thackery retreated away from us and towards the safety of the unbroken ice. We were soon separated. 
 
    “Get her to safety!” Thackery yelled. “I’ll find another way across and meet you there.” 
 
    This was the Collector’s doing.  
 
    My arms snaked around Wren’s middle, holding her fast as we struggled forward. The other side of the lake came into view and we headed towards it. It took all of our remaining strength to make it to the rocky beach. I had never been so happy to be on solid ground. 
 
    “Luka?” Wren asked softly, tears coming to her eyes. I merely shook my head. 
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    Thackery had been separated from us on the ice, but I knew that he would somehow make it back. I was sure our unlikely trio would soon be made whole. I had to be. Otherwise I wouldn’t get the chance to apologize for anything—everything that had happened.  
 
    We must have passed outside the winter boundary the Collector had created, for the banks where we washed ashore were covered in a thick fog. More gray-green than white, and rolling, lingering, just above the water. There was no snow on the ground, only barren rocks. Beyond the beach stood a jungle with huge trees reaching up towards the sky. A thick canopy blotted out the light, hiding what lay beneath in shadow.  
 
    “How can a jungle be so close to the ice?” I asked. 
 
    Calen frowned. “Maybe another of the Collector’s defenses.” 
 
    Juko refused to take one step more and I couldn't blame her. The air felt warmer here, in a suffocating sort of way. I cast a drying spell that wrung out most of the water from my clothes. 
 
    “We have to hurry,” Calen said, “we still aren’t safe here.”  
 
    I looked around, dreading what dangers we might encounter next. Would the jungle really be any safer? 
 
    “You seem lost,” Calen said placing his hand delicately on the side of my cheek. 
 
    “At least we're lost together,” I said, knowing that wasn't at all what he meant.  
 
    “A lot of good that will do you,” Calen said with a smile, splashing me with the green water.  
 
    I scowled, having spent too much time soaked to the bone. Then laughed despite myself and splashed him back. For a moment life was normal again and we forgot where we were. Something must have been attracted to the sounds, thinking it the thrashing of an injured animal. 
 
    “Be silent,” Calen warned suddenly, “I see something moving in the water.”  
 
    His voice was so grave and overpowering, I would have wondered if he was putting me under a spell, but no, he was only trying to protect me.  
 
    There was a strange silvery splashing sound coming from behind us. It was almost like bells, underwater bells. The sight, however, was not nearly as serene. I watched as a tangled mass of translucent purple-black, the color of blue decay and dead things surfaced behind us. 
 
    Whatever it was, looked very much alive—twisting and slapping at the shallow water.  
 
    “Quickly, get to shore,” Calen urged me.  
 
    The blob broke apart into a hundred smaller segments, like a disrupted swarm of angry bees flying just below the surface.  
 
    “What are they?” Calen asked. 
 
    “Jellyfish,” Calen said, and I saw them clearly then. 
 
    Strange, bulbous mushrooms with orange and red tentacles approached us. Gold flecks spread throughout their mushroom-like forms and they had glowing orange centers that pulsed with mesmerizing light. There were more of them than I could count and all with a deadly sting.  
 
    I reached for my power then, and it was there, but we weren’t the target. Juko, who had refused to move from the water, screamed as she was stung again and again.  
 
    “Juko!” I screamed. Her cries cut off quickly as she was paralyzed and sank below the water. Calen held me tightly against his chest. He refused to let me go back into the water. The horses head dipped below the waterline as the jellyfish swarmed around her. It was already too late. Without another word, Calen carried me away from the sight. 
 
    I'd raised Juko from a small foal and been there when she had taken her first shaky steps. I’d fed her and groomed her. I was the first person to earn her trust enough to ride. Even when father didn't think I could handle the responsibility and stepmother thought it unbecoming of a princess to spend her days in the barn. Full years of my life had been devoted to that horse. In a rush of tentacles she was parted from me forever.  
 
    I’d lost everything—my home, my family, my dog, and now Juko. 
 
    Calen ran with me in his arms, over rocks and rivets, through the trees and on and on. Until I made him set me down. 
 
    “Let’s rest here,” Calen said, his eyes combing my every crease as he placed me on the raised roots of an ancient tree. Taking my hand, Calen pulled me close and held me as I sobbed.  
 
    Ahead of us stood some sort of cut out, an alcove, a fingerling lake, that branched off the main one. I wanted to scan the horizon there, to see if there was any stretch of land, any way out this humidity that soaked us to our very souls, but I couldn't look that far, I couldn't look any further than two feet away.  
 
    After my tears dried, my stomach growled, and I knew I had to keep on living. Our supplies were almost gone, so we shared what was left of the dried meat in my bag.  
 
    Calen shushed me as I was chewing. “I’m sorry,” I said, “was my chewing too loud?” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” Calen replied, looking over my head and into the forest behind us. A soft hiss came again, but not from his lips. 
 
    Across a small pond and amongst the mossy rocks slithered a pair of huge, green snakes. They seemed to dance together, knotting up in great scaly tangles, even striking at each other with teeth as pointed as daggers. Venom and blood were already at their tips. Thankfully, the snakes hadn't noticed us yet, they were busy with each other. Huge monstrous creatures, nothing like the gentle corn snakes of my own realm that ate only insects.  
 
    I remembered catching a small one in the field as a girl. I had let the small snake crawl from one hand to another. The harmless creature had fascinated me for hours. These were almost dragons, even the smaller one twice as long as Calen was tall, and looked as though they could swallow down a man whole. There was an entire cave of them and several swam through the water in below. Water vipers. Standing there, shaking in my wet boots, I felt like a field mouse. 
 
    “Is everything here poisonous?” I whispered. 
 
    One of the larger snakes pulled back and struck more viciously at the smaller one, pumping venom into it. The smaller snake spasmed, writhing uncontrollably until it finally stilled. I looked on in horror as the larger snake unhinged its jaw and began to swallow it tail first.  
 
    Calen had drawn his black sword. It seemed strange in the shadowy light. Not glowing, but a different shade as before. Instead of smoke wafting off the blade, steam seemed to rise from it. Was it forever night in this jungle? If there was a moon, it refused to burn off the fog, nor could it or any stars penetrate the trees. 
 
    Silently turning to me, Calen began to whisper. “See that tree, the one with the knothole shaped like a bear?” 
 
    I didn't see a bear, but I understood where Calen wanted me to look. I nodded my head, not trusting myself to speak.  I was not weak, but Calen and I were different kinds of strong.  
 
    “Slowly make your way over there, treading as lightly as you can,” Calen said. He released my hand and stood his ground. I did as he directed, stumbling only once over a protruding root—the sound it made was like thunder in my ears as I tried to keep my balance. I held my breath, imagining all of the vipers rushing at us at once—but the snakes didn’t seem to notice. Perhaps it was the cover that the sound of moving water provided. Calen followed, silent as a tiger and lifted me up onto a low-hanging branch. I realized he wanted me to climb up the base and scrambled up as best I could, using indentations in the bark for handholds.  
 
    Without a second thought, Calen scaled the tree like a jaguar, carrying his sword and pack on his back. He seemed at home in the trees. We made our way higher than I had ever climbed before, the tree offering a hydra-head of thick branches and vines.  
 
    I had climbed trees at home all my life. It had nearly driven my stepmother mad, the way I'd scurry up them in my lacy skirts and return home with them torn an autumn's worth of leaves in my hair. Of course, I'd have preferred to climb in trousers and tunic, but I'd been too young to pick all my fights back then.  
 
    It was nothing compared to what Calen could do. I wondered if his other form had been a gorilla instead of a horse. Already my arms ached, but he wasn’t even sweating. The snakes had disappeared far below us—they couldn’t climb, could they? 
 
    I tried to mimic the grip the unicorn used and the clever way he found the right handholds. I thought I was doing pretty well—until I fell.
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 Calen 
 
      
 
    I dove for Wren, knowing I'd never catch her in time. Not before she fell off her branch and out of my grasp. I pushed off and let my momentum propel me downward. Focusing on my essence, I willed myself to become the heaviest thing in the world. Pushing aside branches and the very air itself, I embraced the feeling until I was falling with her—past her. Reaching out my hand, I caught Wren in midair as she fell. Catching her was only half of the problem. It was quite a challenge to shield her from the branches and not drop her as she thrashed and flailed about.  
 
    I cushioned our fall with my body. 
 
    Sharp rocks struck my back hard enough to break the bones of any man. Wren cried out from the tangle of limbs on my chest, but I held my tongue and accepted the pain.  
 
    Wren spun from my grasp as soon as she could unwrap herself from my arms. I had to make myself let go. Counting to three, I slowed my breathing and forced my muscles to relax. My fingers still clenched a tan piece of cloth that had ripped off from her tunic.  For some reason, I couldn't persuade my fingers to release it. I felt the soft fabric between my fingers. At least it distracted me from the aching pain in my backside.  
 
    “How did you... “ she asked with a face not of concern, but complete shock.  
 
    “Unicorn,” I reminded her, as if she could forget. She probably wished she could. 
 
    That fiery rage was already taking hold of her. Anger was good—passion may very well be the thing to keep her alive.  
 
    We were back on the ground. I looked around with dread. Our fall was sure to have attracted the attention of the serpents. 
 
    “What weapons do you have?” I asked her, and that seemed to jar her more than the fall had.  
 
    She pulled two long knives from her boots.  
 
    “Will these do?” She said with more of a sneer than a smile.  
 
    I didn't have time to answer her. I could hear the undergrowth shift as the snakes approached. Wren sensed them coming as well. Still holding the knives, she took a half step toward the tree and looked up, wondering if she could make the climb back up in time.  
 
    I surged to my feet, hurried over and unceremoniously took the two knives out of her hands. “Keep on going. Don’t look back. If I don’t make it, continue on along the river and try to make your way to higher ground.  
 
    The shaking in her left hand worsened and spread to Wren's whole face. “You can't fight an entire viper pit by yourself,” she told me, but didn’t resist as I pushed her forward. She knew the people of Spellshallow need her and she was of no use to them dead. Wren began walking. 
 
    I turned my back to her, holding the deadly black sword in one hand, one of Wren's knives in the other, and the second clutched in my teeth. I widened my stance as the bushes began to rustle and the rounded heads of the snakes appeared, tasting the air. 
 
    There were fewer snakes than I had feared. Of course, they were also much larger than the others I had seen. The main advantage I would have in this fight was an immunity to the water snake venom. That was why I had to stay. If Wren was bitten… I might not be able to cure her before the poison struck her heart.  
 
    A large, brown-and-green scaled viper the size of a horse emerged first. Its body was lithe and powerful, the muscles rippling in a show of strength beneath the banded armor covering its form. My knife sprouted between the slatted black eyes. The monster gave a frightful hiss as it died. 
 
    Two other snakes paused, seeming to register the threat of my steel before splitting off to both sides to flank me. The red-and-yellow diamond-patterned one disappeared into the bushes at my left and the black-and-white-striped one vanished to my right. I was about to chase after the black-and-white one, when a huge male, all-black serpent appeared in front of me. This must be the dominant male. 
 
    The viper locked eyes on me and slowly slithered forward, its head up in striking position. The massive eyes held my gaze, attempting to hypnotize me into stillness as the smaller snakes approached me from behind. They hunted like a pack. Smart snakes then.  
 
    Swaying from side to side, the viper drew ever closer. It opened its mouth, exposing long fangs dripping with venom. I twirled my sword, willing it to glow with hot white light. The brightness reflected off the snake’s face and made it blink against the shine. The deadly mouth closed. It regarded me curiously. 
 
    I stared right back, turning the creature’s own trick against it. The snake’s confidence seemed to falter and the head lowered slightly. I spun suddenly, swinging my sword in a wide arc and slicing the head from the body of the black-and-white snake as it struck. 
 
    Remembering the red-and-yellow viper, I turned back to my left, barely in time to thrust the long knife up through the bottom jaw. The snake died instantly, but the weight of its coils slammed into me and I staggered backward, dropping my sword. 
 
    The giant black snake shook its head, casting off the daze it had fallen under. With my sword on the ground and my other knife lodged in the red-and-yellow snake’s skull, I was forced to catch the immense fangs on my forearm as the black snake attacked. They cut deep into the sinew of my arm, glancing off the bone and pumping in an unbelievable amount of burning venom. I gasped as the fiery agony traveled through my blood towards my heart. Struggling against the viper’s weight, I fell backward to the ground.  
 
    The black coils pinned me down while the poison took its course. My breathing became ragged and my right side went completely numb. The power in my limbs seemed to fade and my vision blurred. Perhaps I have overestimated my abilities. A giant eye gleamed in victory and the snake tried to pull away, content to swallow me later when I was fully paralyzed. 
 
    My left hand shot out and held the vicious head in place—the fangs were still lodged deep in my arm. The burning in my blood cooled and my strength began to return. The creature panicked as it was unable to free itself.  
 
    Dragging the head to the side, I screamed as the right fang tore through my arm toward my bicep. The snake’s left fang snapped as I grabbed hold of the neck and rolled the serpent to the side. The back of the viper’s head cracked into my nose, breaking it as it tried to free itself. 
 
    I braced my legs against the thrashing tail, refusing to give way as my left hand grabbed the remaining fang. I pulled as hard as I could, tearing it free with a wild yell. The snake spat a mixture of blood and venom. With the last of my strength, I stabbed the snake’s own fang through its eye and deep into the brain. It died, convulsing with a taste of its own poison. 
 
    I looked around for Wren. She was halfway up the tree, with a viper wriggling after her. 
 
    Blazing fire fell from overhead, slamming into the body of the snake, and setting the entire base of the tree alight. A momentary fear struck me, but no, Wren hadn't used the Eternal Flame—just an extra potent version of her own fire spell. 
 
    More of the vipers were attracted to the light. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Wren yelled, throwing another fireball into the jungle behind me. I retrieved my sword and shoved one of the knives into my boots. My limbs were weakened by the venom, but I steadied myself and climbed on through the pain.  
 
    Wren smartly crossed over to another tree as the base of the one she was perched on blackened. I followed her lead, climbing up and then pulling myself over to her branch and sitting in the crook of it.  
 
    “You were bitten,” Wren said, her eyes large with fear. 
 
    “There's no venom that can kill me, Wren, it will be cleansed from my blood by morning.”  
 
    She insisted on fussing over the wound anyways. I suppose it was oozing venom out of the two puncture holes like puss. After applying a makeshift bandage, we continued to climb higher. The fire began to spread, filling the air between the trees with smoke. Wren coughed and I urged her to move faster. “We have a way to climb before we can rest.”   
 
    This would be a difficult climb for her, but it should keep the snakes at bay. An hour later, I sank down into the branches of a huge kapok tree. A deep exhaustion filled my bones.  
 
    The fire had turned away, burning in another direction.  
 
    “We should be safe until morning,” I said, wiping the soot from her hair.  
 
    Wren and I sank into each other and claimed some much-needed sleep.  
 
    Dawn illuminated the icy mountains in the distance beyond the jungle. We had made it around to the other side of the Collector’s domain. There was no sign of the snakes, so Wren and I descended to search for some breakfast. A troop of monkeys passed above us in the trees with a cacophony of hoots and hollers. I thought about trying to bring one down with my knife, but instead settled on following them to see what they would lead us to. 
 
    Before I knew it, we were feasting on juicy jungle fruit. The sticky citrus was bright red and tasted delicious. That was when I noticed a patch of brown and green too evenly colored to be natural. It was some kind of building, made of lumber and painted to blend in with the jungle. We might have missed it had we not followed the monkeys to the fruit. 
 
    “Do you see that?” I asked Wren.  
 
    “Where?” she asked. 
 
    I pointed. “There is some kind of building over there, hidden amongst the trees.”  
 
    Her eyes followed along the line of my finger. “I see it now,” Wren said. We walked towards the strange house.  
 
    It had a peaked roof made of something like coarse straw, with one large hole in the middle where it had caved in, but the rest seemed to be in good repair. The outside was streaky with some sort of green slime.  
 
    I approached the building cautiously, drawing my blade. There was movement inside. Wren took a sharp breath as the door opened. 
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 Wren 
 
      
 
    Thackery stumbled out with a yawn. Calen lowered his sword. I had never been so happy to see anyone.  
 
    “Thackery, you’re alive!” I ran forward. 
 
    He grabbed me in a bear hug and swung me around. “Oh Wren, where have you been?” 
 
    “Fighting our way through the jungle,” I said with a smile. “I thought we’d never find you.” 
 
    “I see Calen took care of you,” Thackery said with a nod of thanks his direction. 
 
    We had found Thackery. Maybe our luck was beginning to turn.  
 
    “Oh good,” Calen said, pushing past us to inspect the house, “you aren't dead.”  
 
    Thackery had spent the night there, but still had no clue who had built it or what it was used for.  
 
    “I wonder what this green slime is” Calen said, inspecting the film that covered the outer walls. 
 
    “No clue,” Thackery replied. “Looks like something smashed through the roof though. Whoever was living here is long gone.” 
 
    “Maybe we should move on,” I said nervously, imagining a snake large enough to cave in the roof. 
 
    “Did you have any trouble with the crocodiles?” Thackery asked. 
 
    “Crocodiles?” I rasped.  
 
    “They took my horse. One minute he was drinking peacefully at the water’s edge…” Thackery nodded in the opposite direction from which we had come. “There’s a river full of them over that way.” 
 
    “There goes the last of the horses,” Calen sighed. “No crocodiles,” I replied, “we just escaped a pit of water vipers from the other direction.” 
 
    “Let’s not go near the water,” Thackery said, glancing anxiously around us. 
 
    “I don't suppose you have any other food?” I asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “I've got a pack of venison jerky, and a half-round of cheese” Thackery replied, gesturing to his pack in the corner. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes, stifling a yawn. “You two can fix the roof,” I said, “I will make us some breakfast.”  
 
    The wooden house had a single room covered in leaves and dust. Some shelves held a rusted pot and little else. Before long the boys were arguing about the best way to fix the roof. Despite a few curses, the hole was patched by the time I had heated some water and sliced enough jungle fruit to serve with the cheese and venison. I had pulled over three tree stumps next to what remained of a low table. It would have to do. 
 
    “As much as I enjoy playing house,” Calen remarked, “we shouldn’t linger here too long.”  
 
    “More like playing escape from everything trying to kill you,” Thackery corrected.  
 
    Calen laughed in agreement and the three of us sat down. After we had eaten, we all lay down to catch up on some much-needed sleep. Thackery looked hurt as I curled up by the unicorn’s side, but I hardly noticed. 
 
    Calen pulled me into his arms, rolling my tired head into the crook of his elbow. I felt safe and warm. 
 
    “I’ll stay awake and listen for anything that comes close,” he said. 
 
    He stared down at me for a long moment, the light making all the angles of his face and body sharp. I had to say, his angles looked much better up close. I didn't protest and was quickly asleep.  
 
      
 
    Most of the day had gone by the time I awoke. It was humid and sticky. I'd rolled closer to Calen as I slept and sweat now coated one whole side of my body—the side I'd pressed against the planes of his chest and thighs, and other places, which were harder than I remembered them being.  
 
    Thackery was gone, the door propped open to let in some air. Calen was drawing swirling circles on my bare neck, the only bit of me exposed, with a lazy smile and light fingers.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked him, trying to push the sleep out of my eyes and voice. 
 
    “Watching you dream,” he said, still moving his fingertips.  
 
    “Where’s Thackery?” I asked. 
 
    Calen rolled his eyes. “He said he couldn’t sleep anymore and stormed off to find some more food.” 
 
    “Will he be okay alone?” I asked. 
 
    “He can take care of himself,” Calen replied smoothly. 
 
    He bent down and kissed me.  
 
    The heat of the room was nothing compared to his lips. It was infuriating, mine were so rough and dry from everything we had gone through, but his were still smooth. He didn't even have morning breath. Instead, his lips tasted sweet like the strange fruit we had eaten earlier.  
 
    His free hand knotted into my hair, and I kept on kissing him, pulling him close. Calen’s practiced fingers traced down my throat and slid under my tunic. My nipples ached. In that moment, there was no thought, there was only his body pressed against mine. I couldn't stop, and I didn't want to. I could die today or tomorrow. For now, I wanted to feel alive and there was nothing I wanted more than Calen.  
 
    He ripped off his shirt, tiny drops of sweat spread across his shoulders and down his muscular chest. His hair was damp and stuck to both our faces. Calen’s tongue parted my lips and I welcomed it—ached for it.  
 
    My hands found the corded muscles of his arms and I gave an appreciative squeeze. I reached for his belt as the heat seeped below my own waist, making my insides pulse, driving me mad. Calen rolled, taking me with him and pulling me on top of him. The motion made my head dizzy as I pressed flush against him in a way that made me want to cry out.  
 
    He bit down on my tongue then, as I'd let it creep into his mouth, and my cry turned into a muffled moan. My hips ground into his of their own free will—seeking a music only they seemed to know. Calen’s hand cupped my breast and he moved to kiss my neck.  
 
    A crash by the door broke the beautiful rhythm.  
 
    Thackery had returned, holding a yellow bunch of bananas the size of his torso. His face was red with anger and embarrassment. 
 
    “Sorry,” Thackery breathed, throwing them to the floor, “didn't mean to interrupt.”  
 
    Somehow I think that was exactly what he meant to do. 
 
    Even as he untangled himself from me, Calen still looked deadly. He could probably draw blood with just the slant of his eyes. Calen reached for the wad of his tunic and strode toward Thackery to stare him down in the proper way, at full height.  
 
    “Next time,” Calen growled, “you should knock.” He stalked outside. 
 
    “We should leave this place,” Thackery muttered.  
 
    I turned away, unable to believe Thackery’s timing. After a few moments he left me alone. 
 
    My lips felt tender, and so did the rest of me.  
 
    I heard sounds of shouting and knew they were arguing over me. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    It was about time. The boy drew his sword, an enraged look on his face. His tiny mind couldn’t deal with the sight of me abed with Wren. I had left all of my weapons inside and was still somewhat weakened from the viper’s venom—which would make this an almost evenly matched fight. 
 
    “You’re sure you want to do this?” I asked, cocking my head to the side. 
 
    “I’ll give you one chance to take your spell off of Wren and walk away,” Thackery said in a low voice. I could see the threat of violence in his eyes. The fool was actually going to go through with it. 
 
    Turning to face him, I widened my stance, preparing for the attack. “It’s not a spell, what you saw was—real.” 
 
    “Liar!” Thacker yelled, raising his sword and charging me. 
 
    My smile faded as he cast the spell he had been preparing. The distance between us vanished in an instant and I was suddenly ducking under a swipe of his sword. I barely had time to avoid it, the blade cutting through the air and slicing off a lock of my hair—he was moving almost faster than I could see. Thackery’s fist connected with my jaw, an inhumanely strong punch that sent me reeling back. He is using what magic he’s been able to pull from this place to match my speed and strength!  
 
    No human could ever beat me, but with my body still fighting against the venom, this magic-infused mage might actually have a chance of killing me.  
 
    “Not bad.” I spat a glob of silvery blood on the ground. “But how long can you keep it up?” 
 
    “Long enough,” Thackery said, twirling his sword. 
 
    The boy seemed to realize I wasn’t at my strongest. He knew this was the best possible time to take me out and seemed certain he could accomplish what so many others had failed to do. That overconfidence would be his downfall.  
 
    I didn’t give him the chance to finish me. Rushing forward, I feigned left and then spun, catching his sword arm in the air as it descended. Striking his wrist, I sent the weapon flying from his grasp, significantly raising the odds in my favor. 
 
    Thackery wasn’t done yet. He kicked me in the stomach and then lowered his head in a vicious headbutt. The blow broke my nose, but I refused to release my grip on him. Instead, I shifted my weight, using the force of his attack to pull him off balance. I bent him into a throw, sending Thackery flying into the base of a large tree. He slammed into the solid wood hard, the impact making an audible smack. It must have broken his ribs. 
 
    Burning the last of his magic, the boy healed his bones and dashed forward. I met him head-on, just fast enough to dodge his punch and unleash a vicious elbow strike to the side of his head. Thackery went down. 
 
    I could have killed him then, his magic exhausted, lying at my feet with impotent rage in his eyes. But Wren wouldn’t like that. 
 
    “Are you done?” I scoffed, ignoring the pain throbbing through my body. It wouldn’t do to let the mage know how close he had come to besting me. 
 
    Thackery groaned, realizing he was spent. “For now.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, extending my hand. “I look forward to the next time.” 
 
    Pushing my hand away, the boy slowly rose to his feet and went to retrieve his sword without another word. I shrugged and walked away. With a gasp I straightened the bridge of my nose and leaned against a tree to wait for Wren. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Straightening my clothing, I went outside to see if they had killed each other yet. They stood apart, their noses bloodied—a purple bruise growing on the side of Thackery’s face—waiting in silence for me to emerge. Hopefully, this would be the last time they fought over me. 
 
    “Thanks for the bananas, Thackary,” I said, hoping to cut through the awkwardness. “Did you see anything else while you were picking them?” 
 
    “I saw a viper kill a crocodile,” Thackery said sullenly. “You never know when one animal will get the best of another. Are we ready to go?”
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 Calen 
 
      
 
    There were delicate bridges everywhere. Small swaying ones made of nothing but knotty rope between spindly looking trees, and ones you could have driven an entire team of horses across, all tethered to the mightiest of great oaks. A spiderweb of them filled the trees. It would have been an excellent way to travel while avoiding the dangers of the jungle floor below, if only they had been in better repair.  
 
    Curbed and rounded platforms wrapped around the middle of tree trunks forming a ring of wood, many with gaps missing like lost teeth. The ruins of thatch work tree houses could be seen. Had some native people lived here before the Collector had taken over their land? Some of the treehouses had fallen and now lay in splinters amongst the foliage at the water's edge. The water had risen in this area, forming a large swamp filled with crocodiles. Scaled green heads floated in the water below us, circling as they hungrily waited for a meal. 
 
    “This is better than vipers?” Wren asked, “I'd rather the snakes,” she added. 
 
    I watched as she tested the rope bridge nearest to her with a frown on her face, the sleep still in her eyes. 
 
    “It’ll be faster than climbing from branch to branch,” Thackery said, rubbing at his chin thoughtfully.  
 
    The sun blazed overhead now. I had nearly recovered fully from the viper bite and felt confident we could make it. If there were another way, an easier way, we would take it. I knew I wouldn't be able to protect Wren forever, that she didn't need it, not really, but I would do what I could to keep her safe.  
 
    “We’ll have to hope that they hold” Thackery said. 
 
    We settled on a thinner bridge whose ropes were still in good condition. This bridge was the most direct line towards the white mountains and the back way to the Collector’s keep. Thackery took the lead. 
 
    I pulled Wren close to me. “I want you to stay in front of me in case the bridge starts to fall.” 
 
    “And if it does?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll catch you, I promise.” I was less worried about the fall than I was about wrestling the large reptiles in the brackish water below. I could heal most damage to my body, but having my arm ripped off was another story. 
 
    Thackery stretched out his hand and grabbed hold to the side of the rope bridge. He eased his way onto it, spreading his weight and testing the strength.  
 
    “It should hold,” Thackery said. 
 
    Wren followed his lead. The bridge swayed slightly, but seemed secure enough. I gave her a nod of reassurance and she continued forward as I stepped onto the wooden planks tied together at the base. 
 
    How many years had this bridge hung suspended from these trees? If only it held long enough for us to cross. High above, birds sang to each other in the branches of every tree watching our progress. They shit almost everywhere as well, making the ropes slippery. Though the sun stood directly overhead, shadows were still fat and thick in the canopy below. They seemed almost corporal, and I eyed them warily. Was that large shape moving below us a hippo or something else? 
 
    Yes, we could just as quickly be killed in the trees as on the ground, but I hadn't seen any signs of danger outside of wood rot and the fraying of rope ends. Things on the ground and in the water wanted to eat us. Until that changed, we were safer up here. 
 
    Thackery continued on at a steady pace, keeping his eyes straight ahead and aimed towards his goal.  
 
    “He's afraid of heights,” Wren whispered when Thackery had gotten far enough ahead. 
 
    “He’s doing well, considering,” I said, impressed by the boy’s resolve. I hated to admit it, but the boy was starting to grow on me. I now saw his foolishness merely as inexperience. Yet he was dedicated to saving his people and he would do anything for Wren. 
 
    That stirred up some inconvenient feelings. I was made to soar high above everything. I loved the feeling of the wind buffeting my cheeks, the thought of free-falling into a cold lagoon.  
 
    We were a little over halfway across when I sensed the presence of magic reinforcing the other side of the bridge. The rope had been enchanted, making it as strong as iron. Thick metal flame holders were sealed along the top of the bridge, bringing the possibility of night time use. We had ones just like them, back in the Unicorn City that I had once called home. I remembered the colorful galas and cheerful festivals during warm spring nights and for the first time in a long, long, while, I allowed myself to miss it.  
 
    The crossing passed slowly and mostly without incident. I had to catch myself once when a board gave way beneath my foot, but the others had no trouble and the bridges held. 
 
    Thackery reached the other side first. He passed through a deserted gatehouse built of stone and the beginnings of a paved road.  
 
    “Where are the guards?” Thackery asked. He walked forward and then bent down to examine something. 
 
    “What does he see?” Wren asked.  
 
    “Let’s find out,” I replied.  
 
    We increased our speed and reached the other side. Wren looked relieved and I admitted I too was glad to be done with that bridge. 
 
    “I found some horse droppings,” Thackery said, “and they are still fresh.”  
 
    “Be ready,” I warned.  
 
     The bushes to my left rustled and I drew my sword. 
 
    A small brown creature with a bushy tail and big buck teeth emerged. 
 
    “A squirrel?” Wren asked, in disbelief. “That’s a relief.” 
 
    I lowered my sword. 
 
    “The eyes are red,” Thackery said. 
 
    Then I saw them. Dozens of furry little animals, all with eyes glowing red like dying embers. 
 
    “They must be enchanted,” I said. “These are the guards.” 
 
    We ran. Not away but forward up the road. The Collector knew we were close and we needed to reach his keep before he sent something else to kill us. 
 
    We passed a burned old stump of a tree, the top black and jagged as the mouth of a rotting corpse. Something moved inside. I turned back to see shadows pouring out of it. There were three of them and they were growing in size, their shapes familiar.  
 
    “Run!” I yelled. The shadows formed into men and began chasing us as they grew in size. They drew swords, not harmless dark shapes, but very real blades. 
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    I screamed through a mouthful of blood. Our weapons passed right through the shadow men, making them impossible to kill. My spells had no effect either. It was as if they were impervious to any harm, halfway out of this world and only crossing into it when they attacked. We fought a losing battle as we retreated toward the Collector’s keep, doing the best we could to keep the shadow men at bay.  
 
    Casting a spell on myself, I healed my split lip and bruised jaw. I was glad it was only the hilt of the sword that had connected. That was the last of my magic stores. Every ounce had been used to heal multiple wounds that Thackery and I had taken from the shadow men. Calen did his best to take the brunt of the attacks, but even he couldn’t take much more. 
 
    We were unable to draw any more magic this close to the Collector’s keep. I could feel an oppressive power everywhere, blocking us from pulling in any more magic. Our only remaining hope was to get to the Heart of Spellshallow.  
 
    The Collector’s keep was a grand structure, made up of a dozen stone towers and high, sweeping archways. A low wall more for decoration than defense surrounded it. Who would dare to attack someone so powerful? White and black marble stone was everywhere and seemed to shimmer with power. The huge main gate stood open and as we crossed the threshold, the shadow men first paused and then vanished. They were forbidden from entering their master’s stronghold.  
 
    The two human guards inside the gate were barely awake and Calen dispatched them before they had time to raise the alarm. For all the power here, these were just ordinary men with spears. 
 
    “We made it,” I said with a gasp, leaning against a silvery archway to catch my breath. 
 
    “Barely,” Thackery winced at a deep gash on his arm. He tore some fabric from his tunic to bandage it, meaning he had used the last of his stores of magic as well. 
 
    “They were just toying with us,” Calen coughed, “driving us here instead of ending it like they could have at any time.” 
 
    “But we’re here and we’re alive,” I searched his eyes for a sign of hope. “At least there is still a chance.” 
 
    Calen met my gaze. “You’re right.” He seemed embarrassed by his skepticism. “Forgive me, I—” Calen suddenly doubled over in pain and his hand came away slick with his silvery blood. 
 
    “You’re bleeding!” I rushed over to him, but Calen waved me away. 
 
    “I’m all right.” He closed his eyes and slowly—much slower than usual—his wounds healed and he stood up straight once more.  
 
    “A trivial matter.” Calen smiled, refusing to let me see how weakened he really was.  
 
    “Must be nice,” Thackery said with a scowl. 
 
    “You have no idea,” Calen replied with a wink. 
 
    I turned to look past the gatehouse at the large granaries, expansive stables, and countless warehouse buildings. “There are so many places to search, how will we ever find where the Collector is keeping the Heart?” 
 
    Calen’s smile widened into a grin. “He probably is wearing it around his neck, or hiding it under the pillow on his throne, or something ridiculous like that. It’ll be impossible to get, unless I have my horn—and I know exactly where that is—I can sense it from here.” 
 
    He extended his finger, pointing at the smallest warehouse near the stables. “My horn is in there.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    Calen nodded confidently. 
 
    “We’ll need to hurry,” Thackery said. “It won’t be long before someone discovers these guards aren’t at their post.” 
 
    Thackery and Calen dragged the bodies out of sight, hoping to buy us more time before we were discovered. 
 
    Leaving the main road, we started down a dark side alley that tracked along the low wall of the perimeter. We made our way as inconspicuously as possible through the garbage and back storage areas of several shops. There was even a smithy that must have existed simply to serve the Collector’s needs.  
 
    A patrol of well-armored guards dressed in blue and grey colors passed by and my heart began pounding nearly out of my chest. 
 
    “Quick,” Thackery hissed, “in here.” 
 
    We ducked into a small alehouse. A sign painted with blue lettering announced the name: The Blue-lipped Whore. 
 
    “Real classy place,” I said with a roll of my eyes. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem so bad,” Calen said with a grin. “Maybe we can get a drink while we wait.” 
 
    “Looks just like the place we found you in,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    Calen elbowed me. “Try and blend in until the patrol passes.” 
 
    “Should I order a blue-lipped whore?” I said with a challenge. 
 
    Despite himself, Calen laughed and raised three fingers towards the barkeep. The man behind the bar was as fat as he was bald and looked at us suspiciously until Calen raised a gold coin. That brought him waddling over to us straight away. 
 
    “Welcome my friends, welcome,” said the barkeep through a close-cut beard and droopy mustache. “Please rest your weary feet and allow me to bring you something to slake your thirst.” 
 
    Calen nodded and sat at the nearest table. “We’ll take three ales.” 
 
    Thackery and I joined him, trying not to notice the grease that stained the benches or the peculiar odor coming off of the surface of the table. 
 
    The barkeep cleared his throat. “Ah—I’m afraid we are fresh out of ale. Perhaps I could offer you some wine—it’s from an excellent vintage.” 
 
    “Out of ale?” shouted a familiar voice. “That’s re-dicur-us-us.” 
 
    Calen didn’t seem to notice that both Thackery’s and my jaws had dropped. “How can you be out of ale?” he asked. 
 
    “My apologies,” the barkeep spread his hands and then quickly clasped them together with a slight bow. “One of my guests has been drinking it for the last three days straight—on the Collector’s coin I might add—and that doesn’t run out before ale does.” 
 
    “Fine,” Calen said with a sigh, “bring us a bottle of your best wine.” 
 
    As the barkeep disappeared behind the bar, I grabbed Calen’s arm. “That’s Pieter,” I whispered. “My brother.” That was Pieter all right. He was well into his cups, but I would recognize my brother’s face anywhere. For some reason I couldn’t believe that he was actually here, simply drinking in an alehouse. Maybe he needed to be drunk to stop from feeling shame over what he had done.  
 
    Thackery had half-drawn his sword, but Calen put his hand on his arm to stop him. “Do you want to alert everyone to our presence here?” 
 
    “Pieter’s who we came here for,” Thackery replied. 
 
    “If he’s here drinking as the Collector’s guest,” Calen began, “then we are obviously too late and your brother’s already given the Heart of Spellshallow to the Collector.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill him,” I said, pulling out a small dagger and turning towards Pieter. 
 
    Snatching the dagger out of my hand, Calen grabbed my chin with his other hand, forcing me to look at him. “First we need to see if he knows where the Heart of Spellshallow is. We can always kill him later—if we have time.” 
 
    Ignoring him, I stalked over to Pieter’s table. He was wearing an expensive-looking blue robe and a new set of sparkling jewels adorned his fingers. Other than that, he looked terrible. His face seemed shrunken and haggard. Pieter’s eyes were bloodshot and he had grown a thick beard with several days growth over his normally clean-shaven face. 
 
    “This is why you did it?” I asked him coldly. “You betrayed our family so you could have unlimited drinking money?” 
 
    Recognition flashed across Pieter’s groggy face. He tried to stand and failed spectacularly. Losing his balance, my brother fell and sprawled out on the floor. 
 
    I thought about kicking him in the gut. Thackery and Calen wisely kept their distance. 
 
    “Wren?” Pieter asked. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Where is the Heart?” I demanded. 
 
    He frowned as if taking a moment to understand the question. 
 
    “Locked away in one of the Collector’s towers,” Pieter replied, drawing himself up to a sitting position. After a minute he managed to stand up with a back-and-forth sway. “He said he’ll return it after he’s made me King of Spellshallow.” 
 
    “Our father is the king,” I reminded him. “The only way to change that is…” I shuddered, refusing to finish the sentence. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “No,” Pieter said with a slur, “but I didn’t have any choice. You and father would never have given me a chance. You were holding me back!” 
 
    “You’ve spent too long listening to the likes of Lord Barkus and his sycophants,” I replied.  
 
    “Lord Barkus believes in me,” Pieter said. 
 
    “Lord Barkus is dead!” I shouted. 
 
    “What?” Pieter asked in a confused tone. “That can’t be true—the Collector would have told me.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “The Collector is playing you for a fool!” 
 
    Pieter braced himself on the table. “I’ve been called that all my life. Nothing I did was ever good enough, even my so-called friends only took advantage of my position and money. Well I’ve shown them all. Now they look like the fools.” 
 
    “You idiot!” I couldn’t hold myself back any longer and smashed my fist into his mouth—channeling some of the magic I was holding into the blow. 
 
    Pieter went down like a sack of bricks and didn’t get up. 
 
    “Nice punch,” Thackery said. 
 
    “Please leave at once!” The barkeep nearly dropped the three glasses and bottle of wine he was carrying. 
 
    Calen stepped forward. “We’ve business with this man.” 
 
    “Please,” The barkeep's eyes looked desperate. “If the Collector hears about this, he’ll burn down my alehouse with me inside.” 
 
    Soft snores rose from the floor. He was sleeping? 
 
    I readied my leg to kick Pieter, but Calen was suddenly at my side. “Don’t do something you might regret.” 
 
    The moment passed as a patrol of guards appeared on the other side of the street. They seemed on high alert and were searching each of the shops one-by-one. 
 
    “We were never here,” Calen said, placing a handful of coins on the table. 
 
    At last we had found Pieter, only to realize it was too late. Looking down at him, the anger suddenly faded and I felt only disgust. He deserved to die for what he had done—and at this rate he would surely drink himself to death—but I hoped he lived the rest of his life regretting what he had done. I nodded at Calen and the three of us went out the side door. The barkeep would certainly report seeing us, but we would be long gone by then. 
 
    We managed to reach the warehouse without anyone else seeing us. The building was sunken half a level into the ground, with wooden walls painted silver and fired clay tiles on the roof. Glass windows revealed a fortune of treasures and sparkling jewels displayed inside. 
 
    “If this is what he has in an unguarded warehouse,” Thackery mused, “what does the man have locked up in the high towers of his keep?”   
 
    “Quiet,” Calen hissed. “We don’t have much time and the door is enchanted with some sort of spell.” 
 
    He was right. The simple wooden door had a strange glow to it. I pressed against it and it felt as solid as iron. 
 
    “Wren,” Calen whispered. “Let me borrow the unicorn blood dagger from you.” 
 
    I handed it over, the unicorn blood sparkling silver inside the glass blade. Calen slid the dagger into the lock of the door. With a few murmured words, he opened the lock with a click. 
 
    “Useful thing, that,” Calen handed it back to me> As he did, I saw the tip changing back from what looked like the shape of a key.  
 
    Entering the warehouse, Calen ignored the riches surrounding him and made straight for a large display case in the center of the room. 
 
    “There it is!” Calen said excitedly. “My horn!” 
 
    At the top of the case was a long, jeweled horn. I had imagined it would be white like a tusk, but the horn was silver and gleamed with a metallic sheen. It was slightly curved and twisted around itself. The tip looked sharp enough to draw blood. The horn was certainly impressive and glowed with more power than I had ever seen. 
 
    Calen took another step forward and all of the glass windows around us shattered. My muscles froze and the room filled with blinding red light. I looked to the side to see Thackery and Calen also unable to move. 
 
    “That is far enough!” boomed an echoing voice that filled both the room and my head alike. 
 
    A prism of light appeared between Calen and his horn, bursting in a blinding shower of light to reveal a man draped in billowing robes of silk. His hair was an impossibly dark tangle that flowed like water. A short black beard hid an angled jawline and sat below a sharp mouth turned into a frown. A hawkish nose sniffed in disdain, but the thing that drew my gaze the most were the shimmering red eyes. They blazed with a fierce power that promised violence and death. This could only be Hashir the Collector. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve enjoyed your amusing attempts to break through my defenses. But did you really think I would allow you to actually take something that belongs to me?” 
 
    The dark sword in Calen’s hand wobbled as he struggled to raise it. 
 
    “Ah, I see you brought me back my sword.” The Collector raised his finger and the black blade flew from Calen’s grasp and into the Collector’s outstretched hand. 
 
    Calen continued to struggle against the Collector’s magic. “The—the h-horn… isn’t yours.” 
 
    The Collector seemed surprised that Calen was able to speak at all. “No? But I paid so dearly to acquire it. Since no one else is strong enough to take it from me, I say that makes it mine.” 
 
    “Trade it then—for the black sword.” Calen’s voice was smoother now. 
 
    The Collector laughed. “Nice try, but no. I’d need something far more valuable in exchange to consider parting with that item—and you have nothing I want.” 
 
    I strained against the spell over me, willing my lips to speak. 
 
    “Ah, I see your little mage whore wants to say something. Since you did return my sword to me, I suppose I will allow it.” 
 
    With a wave of his hand I regained the use of all of my muscles. “What about for the Heart of Spellshallow?” I asked. “Return it to my people and I’ll give you anything—my life even.” 
 
    “Wren, no!” Calen yelled. 
 
    The Collector thought for a moment, then shook his head. “An interesting bargain, but I will have to decline. I would need another runestone to complete my collection and I already have every single one belonging to this realm locked safely in my—” 
 
    An explosion rocked the largest tower of the keep. Shock registered on the Collector’s face as he looked first at the tower and then at us. “You were only a distraction! I can’t believe I let that thieving little unicorn trick me!” 
 
    “So, Christoph did want something of yours,” Calen seemed just as surprised that his brother hadn’t just abandoned us in the freezing snow.  
 
    Christoph had used us to draw the Collector’s gaze so he could steal a different runestone—leaving us here to die. 
 
    “You will suffer for your brother’s actions—all of you!” The Collector’s eyes burned so brightly they turned white as he raised his hand to cast a spell. 
 
    He had forgotten that I remained unfrozen. All my life I had been underestimated and the Collector had made the same mistake. He would regret that oversight. Reaching into my bag, I retrieved the Eternal Flame. With a yell, I smashed it at his feet. As the glass protecting it shattered into a million pieces, the Collector was engulfed in fire that turned first red and then blue with heat—but he didn’t die. His silk robes were untouched by the flames and the charred skin of his face quickly healed itself. The fire still raged, but some unseen bubble of power kept it off of him. 
 
    Such a feat must have required much of his power, for the Collector staggered backward, still trying to escape the incredible heat. Nearby jewels and gold alike melted under the onslaught of the raging inferno. I jumped back as the entire room was nearly consumed.  
 
    “Wren!” Thackery yelled, the Collector’s magical hold on us broken. “We have to get out of here now!” 
 
    I turned to run, the fire climbing the wooden walls and spreading to the ceiling. In moments the roof would collapse and crush us. Then I saw Calen. He ran into the flames, his beautiful skin seeming to melt as he pushed past the Collector and leapt towards his horn. 
 
    “Calen!” I screamed, trying to go to him.  
 
    Thackery dragged me back. “There’s nothing you can do!” He pulled me outside the door as the entire building was engulfed with flames.  
 
    At the last moment, a prism of light exploded out and streaked towards the keep. The Collector had escaped. But where was Calen? 
 
    Christoph winked into existence beside me. “Time to go.” 
 
    I slapped him as hard as I could. 
 
    “What’s that for? Where’s Calen?” Christoph turned to see the burned wreckage. “Is he—I didn’t think—he wasn’t supposed to—” 
 
    “You killed him!” I screamed. “This is your fault!” 
 
    Christoph’s shoulders sagged as dark storm clouds began swirling around the keep. Bolts of red lightning lit up the sky.  
 
    “Oh Calen, I’m sorry.” Christoph thrust something into my hands. “This won’t make up for it, but it’s something. Now run. I’ll draw the Collector away so you two can escape.” He vanished just as quickly as he had appeared. 
 
    Looking down, I saw what my hands held. A two-sided jewel carved from the moon. It was the Heart of Spellshallow. 
 
    Thackery hauled me away in a stupor. Whatever Christoph had stolen, the Collector must have wanted it back very badly. He simply ignored us in his pursuit of the unicorn. I didn’t have time to wonder what was more valuable to him than the Heart of Spellshallow. More guards were pouring out of the keep and a large group of them were heading our way. We turned tail and fled. Stealing two of the faster-looking horses from the stable, we rode our way through a confused line of guards, making it through a smaller side gate just before it closed. 
 
    I didn’t care that we had escaped. I felt completely numb. Tears refused to come despite how much I willed them. I had watched Calen die in front of my eyes and there was nothing I could do to help him. Retrieving the Heart of Spellshallow suddenly seemed meaningless without Calen. Had I loved him? 
 
    We rode until the Collector’s keep disappeared behind us. It didn’t seem like we were being followed. Thackery reined up sharply beside me. We had thought ourselves free, but suddenly I spotted a group of mages blocking the road ahead. Could we fight our way through them? I tried to draw power from the Heart, but something was wrong. It wasn’t working. Without magic we wouldn’t stand a chance against that many mages. They drew closer. I tried to draw in some magic from the world around me and succeeded in pulling in a tiny amount. 
 
    “We mean you no harm,” called one of the men, as he walked towards us, hands out. He was tall with darkly tanned skin. Two gold loops sat in each of his ears and he had a scruffy beard that gave him the look of a pirate. The man wasn’t dressed as one though, he wore the clothes of a soldier and had the well-muscled arms of one. 
 
    He seemed unarmed, but a mage needed only his hands and a mouthful of words. Words. I whispered some then, a little spell to ready my power. 
 
    “I seriously doubt that,” Thackery said flatly.  
 
    “The Collector, made a bargain with us,” said the man.  
 
    He did not get any closer, nor did he speak any magic words or draw a weapon.  
 
    “I’m getting sick of hearing about these bargains,” I hissed.  
 
    I counted six men, and the one that was doing all the talking. The leader, presumably the most powerful mage. I should kill him first. 
 
    The mage saw what I intended to do and smiled. I swore under my breath. He knew there was little we could do against such odds. Taking a shaky breath, the mage steeled himself. I wondered at his hesitation. It was as though this whole conversation was costing him something—something that must have come at a very high price.  
 
    “I am Darren son Kaltura von Commin, King of the Everglade Isle, and I mean to lead you from this place so that no harm comes to you.” 
 
    I took a step back. This man was a king? He was dressed like a foot soldier, and yet, there was something stately in his bearing. I glanced at the thick rings on his fingers and necklace of shells that he wore around his kneck. 
 
    “I don’t believe you” I said.  
 
    “Come now,” began King Darren, “don’t be rude. I’ve given you my name, even enemies should be shown the courtesy of introductions.” 
 
    “I'm Wren, Princess of Spellshallow, and this is Thackery—a friend and one of my father’s guard. 
 
    It was as though I'd stabbed Thackery through the heart, just for spite. Thackery wilted a little.  
 
    “The Collector didn’t mention that you were a princess” King Darren said. “I suppose that means your realm as fallen.” 
 
    I swallowed down whatever I'd been about to say. 
 
    “It's in the process, no thanks to the Collector, that's why we're heading...”  
 
    “I’m afraid you won’t make it,” King Darren said. “The Collector has many deadly servants in this area. The shadow men he controls are the enslaved souls of our finest warriors. That was another of his bargains that went wrong.” 
 
    His eyes looked suddenly sad. “Now he offers their freedom in exchange for your lives.” Then King Darren’s gaze hardened. “But that would not be honorable, and the Collector’s word is not to be trusted.” 
 
    I felt myself recoil. He had every reason to betray us. If my own people were sentenced to such a terrible fate, would I not take the Collector’s bargain and free them? 
 
    The emotion was plain on his face. “Instead, I will take you to a safe place, but we must go, and quickly” 
 
    I nodded. King Darren seemed like he could be trusted and we had little other choice. It was worth a chance. 
 
    The mages led us through the trees for nearly an hour. Finally, we emerged on a sandy beach, the sound of crashing waves revealing the blue-green waters of the sea. The air was salty and gulls cried out in defiance of our arrival. 
 
    A small castle was perched on a narrow cliff above the water. It looked as though it had been dusted in crushed shells, with a bone-white stockade boxing it in. Men on the walls shouted as we approached, lowering a narrow drawbridge.  
 
    “The Collector’s power cannot reach you here, Princess,” said King Darren. “Rest for a time and then one of our ships will carry you and your friend back to your kingdom.” 
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 Epilogue 
 
    A mountain of burnt wood and twisted metal lay above me, crushing my bones and breaking my body. I had lost a lot of blood—too much. What skin I had left was blackened and every breath I took was agony.  
 
    I smiled. It was a trivial matter—for wrapped inside my fingertips was my horn. It thrummed with power and I absorbed it back into my body with a thought. The nearly unlimited magic—denied to me for so long—rushed once more through my veins.  
 
    Searching with my magic, I willed Wren to be alive—she had to be. I knew I would never forgive myself if anything had happened to her. I had to trust that Thackery had kept her safe. There! She had escaped the Collector and was moving away from this accursed place. 
 
    I summoned my wings, unfurling them in an explosion of magic that sent the burning wreckage flying high above me into the air. The brilliant white feathers of my wings were as hard as armor and shone like the sun. My body was immediately healed, stronger than it had ever been before. I walked through the now-dulled heat of the Eternal Flame without a second thought and ascended into the sky. The fire was nothing to me, for I was born of lava and gold. 
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