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Chapter One
Emmaleigh

Emmaleigh Valka always hunted alone. Mist plumed from her chapped lips as she released a silent breath.
Chandeliers of ice hung from trees, sending dancing rainbows across the snow-covered ground. It reminded her of the stained-glass windows the artisans in Forale had created. It was a gutting shame Grandmother Rel hadn’t allowed her to purchase one of the smaller panes of glass. Of course, Grandmother Rel didn’t believe in frivolous things. She always said that was the reason she refused to use her powers to keep herself young and beautiful.
None of the other witches in Grandmother Rel’s Coven allowed themselves to age a day past twenty. But no, Grandmother Rel conserved her magic and let herself become a haggard, crone of a woman in the process. Her craving for power far outweighed her love for Emma or her sister, Iris. Since the day she’d rescued them from the forest and taken them in as her ‘granddaughters,’ she’d chosen herself over their needs.
It was one of the reasons Emma hated the witch, even while she felt beholden to her for rescuing them from certain death.
The crunch of ice under heavy footfalls prickled Emma’s senses. She crouched lower, her back pressing against the tree behind her. Snowy owls hooted and wind rattled against frozen branches. Closing her eyes, she tried to pinpoint exactly where she’d heard the crack of ice breaking.
Her stomach growled, loudly. She drew her bowstring back and prayed for the Light to deliver them food. They hadn’t eaten meat for nearly three months now and Grandmother Rel was beginning to become cranky.
Emmaleigh’s muscles trembled the longer she held the bowstring taunt. Licking her lips, she waited. Still, no creature—not even a rabbit—wandered past her. Cursing, she lowered her bow.
A piercing roar echoed through the forest. Emmaleigh dropped her bow and covered her ears as the deafening sound overwhelmed her. Her very bones seemed to shake.
Emma plucked her bow from the ground and raced through the trees. Branches snapped at her face, but she paid their lashings no heed as she sprinted towards Grandmother Rel’s cottage.
The roar bellowed again, this time closer. She yelped as her foot caught on an upturned root and she face-planted onto the icy forest floor. A sharp twist of pain shot up her leg as she gingerly removed it from the root. She prodded at her ankle and winced. Cursing, she tried to stand. She thudded to the ground, her knees taking the brunt of the fall.
Branches and ice snapped behind her. The creature snarled, rendering silence through the forest. It was close. And her damn stomach growled again.
This is the time you decide to make noise?
She imagined she could feel the heat of the beast lumbering towards her; see its steamy breath forming clouds of smoke. She couldn’t run, though she was only a short distance from the safety of Grandmother Rel’s cottage. Tears froze to her cheeks. Chiding herself, she brushed the frost away with the back of her hand. If these were to be her last moments alive, crying wouldn’t solve any of her problems.
She groped for the bow she’d nearly forgotten. Her fingers trailed across the jagged, broken wood of the lower limb, where it had snapped during her fall. Snot dribbled from her nose as she peered down at it in dismay.
A thought occurred, and with a shrug, she flung its shattered remains away from her. The dull thump of its mass hitting the ground and a tuft of snow followed. She stiffened, praying her ploy would work. Holding her breath, she waited. Her hands were numb from the cold and her leg throbbed.
The sound of massive paws crunching against the ground met her ears. She stifled a cry of alarm as the stench of the beast enveloped her. Its scent reminded her of spoiled meat left in a too hot sun. She wondered if the beast had ever bathed before. She doubted it. Despite her desire to cover her nose, she forced herself to keep her hands locked in place. She didn’t know how the creature tracked its prey, but she did not want to draw its attention to her.
“Emma?” Her sister’s voice carried from the direction of the cottage.
The beast let out a guttural cry as it bounded towards her sister’s call. Every nerve in Emmaleigh’s body went rigid as she imagined the creature attacking her sister. She tried to call, tried to warn her sister, but her voice caught in her throat. Scrambling, she clawed at the frozen ground. Her nails cracked and blood pooled at their ridges. Her palms barked at the pain of being thrust upon the jagged shards of ice protruding from the ground. She bade her pain little heed as she crawled towards her sister’s voice.
A scream.
Emmaleigh’s heart seemed to stop. She waited to hear her sister cry out in fear. Waited to hear the beast tear into her sweet, caring, naïve sister.
Her stomach tightened and she frantically crawled towards where she thought the scream had originated. Her breathing came in uneven heaves. She didn’t care if she was making too much noise now. She didn’t care if she drew the beast’s attention. As long as she saved her sister, it would be worth it.
“For all that’s eternal,” she murmured as she pulled herself over a rotting log, “please let her still be alive.”
Hot blood slid down her fingers. Her lips trembled as she tried—and failed—to still her breathing. In the distance, close to where she’d heard her sister cry out her name, the beast rummaged. Her heart hammered in her chest. Her head drummed. Her sister couldn’t be dead. She wouldn’t let it be true.
“Iris,” she croaked, her throat raw. She took a deep breath as she lugged herself across the ice-ridden terrain. “Iris!”
There was no answer.
Tears streamed from her eyes. She attempted to pull herself onto the top of a small ridge, but her arms gave out just as she caught a glimpse of fur and the stench of rotten meat before collapsing onto the forest floor.
Something wet and rough scraped across her cheek. She cringed at the touch and shrank away from the thing that still lingered on her hand. She knew without looking it would be a tongue. Knew from the carrion scented breath that puffed against her hair at regular intervals.
“Emmaleigh?”
Her eyelids fluttered at the sound of her sister’s plaintive voice. Yet, she couldn’t bear to open them, lest the dream dissipate.
“Emmaleigh?” her sister asked again.
She felt the ground shift downward as her sister knelt beside her.
Iris ran her fingers through her hair and cupped her cheek as she asked, “What happened?”
Emmaleigh jerked her head up and glared at her sister through slit eyes.
“What happened?” she spat. “Didn’t you see it?”
“See what?” Iris asked, her birdlike voice quaking at her sister’s tone.
Emmaleigh swatted Iris’s hand away as she peered around the forest. Birds chirped as they hopped from frozen branches. A squirrel darted into a tree hollow. Snapped branches littered the ground. Slants of sunlight split the otherwise gloomy air.
Her eyes lingered on a massive depression in the snow mere feet from where she sat. Her gaze slid back to her sister.
“We need to go home,” she croaked. “Now.”
Iris’s pale cheeks filled with color as she studied Emmaleigh’s face.
Emmaleigh pointed towards a sturdy looking length of wood. “Get that for me, will you?”
Iris scurried over to the wood and brought it back to her.
Using it as a brace, Emma rose from the ground the way a phoenix does from the ashes of its demise. She shivered as a cool blast of air pressed into her. There was a storm coming, and she did not want to be caught out in it, injured as she was and without a weapon.
“Let’s go,” she commanded. She squeezed Iris’s hand before carefully stepping over the fallen log. Her ankle ached at the movement, but there was no more time to waste.
“Promise me you’ll explain when we get home,” Iris whispered.
Emmaleigh cocked her head in her sister’s direction, but said nothing as she ambled through the forest. Each step felt like a thousand knives being thrust into her foot, the pain shooting up her leg. She ground her teeth to stop herself from crying out. She hobbled forward.
Where did the beast go?
Every sound echoing through the trees put her on edge. It was out there somewhere.
The hurried footfalls of her sister padded behind her.
“Let me help you,” Iris said before slipping her arm under Emmaleigh’s.
Iris’s warmth flooded her, cutting back on the chill seeping into her bones. They continued onward in silence. It was difficult, painful work. Despite being twins, Iris was considerably shorter than Emmaleigh, which resulted in Emmaleigh stooping down to take advantage of her sister’s support.
“There was a bear,” she said, at length. “Well, at least, I think it was a bear. It all happened so fast. I’m not so sure.”
Iris clutched Emma’s side, drawing her in closer. “It’s unusual for bears to be out during the middle of winter, Emmaleigh.”
“I know.”
“I didn’t see anything,” Iris continued.
“But I did,” she cut in.
Silence fell between them again as they navigated through a particularly treacherous section of the forest floor. Emma stumbled as she stepped over a larger branch blocking their path. She prayed to the Light that one of Iris’s potions would be able to heal her ankle before she needed to return to the woods.
“Is it possible you were having a daydream?” Iris asked.
She shrugged, as much as she could, stooped down and nested against Iris.
“You are more of the dreamer than I am,” she said. Her words were clipped, and she knew she sounded harsh.
“I don’t understand.” Iris’s breath came out in a mist.
They didn’t talk for the rest of the distance home.
Emma could still feel the tingle of the bear’s tongue on her hand and smell its rancid breath. It had been too real to be an illusion, a dream.
From a distance, the cottage looked like a simple wooden building built into the side of the mountain. Flower boxes lined each of the small windows. In the twilight hour, the windows were like cat eyes shining in the darkness. Smoke curled above its solitary chimney.
It appeared smaller than most of the other cabins in the area inhabited by the Dramadoonians, but Grandmother Rel always insisted on maintaining the appearance of being a frail, old woman living in the woods with her young daughters.
Emmaleigh counted the steps as she climbed onto the porch. One. Two. Three.
Her mangled ankle screamed in pain as she finally crested the top step and shoved the door open. She fell onto the ground, unable to support herself any longer.
Groaning, she pushed herself up in time to see Grandmother Rel rise from her perch at her spinning wheel. Her wrinkled, sallow skin pulled into tight folds as she sneered down at her.
“Emmaleigh,” Grandmother Rel hissed as she turned back to the wheel. The gentle thrum of the spinning commenced.
Hag.
Emma pulled herself farther into the cabin. The door slammed shut behind her as Iris entered their home. She stepped over Emmaleigh without looking at her. Emmaleigh rolled her eyes at Iris as her sister bowed her head towards Grandmother Rel. She always had been the boot licker of the two.
“Grandmother,” Iris said, her voice as sweet as the honey they collected each summer.
Grandmother Rel kept spinning. She barely seemed to notice Iris at all.
“Grandmother,” Iris repeated. She took a step towards the wheel. “Will you show me how to make a potion to mend bones?”
Grandmother Rel did not respond. Instead, she began humming to herself as she continued to spin the wheel. Vibrantly colored thread coiled on the floor beside her.
Emmaleigh watched in horror as Iris raised her hand and caught the wheel. The gentle thrumming stopped, as did Grandmother Rel’s humming. Grandmother’s eyes slid to Iris. They glowed a shimmery gold color, a black sliver dividing them into halves.
“Emma is hurt,” Iris said. Emmaleigh expected for Iris to quake beneath Grandmother Rel’s glare, but her voice remained steady as she continued, “She shattered her ankle during the hunt. I know we can make a potion to heal her. Show me how.”
Grandmother Rel licked her lips and stared Iris down. Movement flashed in a blur as she raked her nails across Iris’s face. Blood spurted from the three wounds where Grandmother Rel’s claws met Iris’s soft flesh.
“No!” Emma screamed.
Iris didn’t waver. She just stood there, her hand still resting on the spinning wheel, her gaze locked on Grandmother Rel. Streams of blood slithered down Iris’s cheek. Tears mingled with the blood, but Iris did not even utter a moan as Grandmother Rel ran her fingers over her wounds, smearing the blood across her face.
“Stop it!” Emmaleigh pleaded.
Grandmother Rel raised her hand once more, the claws glowing gold as they lengthened and curled into sharp points. Emmaleigh continued to beg. She knew her words fell on deaf ears. Not once, in all their years spent with the witch, had Grandmother Rel ever heeded Emmaleigh’s pleas.
“Please, Grandmother, train me.” Iris’s voice cut through the air like a sword through lace.
Emmaleigh crawled towards them. Each time her ankle knocked against the ground, she whimpered in pain. Still, she kept crawling.
Grandmother Rel ran one of her long nails along Iris’s other cheeks. Her lips pulled into a lopsided smile when Iris did not flinch from the touch.
“Very well,” she said as her nails shrank back into their shorter, but still deadly, claw form.
She stood and strode across the room and pressed her palm flat against the stone wall. A glowing doorframe appeared around her, just large enough for a single person to enter. It slid back into the wall, revealing their true home beneath the mountain. Emmaleigh sighed in relief as she watched Grandmother Rel descend into the darkness beyond.
Iris released her hold on the spinning wheel. Wordlessly, she ripped a length of cloth from her blouse and pressed it against the wounds on her face. Emmaleigh wanted to say something, wanted to provide comfort the way her sister always did for her when she defied the old hag, but nothing came to her. She wasn’t soft spoken and kind, the way Iris was. She wasn’t tender. She was a fighter. She was a huntress. She was a warrior.
“That cloth looks dirty,” she managed to say as Iris turned to follow Grandmother Rel through the doorway.
“I’ll have Grandmother clean it for me,” Iris responded. Her voice sounded so flat that Emma found herself doing a double-take of her sister.
“You know how hard infections are to fight,” Emmaleigh continued, “even with your powerful potions.”
Iris sniffed, her blue eyes flashing as she said, “I think I know better than you how infections work, Emmaleigh.”
Emmaleigh’s mouth fell slightly ajar. In all their seventeen years together, Iris had never snapped at her.
“Once we’ve healed you, you’re going to have to tell me exactly what happened out there. No holding back this time,” Iris continued. She laid a hand on Emmaleigh’s shoulder and squeezed, “I’m sorry,” she murmured.
“Sorry? You have nothing to be sorry for, Iris. If it hadn’t been for you…”
“I should never have let you go into the woods alone.”
“What do you mean?” Emma asked. “I always go into the woods alone.” She peered at her sister. Iris’s cheeks were still flushed and there was a wild, frightened look in her eye. Her slim shoulders trembled. “Iris, what are you not telling me?”
Her sister squeezed her shoulder before turning and walking towards the still open hidden passageway into the mountain.
“When you’re healed,” Iris whispered as she crossed the threshold, “we’ll tell one another everything.”
Before Emmaleigh could respond, the doorframe glowed its golden hue before sliding back into place. She lay on the floor, her ankle aching and her mind swirling with everything that had happened. Whatever it was she hoped they would be able to face it together.




Chapter Two
Emmaleigh

Emma must have fallen asleep. Silvery moonlight shone through the window. The fire had died in the hearth and she shivered as she peered about the dim room. Nothing had been disturbed since her sister and Grandmother Rel had disappeared into the depths of their mountain home.
She groaned as she tried lifting herself into a chair. Her muscles were stiff, her ankle ached, and her mind was foggy. She thought about crawling to the hearth to start a fire, but decided it was too far away.
She looked out the window closest to her. Frost coated the glass pane. As children, she and Iris used to draw pictures in the frost covering the window panes of their parents’ home. They’d laugh as they told each other stories about the scenes they drew.
That was before they’d become lost in the woods with no way of finding their way home again. They’d been so cold. Iris’s lips had turned blue and her tears froze to her skin before they had a chance to slide down her cheeks.
Emmaleigh remembered the sound of her sister’s sobs as they huddled beneath a giant oak tree as the winter winds blasted against them. They’d clung to each other, their body heat almost making the frozen air bearable. They’d whispered their parent’s names and prayed to the Light for salvation.
Salvation came in the form of a withered old woman who offered them shelter from the storm.
Creaking floorboards drew Emmaleigh’s attention and she turned to face the hidden doorway just as it shimmered gold and recessed into the wall. Grandmother Rel clamored out of the darkness, her curved form dark in the shadows of the room.
“Where’s Iris?” Emmaleigh asked, fear piquing her senses.
The hag cackled.
“Your sister needed to learn a modicum of respect,” Grandmother Rel said as she passed where Emmaleigh sat to tend to the fire. “She will be released when she’s learned her lesson.”
“What did you do to her?” Emmaleigh cried.
She’d never seen the witch punish Iris like this before. It had always been her. It should’ve been her now.
“She’s fine,” Grandmother Rel said, her voice like a sliver of ice cracking against a hard surface.
In the darkness, the golden outline of Grandmother Rel’s eyes glowed brightly. Grandmother blinked at her and Emmaleigh shivered again, though not from the cold. In the moment before a fire burst into life within the hearth, Emmaleigh thought she saw swirls of smoke curl around Grandmother Rel’s back, forming spikes and wings. The image dissipated as light flooded the room.
Emmaleigh blinked rapidly as her eyes adjusted to the light. She looked at Grandmother Rel. If it was possible, her skin seemed even more sallow than it had before. There were times, especially when Grandmother Rel was amused by something she did, when Emmaleigh caught glimpses of the beauty beneath the layers of wrinkles and age spots. This was not one of those moments.
“Here,” Grandmother Rel said as she picked up a glass flask from the table and tossed it towards Emmaleigh.
The bottle nearly slipped through her fingers as she lunged forward to catch it. It contained a vibrant purple liquid that was so thick it barely moved as she swirled the bottle
“What is it?” she asked.
“Honestly, Emmaleigh, I always knew you were the dim one of the two of you, but I would have thought you’d be clever enough to know what that potion is.”
Emmaleigh cringed at her tone but said nothing as she uncorked the bottle. She drank deeply. The potion tasted the way she imagined sweaty feet would: moldy with a hint of sweetness that didn’t sit well on her tongue.
She gagged as the thick liquid slid down her gullet. She swore she could smell its taste. Pinching her nose shut and closing her eyes, Emmaleigh forced herself to take a hard swallow. When she had drained the last dregs of the potion, she dropped the glass bottle on the wooden floor. It shattered into hundreds of shards upon impact.
“Stupid girl,” Grandmother Rel hissed as she waved her hand. The shards lifted from the floor and twirled before Emmaleigh’s face.
Emmaleigh knit her brows as she watched the shards dance before her. She kept one eye on Grandmother Rel. She had learned long ago the witch liked to toy with her victims before lunging for the attack.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Grandmother Rel flick her fingers upwards and the shards of glass shot through the air faster than Emmaleigh could track. They clattered against the wall before falling into a bowl sitting on the floor. Emmaleigh sighed in relief at the sound of the last tinkle of glass upon glass.
Her body felt numb. Sweat beaded on her brow and slid down her forehead, dripping into her eyes. She tried to lift her hand to wipe away the sweat, but couldn’t feel her arms. To no avail, she tried lifting a finger and wiggling a toe. She drew a breath and tried to speak, but found even her lips were stilled.
The potion had done this.
She flicked her eyes toward Grandmother Rel. The old hag had the audacity to smile at her as she waggled a finger in her direction.
“How little you have learned during your time here, Emmaleigh. I’m so very disappointed in you.”
Emma cursed, if only in her thoughts, as Grandmother Rel twirled her finger and Emmaleigh’s body rose into the air and began to spin. Her stomach clenched as the objects about the room blurred and melded together. She didn’t know what would happen if she were to vomit. She could already feel the bile rising up the back of her throat. It clogged her airway and she began choking.
Grandmother Rel snapped her fingers. Emmaleigh promptly plummeted through the air before landing, face-first, on the floor. She groaned in pain as the wooden beams quaked under the impact, but she was otherwise unscathed by the sudden plunge. She looked up at Grandmother Rel through her eyelashes.
“How do you feel?” Grandmother Rel asked, a sly smile toying on her lips.
Emmaleigh flexed her foot, expecting excruciating pain. She didn’t. She pressed her fingers gingerly against the once-shattered bones of her ankle, and realized they were shattered no more. Her head still ached and her body felt strangely cold, despite the heat emanating from the hearth, but she turned to Grandmother Rel with a small smile on her face.
“I thought for certain you were going to let me die here,” Emmaleigh murmured as Grandmother Rel wafted over to her and placed a cool hand on her brow. She made a clucking sound as Emma wrenched her hand away.
“You’re running a fever,” she said as she swiped her hand over the hearth again. Glimmering red and orange light began to dance within the small yellow flame already burning there. The heat in the room increased to a nearly unbearable level. Plumes of smoke rose from the fire and writhed as they were sucked up in the chimney by the chilled air beyond.
Grandmother Rel again pressed her hand against Emmaleigh’s brow. Her eyes glowed molten gold as she whispered words Emmaleigh couldn’t hear.
Her head felt weightless, as if everything inside it had been sucked away from her. She lifted from the ground, her body suspended in midair.
Warmth crept over her, like a blanket being slowly pulled over her body. Her muscles relaxed and her breathing slowed.
“Grandmother Rel,” she whispered. She couldn’t feel any part of her body. She couldn’t even open her eyes to see if she were still there and not just some consciousness wandering the room.
Grandmother Rel did not respond.
Suddenly, her body plummeted, and she landed squarely on her back with a loud crunch.
She sat up, rubbing the sore spots on her spine where she’d struck the ground. Her head didn’t ache anymore. Neither did her leg.
“What was that?” she asked as she drew herself as far away from Grandmother Rel as possible, given the small space of the room.
“That, Emmaleigh, is what a negative reaction to magic looks like.”
“Is that even possible?” Emmaleigh asked, cradling herself with her own arms.
“Yes, though it is rare.”
Emmaleigh considered. “Have you ever seen something like this before?”
“Not in a millennium.” She paused, her eyes lingering on Emmaleigh, before she continued, “The last person to have this type of reaction turned into the most powerful witch known to the Mitierian realm.”
“Really?” Emmaleigh wasn’t convinced. Never before had she exhibited any signs of being a powerful witch. It had been for that very reason her parents had abandoned her and Iris in the woods to die.
“No, you ninny,” Grandmother spat, “but it is rare.” She rubbed her index and thumb along her jaw line. Her jowls bounced with the movement and Emmaleigh had to look away, repulsed.
Iris wandered through the hidden doorway. Her skirts flounced and swirled around her feet as she strode into the room. Her damp hair clung to the top of her dress, leaving wet splotches everywhere it touched. Although her cheek was no longer bleeding, Emmaleigh could see three faint lines running the length of her cheek.
Iris squared her bare shoulders when she saw Emmaleigh still lying on the ground. “I thought you said you were going to heal her!”
“I did,” Grandmother Rel replied.
Emmaleigh rose from the floor, her ankle now fully capable of supporting her weight. She gave Iris a half grin as she twirled in place.
“Good as new,” she said when she was facing her sister again.
Iris rushed towards her, her arms flung out to her sides. The force of Iris slamming into her nearly knocked Emmaleigh to the ground again. She wrapped her arms around her sister, embracing her the way she had all those years ago when they’d been lost in the forest.
She stared over her sister’s shoulder, her eyes locked on Grandmother Rel. The old witch shrugged, her shoulders shivering like branches in a gale, before descending to their home under the mountain, the door silently sliding closed behind her.
When the last wisps of Grandmother Rel’s skirt had disappeared beyond the door, Emmaleigh held Iris at arm’s length. Though the scars on her sister’s cheek were faint, she could tell they would be permanent.
Iris traced her fingers over the lines. When Emmaleigh shuddered, she said, “It is nothing.”
Emmaleigh clasped Iris’s hand in her own. “I’ve never seen you stand up to her like that before. Sure, I’ve done it hundreds of time…but you?” She shook her head. “You’ve always been so timid around her.”
“You were hurt,” Iris said, her voice barely audible over the still-crackling fire.
Emmaleigh hugged her sister again, vowing to herself she would never forget how her timid little sister had faced Grandmother Rel’s rage just to heal her.
“Now,” Iris said, pulling away from Emmaleigh just enough to look her in the eye, “are you going to tell me what happened out there?”
Emmaleigh laughed nervously. She wasn’t certain what she had seen or if she could trust her own memories. She had heard Iris scream. She had felt the beast’s breath on her skin. She had smelled it.
She opened her mouth to explain, but then snapped it shut.
“You promised,” Iris whined as she removed herself from Emmaleigh’s grasp. She wandered over to the hearth and hung a kettle over the fire.
Emmaleigh watched as her sister busied herself with collecting a tin of tea, sugar, cups, and a pot from one of the storage cabinets near the back of the room.
She chattered as she worked.
Emmaleigh closed her eyes, willing herself to forget the scent the of carrion and death.
“Emmaleigh?”
She blinked rapidly, looking over at her sister.
“Huh?” she murmured.
Iris pressed a cup brimming with tea into her hand before settling into a padded chair next to her. She curled her feet beneath her, slender, pale legs visible where her skirt hitched up.
“Now,” she said, the steam from her cup curling around her face, “tell me what you saw.”
Emmaleigh sipped at her tea. It carried hints of honey and raspberry. She sighed as she cradled the cup in her hands.
“I need to know,” Iris said, a warning tone in her voice.
Emmaleigh huffed out a breath. “I don’t know where to begin,” she said. “Honestly, Iris, I’m not sure if any of it was real. Maybe…” She paused, sucking in a breath. “Maybe it was one of the fae playing a trick on me.”
Iris peered at her over the brim of her cup. Her pale green eyes narrowed and Emmaleigh found herself wondering what it was her sister saw in her expression.
“Tell me what you saw anyway,” Iris insisted.
Emmaleigh took a long gulp of her tea and then told Iris everything she could remember about the beast in the woods. By the time she had finished, the fire was barely smoldering in the hearth. Emmaleigh’s tea had gone cold and, from the looks of Iris’s nearly untouched cup, so had hers.
“Well?” Emmaleigh asked.
“We should tell Grandmother,” Iris said, her voice small but firm.
“After what she did to you?” She shook her head.
“She might know something about what happened.” She thrummed her fingers on her cup, biting her lower lip. She glanced towards the hidden door, which was still closed.
“Whatever it is, you can tell me,” Emmaleigh said, leaning forward. She knew her sister. She had only seen her act this furtively when there was a secret she was afraid of revealing.
“I didn’t think anything of it at first, but then, after today…” Iris trailed off. She stared into her tea, avoiding Emmaleigh’s gaze.
Emmaleigh searched her sister’s face again. “Whatever it is, just tell me.”
“It’s just that, well, I read some of Grandmother’s letters from the palace.”
Emmaleigh gave her a shocked look.
“I know, I wasn’t supposed to,” Iris said, “but I did. And, oh Emmaleigh, I’m so afraid the reports are true.”
Emmaleigh stared blankly at her sister. She hated when Iris did this. The repetitive meandering was possibly the most annoying thing her sister did.
“Go on,” she commanded when Iris continued to stare into her tea.
“There have been reports around all of Dramadoon. Creatures that have long been thought gone, returning. And then there was that betrothal between the King of Lunameed—whatever his name is—and his daughter. Strange disappearances. Madness. It didn’t make any sense. I thought…I thought they were all fabrications sent to convince Grandmother to return to the palace. She refused, of course, but who could blame her? After what the prince did to her, it’s a wonder she accepts correspondence from him at all. But it all feels as if they’re connected somehow. And then there are the dreams I’ve been having. Such terrible, awful ones, Emmaleigh. The world is shattering, isn’t it?”
Iris’s voice trembled as she trailed off. She tucked a strand of her dark auburn hair behind her ear and finally looked up at Emmaleigh.
Silver lined her sister’s eyes.
She reached over and clutched Iris’s hand in her own and said, “We’ll be alright.”
They sat in silence until the smoldering fire in the hearth faded into darkness. As Emma’s eyes fluttered shut, a lone wolf’s cry pierced through the woods, sending a shiver down her spine. The scent of carrion turned her dreams to nightmares.




Chapter Three
Iris

Mist swirled around Iris’s body as she stumbled through the forest. Chilled air left gooseflesh crawling across her skin. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around her shoulders.
The moss-covered ground was soft beneath her feet. The faint song of a moonhowler echoed in the distance. Star lilies glimmered along the worn path through the trees. She smiled as their faint fragrance tickled her nose. Bending down, she trailed her fingers over the soft petals of one of the flowers; they had always been her favorite.
“Is this real?” a male asked from behind her.
She spun around, her heart hammering in her chest. Starbugs sprang to life as a figure crept from the shadows. Their sparkling bulbs highlighted his features.
Iris’s breath caught in her chest and she froze.
He was the loveliest man she had ever seen. He was taller than she was, though not by much. His arms were tanned and muscled. Though the air was chill, he wore no coat. The dark ink of tattoos stretched across his bare skin. She blushed, her eyes lingering on the deep V of his lower abdominal muscles.
“Who are you?” he asked. His voice was smooth and carried a lilt to it that resembled the dialect of the southern border of Dramadoon.
He strode towards her. His silvery-blue eyes shone as they caught the light of the sister moons.
She opened her mouth to respond, but all that came out was a high-pitched squeak.
He stopped advancing on her.
She released a sigh of relief and stumbled back a bit. Scanning her surroundings, she searched for something she could use as a weapon. She didn’t know who this man was or why he was talking to her, but she wasn’t going to give him the opportunity to attack her. She grabbed a stray piece of wood, hoping its pointy end would be enough to incapacitate him.
“You’re really here, aren’t you?” he asked, cocking his head as he surveyed her. He reached out a hand and grazed her cheek. His skin was warm against hers.
Shaking her head, she brandished the stick at him.
“Who are you?” she hissed. He smelled of dark amber, honey, and sweat. He made her think of long nights spent resting in dew. Her hands were clammy and her breathing shallow as she pointed the sharp end of the stick at him.
She didn’t have much experience with men. Grandmother never let them interact with the male customers. If anything, she’d been taught that men were dangerous and would attempt anything to steal her maidenhead.
Despite her fears, there was something about the man standing before her that was intoxicating in a way she couldn’t describe.
“I’m not—" He paused. His jaw was slack and his eyes stared off into the distance. The tempest of silver she’d witnessed when he’d first entered the clearing was now dormant.
She didn’t know why, but she felt the urge to cup his cheek in her hand. Biting her lower lip, she reached towards him until her fingers grazed his face.
He shuddered at her touch, his pupils dilating.
“It was you,” he whispered, his eyes still lost to the world beyond them.
“Me?” Iris asked. “What about me?”
“Haven’t we met before?” he asked, his lips curling downwards and his eyes drooping slightly. “I know you.”
Before she knew what was happening, he’d wrapped his arms tight around her waist and pulled her close against his body. She heard the gentle thudding of his heart and felt the ripple of his muscles as he held her. Silver-blue eyes met hers as she peered upwards.
The branch slipped from her fingers and landed with a soft thud on the ground. She was entirely mesmerized by him.
His eyes were like one of the constellations Grandmother had shown her. They swirled with a vibrancy Iris found enthralling. She uttered a small sigh, her lips parting slightly.
Without breaking eye contact with her, the man began leaning down. Panic rose within her. She didn’t want this. Or did she? Doubt clouded her thoughts. A part of her longed to know what it felt like to be touched, to be desired. She trembled in his grasp.
His lips grazed hers so faintly that it was but the touch of a butterfly. She stilled as he withdrew. He peered down at her with a lopsided grin. In the stillness that followed the kiss, Iris felt his heart hammering in his heart, a mirror of her ow.
“Who are you?” he whispered again, his voice husky. “Tell me your name.”
He leaned in to kiss her again. Desire simmered in the deepest part of her core. She couldn’t deny her attraction to him. Still, she couldn’t ignore the warning bells tolling in her mind.
He could hurt her if she tried to run. He seemed lost and disoriented, but what if that was all an act? She couldn’t let him take advantage of her. She was alone here. No one was coming to rescue her.
Making a decision, she smacked him across the jaw. The jolt of the blow reverberated up her arm, but she drew back again to deliver another strike. He caught her fist in his hand and pulled her arm down. He didn’t hurt her, but his hold was firm. If she were being truthful with herself, she barely put up a fight. Caught between shame and curiosity, she stole a glance up at him.
Her eyes trailed over the pink spot on his jaw and cheek from where she’d struck him. She didn’t think it would bruise, but it would sting for the next several minutes. She chided herself for resorting to violence to solve her problems. It never had before and, clearly, it wouldn’t now. She had always rebuked Emmaleigh for using her brazenness and strength to fend off their opponents. She couldn’t believe that, the one time she was left to face something like this alone, she’d resorted to falling into the same trap.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured. She meant it, too. “I don’t know what came over me,” she continued as she lifted her eyes past the red mark on his cheek to meet his gaze.
He released his hold on her and took a step back.
“I’m sorry,” she repeated as she took a step to close the gap between them. “I didn’t mean—”
He shoved her away from him, his gaze darting around the small clearing. Iris froze. The gleam of yellow eyes in the distance pierced the darkness.
Grandmother, she thought as she drew herself to her full height.
The eyes multiplied.
Not Grandmother.
If she hadn’t been so scared of the darkness lurking behind those eyes, she might have laughed at her eagerness to see Grandmother finding her in the forest with a strange man. But it wasn’t Grandmother and she had read too many stories about people going missing in the woods.
She screamed. It was the only thing she could think to do in the moment.
The man nearly tackled her as he thrust his arm around her mouth, stifling her scream. She bit into his skin. He grunted but continued holding firmly to her body. He pulled her against a tree.
“Shh,” he whispered into her ear. His breath was like a gentle breeze on a summer day.
The multiple pairs of yellow eyes blinked. Iris leaned into the man. His arms tightened around her and she found herself comforted by the weight of him upon her. Her heart hammered in her chest. She prayed to the Light that he took her rapidly beating chest to be a sign of her anxiety over the creatures lurking in the trees and not because of their proximity.
The eyes blinked again, but made no sign of moving closer to them. She clutched at him and turned her face away from the eyes.
He cradled her to his chest. The steady beat of his heart was soft against her ear. It was so calm. She had always heard—well, read in her books—that when men found women attractive their hearts beat more quickly. His sounded like any other.
She sighed and mentally scolded herself for caring what a perfect stranger thought about her.
“Hmmph,” she muttered before pushing herself away from him.
He didn’t even try to stop her as she turned toward the creatures skulking within the shadows. Not that she needed a man to tell her what to do. She could take care of herself, thank you very much.
At least, she hoped she could.
Dark masses spread from the central one. The eyes blinked several times before closing and disappearing into the shadows. Still, the first set of eyes remained.
“You’re not welcome here,” she hissed. Her words died as the wind picked up all around her.
The mass of darkness seemed to lift itself from the ground. It was larger than she had thought. Much larger. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came. The mass of darkness continued to grow.
What would Emmaleigh do?
In her heart, she knew if Emmaleigh were here, she would do one of two things. She would either fight or she would run like the wind to escape whatever this thing was.
For once in her life, Iris wanted to be brave.
She chose to fight.
She drew herself up as tall as she could and lifted a hand toward the mass. “I said, you’re not welcome here!”
Light erupted from her open palm and burned through the spot where the creature had been hovering above her. The shadows fled. Even after the light streaming from her hand dissipated, the darkness was not quite so dense.
Shuddering, she stared down at her hands. What had she just done? Heat pulsed from her palms and the world spun around her. Inhaling deeply, she focused on the tension in her chest before releasing a long, slow breath. Too many strange things were happening, and she had no control over any of them.
Focus on one thing at a time, she chided herself.
She turned to face the man. He stared at her, a dumbfounded expression on his face. He shook his head.
“How?” he asked.
Iris shrugged. She didn’t know how but she also didn’t want to explain that to him. She’d just imagined doing something heroic that the creatures wouldn’t be able to stand, and it just happened. Although her body felt drained and numb, she also felt exhilarated.
“Well, whatever it was, I’m glad you did,” he said as he took a step towards her.
She smiled at him, the exhaustion subsiding slightly at his praise.
“You must be her. The woman I’ve met, once upon a time in my dreams. I’ve never—” He paused, looking down at his hands, “I’ve never seen her face before. It was always just vague impressions of who she was, what she said, what she looked like.”
Iris shrugged again. “I’ve never been here before.” She peered around the forest, realizing how true her response had been. Her mouth went dry. “You’ve asked me what I’m doing here and I’ve attempted to answer. I think it’s only fair you provide the same courtesy.”
He visibly sagged. Torn between a desire for answers and not wanting to cause him distress, Iris fumbled over her words.
“It’s just—” she began.
He cut her off. “I shouldn’t have expected you would be her. It seems like I’ve been searching for her for so long. Maybe she just doesn’t exist.”
He looked so pathetic with his quivering lips and crestfallen face, Iris found herself sympathizing with him. “Don’t say that,” she said, laying a hand upon his arm.
He tensed, and she jerked her hand back. Heat flooded her cheeks. Grandmother had never allowed her or Emmaleigh to spend much time with men before. She hated that she didn’t know how she was supposed to act. He had just kissed her, after all.
She ran her foot through the soft mud of the forest floor, drawing symbols Grandmother had forced her to practice over and over again. Practiced until her fingers had bled and her hands had cramped so badly she could barely move them. She’d never forgotten those symbols. Now, she found herself drawing them whenever she was distracted or nervous. They comforted her.
The man stared down at the symbols. In the dim light, Iris saw his chest heave as she finished the one meant to symbolize protection.
He cleared his throat, “Well, even if you’re not her, I’m still glad we met. I have searched but have never found anyone who walked this forest with me,” he said in a raspy voice.
He gripped her hand in his own and grazed his lips across the tops of her fingers. A flutter swept through her stomach and she wasn’t sure if she should rip her hand out of his grip or wish for more. Thankfully, she didn’t have to be the one to make the decision. He released his grip on her and took a step back.
“How long have you been in these woods?” she asked.
“It’s hard to say, really.”
“Oh?”
He began walking through the trees. Iris hesitated for a moment, unsure if she should follow him or not. An owl hooted from behind her, sending a shiver down her spine. She didn’t want to be alone in these woods. Huffing, she trailed after him.
Water gurgled nearby, drowning out the soft rustle of the wind through the trees. Iris hoped they would cross paths with the stream. Her mind felt fuzzy and she was parched in a way she never had been before. The only thing she could think about was the blinding light that shot from her palm as it were nothing at all.
They walked in silence. Iris wanted to ask more questions about the forest and about him, but she wasn’t sure how to broach the conversation without seeming too forward.
“I grew up on the southern border of Dramadoon,” he said as they rounded a bend in the path and found themselves at a small reservoir of water. “I’ve spent my entire life defending its borders and protecting my people.”
Iris had heard of Dramadoonian families waging a silent war against the Szarmians. It was no wonder. Dramadoon praised the Light and followed the will of the Creators. They believed magic flowed through every living thing. Those who wielded great power were considered the highest ranking members of their kingdom. Szarmi, on the other hand, were said to murder any child who exhibited the Light’s gift.
She swallowed hard. The two kingdoms really weren’t so different. Her own parents had abandoned her and Emma to the wild when they reached the age of awakening and failed to demonstrate even the slightest hint of being blessed by the Light. No matter which kingdom one lived, there was still hatred and bigotry.
“Where does your family live now?” she asked in an attempt to change the subject.
He made a stifled sound that almost sounded like a sob. She gave him a sidelong glance. He peered up towards the sister moons, his face bathed in pale light. His brow furrowed and his lips puckered as his eyes roamed back and forth across the sky. Her gaze followed his, yet she couldn’t determine what held his attention.
“I was on a mission from the King,” he murmured. “I should have been there, but I wasn’t. It was my sister’s birthday and my mother had begged me to stay. I told her Valerie would have other birthdays. I didn’t even kiss Valerie on the cheek when I left because she wouldn’t see me.”
Iris took a step towards him, but he waved her off. “By the time I returned, it was already too late. I vowed right then and there that I would never let what had happened to my family happen to anyone else.”
He turned towards her. His silver eyes shimmered as he reached out and took her hand. “I’ve killed enough of those Szarmian demons to fill an entire mortuary. But still they rise.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“There is nothing for you to be sorry about,” he responded. “You’re clearly not Szarmian.” He flicked a strand of her ebony hair behind her ear. “Are you sure we haven’t met before?”
Iris opened her mouth to respond when the first rays of sunlight burst through the dense trees. The world around them began to disintegrate into particles of light. She clutched onto his shirt, pulling him in closer.
He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and whispered into her ear, “Until we meet again, Iris of Dramadoon.”
She watched in horror as his face exploded into a swirl of sparkling dust. She didn’t have enough time to scream before she followed.




Chapter Four
Iris

Iris jolted from the chair. She screamed as her feet collided with the wooden floor. Falling to her knees, she frantically felt her face. It was intact. She ran her fingers over her entire body. She was whole.
She shuddered as the image of the man’s face disintegrating into little more than dust filled her mind. It had felt so real.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” Emmaleigh asked as she threw her arms around Iris’s shoulders.
Iris continued to quiver. Sweat beaded down her forehead and into her eyes as she curled in upon herself. Her throat was dry and her blood pounded in her ears. She leaned her head against Emmaleigh’s shoulder, letting the tears soak into her sister’s blouse.
Emmaleigh cooed in her ear and ran circles down her back. Normally, this would have calmed Iris, but now it only made her think of the mysterious man from her dreams. She knew it had only been a dream; there was no other possible explanation. But still, he had seemed so real.
“What is the meaning of this?” Grandmother asked as she strode into the main room of their cottage. Her eyes shifted over Iris curled in Emmaleigh’s arms. “You know my feelings on affection, especially this early in the morning.”
Iris pulled herself out of her sister’s grasp. “Sorry, Grandmother. I…had a nightmare. Emmaleigh was only…”
“Let me stop you right there, child,” Grandmother cut in. “I am in no mood for your ridiculous explanations. Not after last night. Do not forget that it was you who disobeyed me to begin with.”
Iris glared at Grandmother as a bit of realization dawned on her. “You sent me those dreams, didn’t you?”
“Me? Why, Iris, how could you ever think such a thing?”
“Your sarcasm is thinly veiled, Grandmother Rel,” Emmaleigh chimed in.
Iris gave her sister a thankful half-smile before facing Grandmother once more.
“You had no right,” she said.
“No right?” Grandmother asked before Iris could utter another word. “Honestly, Iris, after all these years of training you to guard your mind against invasion, you should be able to identify when someone is attempting to attack your mind.”
Iris quelled the surge of irritation swelling within her. She didn’t want to admit it, but there was a large part of her that yearned for Grandmother’s approval. Being chastised in this manner did nothing to engender her towards betterment. If anything, it made her doubt herself all the more.
Grandmother Rel turned her back on the sisters. Over her shoulder she called, “Come with me, Iris. It is well past time for your lessons to begin for the day.”
When Iris did not immediately follow Grandmother Rel through the hidden doorway, the old witch turned to face her again.
Her eyes gleamed gold and smoke curled from between her lips as she hissed, “I told you to come with me.”
Iris shot a glance at Emmaleigh before standing and following Grandmother. Emmaleigh stuck her tongue out at Grandmother Rel’s back, and Iris almost laughed outright. She caught herself—thankfully—before her chuckle escaped her. The Light only knew what Grandmother would do to them both if she caught them openly mocking her.
Iris followed Grandmother down a long flight of stone stairs carved directly from the mountain. They were slick from the condensation that sometimes crept through the stone. She hated when the stairs were this slick. She was in constant fear of slipping and tumbling down the stairs.
“Tell me about your dreams, girl,” Grandmother commanded when they’d passed the second bend in the stairwell.
“There’s not much to tell,” Iris lied.
Grandmother clucked her tongue but didn’t press for further details as she unlatched the door to their potions room. Musty books and rotting scrolls were scattered across wooden tables. Jars with hand-written labels were stacked several rows deep on a set of bookcases lining the wall. Glass cylinders containing concoctions she and Grandmother were in the process of blending occupied a narrow shelf that stood separate from the rest of the phials.
Grandmother pointed towards a small, ragged scroll. It appeared to have been made out some of sort of animal hide, the leather stretched taunt over two wooden pegs. Although many of the scrolls in the Grandmother’s potion room were rotting, this one was perfectly intact. The wooden handles were carved with birds in flight.
Iris felt a spark jolt through her the moment she laid a single finger on the scroll. With trembling hands, she passed it to Grandmother Rel.
“What’s this one for?” Iris asked as she watched Grandmother pour over the scribbled words. They were in a script Iris had never seen before.
“Do you know why I chose to take in a pair of sniveling girls from the dead of winter?” Grandmother asked. Her whole body shook as she reached upwards. Her bony fingers wrapped around a phial on the top shelf.
Iris noted Grandmother’s stiff, disjointed movements as she clutched the phial to her chest. She wondered how much longer Grandmother Rel would be willing to let her body deteriorate before giving into the desire to be young again.
“You are kind,” Iris said.
She kept her face as passive as possible. They had never spoken of that night before. Iris had never deigned to question Grandmother Rel’s motives. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know why Grandmother had taken them in. She was just thankful she had.
“You know I am not kind, child,” Grandmother replied as she set the phial upon the wooden table. She opened a spellbook, whose spine cracked and flaked, to a page depicting the sister moons shrouded in dark clouds. She ran a finger down the ingredient list, her brow wrinkling on the rarer items. She began adding powders to a mixing bowl.
“I know you have read my spellbooks in secret, Iris,” Grandmother croaked as she plucked a large slug from a glass jar. It wriggled in her grasp and slime dripped from its body.
Iris snapped to attention. She thought she had been careful. Apparently, she hadn’t been careful enough.
“I’m sorry,” she began.
Grandmother chuckled softly as she dropped the slug into the concoction. “Don’t be. I left them accessible to you in the hopes you would take the risk.”
Iris raised her eyebrows. “Then why forbid—”
“—To test your mettle.”
Iris gulped. She touched her cheek where Grandmother had scarred her only the night before. It didn’t hurt anymore, not after Grandmother had healed her, but doubt lingered at the back of her mind. The first time she’d dared to be defiant, Grandmother hadn’t hesitated to reprimand her using force.
“I don’t understand,” Iris stammered.
“Do you know what a Dreamwalker is?” Grandmother asked.
Iris shook her head. In truth, she had never heard that title before, though she could imagine what Grandmother was about to say.
“It is a very rare gift. So rare, in fact, many believed it had disappeared along with the Creators during the Wars of Darkness all those long years ago. No one had heard of one being born for the past three hundred years.”
“But Emmaleigh and I don’t—”
“I had seen you in my dreams, Iris Valka. You came to me. You pled with me for salvation. You bartered for your chance to survive.”
“I don’t remember,” Iris whispered.
“How do you think I found you, child?”
Iris had never thought about it before. They were found within a day’s walk of Grandmother’s cottage in the mountains, but Grandmother had no reason to be wandering that far from her home.
“Why don’t I remember?” she asked. She stared past Grandmother Rel. She fixed her gaze on a small crystal bowl used to store fae dust. Even in the shadows, the bowl shimmered. “Shouldn’t I remember these dreams? Because I don’t.”
“You were young. I thought you would come to remember on your own with the training I provided you. As you grew older, I realized it was quite likely I’d been wrong. Now, it seems you are what I had always thought,” Grandmother said.
She plucked a flower from a pot on the table. She squeezed the moonflower until milk leaked from its core and into the potion she was creating. Silver and purple smoke billowed from the mixture, cloaking in the room in a putrid scent. Iris coughed as the smoke filled her lungs.
“I found you, I kept you, and I have raised you,” Grandmother said as she poured a small amount of the potion into a glass phial. It glowed as she swirled the liquid.
Iris had never seen a potion glow like that before. She had the unsettling feeling she didn’t want to know what Grandmother had just concocted.
“And now, it is time for you to repay your debt to me.”
“We owe you nothing,” Iris said without thinking. She clamped a hand over her mouth. She didn’t know what had come over her recently. Never before had she challenged Grandmother Rel.
“You owe me everything, child, and don’t you forget it. If I hadn’t sought you out, you would have died in that forest the way your parents had intended.”
“Our parents lost us in a storm,” Iris shouted. Tears sprang to life in her eyes as she continued, “We know they searched for us, but the winds and the snow were too much. Mother was with child and…”
The sound of Grandmother’s laughter cut Iris off.
“You honestly believe that nonsense?” Grandmother asked in a breathless whisper.
Iris met her gaze, “I have to.”
Grandmother shook her head slowly. “Oh, my poor, dear Iris, how little you know of this world.”
Iris could feel the heat rise in her cheeks as she met Grandmother’s gaze. “I am not some naïve child anymore, Grandmother. I know our kingdom sacrifices those who cannot be of service to our kingdom in the magical arts. I know that Emmaleigh and I are curse-born because we do not possess any magical abilities. I know all of this, but I also know that our parents would never have abandoned us. They loved us.”
“They left you to die like fish tossed onto a riverbank.”
“I don’t believe you,” Iris said.
“I thought you would say that,” Grandmother responded as she poured what remained of the potion into a second phial. It, too, glowed as she swirled the liquid around the container.
“Why tell me this now?” Iris challenged. “Why reveal these secrets when I am already here and in your debt, as you put it? Why not continue to let me believe that you took us in because you wanted children but could never have them? Why let us believe that our parents had simply lost us for all these years? It doesn’t make sense, Grandmother. I can’t…”
“You are rambling again, Iris,” Grandmother said dismissively. She handed one of the phials to Iris. “I really do wish I could break you of that habit.”
“That’s not an answer to my questions,” Iris hissed.
“No, it’s not,” Grandmother said, her voice soft and cold. “Drink.”
“Not until you tell me what this is.”
Grandmother sighed, plumes of golden smoke curling from her parted lips as she glared at Iris. “It will help you remember.”
Iris nearly dropped the phial. She couldn’t summon the image her mother’s face anymore. She couldn’t hear the sound of her voice. In fact, the only thing she remembered about her mother was the scent of her perfume. It was like the first scent of fall when the leaves have changed to compete with the sunrise.
“I don’t want this,” she said. Her hands became clammy as she peered into the phial’s contents.
“Don’t you want to know the truth?”
Iris wasn’t sure she did.
“Drink,” Grandmother said. Her eyes gleamed molten gold.
Iris thought about Emmaleigh, her broken body and her story about the beast in the woods had been strange. Iris’s dream from the night before left her feeling haunted by unanswered questions and a pair of silver-blue eyes. They needed answers. She needed to know. Without pausing for another moment of consideration, Iris tipped back her head and drained the contents of the phial in a single gulp.
The liquid was surprisingly cold as it passed her lips. It tasted of sugared strawberries on a summer day and  was quickly followed by a deep bitterness. She shivered as the icy breath of the liquid creeped through her body. As the sense of bitter cold spread through her, her body began to turn numb. She couldn’t feel her toes or fingers. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t speak.
Darkness crept in, filling her vision. She was no longer in the potion room with Grandmother, but rather in a house she didn’t recognize. A fire blazed in the hearth and an ornate rug covered the wooden floor. Golden thread had been woven into the design. Each time the fire crackled, the threads glimmered as if on fire.
Children laughed. Iris spun around, searching for them. All she saw was shadow and mist.
“What is this?” she shouted. She didn’t expect a response, which was good because none came.
A trophy of antlers hung on the wall. She didn’t recognize what kind of animal the rack was from, but she suspected it must have been something magical. The antlers were the wrong color for the deer that roamed the forest. They were as white as marble with faint gray and pink lines swirling in patterns through them.
A harp stood near a small staircase. It was gilded and tall. She strummed one of the chords as she waited for something—anything—to reveal where she was. More laughter poured in from outside. She followed the sound, letting it guide her outside, to where a small stream ran through the forest.
A child sat on the riverbank, her bare feet stretched deep into the water. Despite the chill in the air, the girl seemed not to notice. She was heavily freckled with raven hair. The girl read from a thick book. She ran a slender finger down each page, as if she were savoring every word.
A second girl splashed in the river, a small pole clutched in her fist. Her blonde hair burst from her cap in a mass of curls. She was tan, which surprised Iris, considering how pale most of native-born Dramadoonians were. She smiled at the raven-headed girl and held out a wriggling fish on the line. Water splashed on the first girl’s book. She slammed it shut and tossed it far away from the fish. Both girls laughed.
She cried out as the little girl in the stream shouted her name. Somewhere, Iris didn’t know where, a clock chimed and the image before her faded into smoke.
The smoke twisted all around her, filling her lungs, stinging her eyes. She coughed and a stream of sparkling mist leaked from her lips. She clamped a hand over mouth. It didn’t make sense. She closed her eyes, willing herself to be back in the cottage with Grandmother.
“Iris,” a voice whispered in the dark.
She peeked out from one eye. Moonlight filtered through ice covered trees, casting eerily blue and silver light all around her. She gasped in surprise when a cloaked figure turned to face her in the darkness. She knew her face.
“Mama.”
She didn’t know if she spoke the word out loud or only in her mind. In some ways it didn’t matter. She’d imagined seeing her mother again for so long. Longed to dream of it, but never did. Now it was finally happening, and she didn’t know what to say to her.
Her mother’s pale face stood out from the shadows. Her raven hair curled around her ears and jawline, just as it always had. Iris could smell the faint spice of cinnamon and bread, scents she always associated with her mother. Tears ran down her mother’s cheeks. Her lips moved, but there was no sound. As Iris watched, her mother fade into the shadows.
A tremor crept through her. Her stomach recoiled as a sinking sensation set in. Snow covered the ground and ice hung from tree branches. She knew this place. It was the place of her nightmares.
Emma materialized beside her. Her lips were blue from the cold and her blonde hair stuck to her cheeks where tearstains had turned to frost.
“You’re moving too fast!” Emma shrieked in her ear. She pumped her short legs faster and faster, but still their mother seemed to drift farther and farther away.
“Come back!” Emmaleigh shouted, her voice full of the eagerness only found in children.
Iris’s heart seemed to stop beating. Snow swirled around them and Iris’s breath popped out in plumes of mist. She shivered and tried to link arms with Emmaleigh. Her sister shrugged her off, snot dripping from her red nose.
“Come back,” Emmaleigh whispered as she fell to her knees with snow crunching loudly.
Iris wrapped an arm around her sister’s shoulders and whispered reminders of home into her ear.
They huddled like that, covered in a thin layer of snow and ice, for what felt like hours. Although she could not feel the cold, she remembered how the air had stung her face and made her eyes water. She remembered the stomach-clenching hunger. Mostly, she remembered the panic that set in as they settled against a tree and prepared themselves to wander into the Light.
“They’re not coming back,” Emmaleigh said, her voice hoarse.
“I don’t believe so,” Iris responded, even though every part of her rebelled against this particular revelation.
Emmaleigh leaned her head against Iris’s shoulder. Her tears soaked through Iris’s cloak and dampened her hair. Iris stroked her sister’s hair, willing the movement to bring comfort.
There was no excuse. There could never be an excuse for what their parents had chosen to do to them. She couldn’t think of that now. Not with her brave, strong sister kneeling in the snow beside her with tears streaming down her cheeks. She couldn’t.
“Maybe they will,” Iris said suddenly. Her words sounded hollow, even to herself. She knew they would never come back. It was tradition.
Bitter bile coated her throat. Her mother had left her and Emma to die in the forest because they lacked magical abilities. How many other children had died because of an antiquated tradition? How many others would discover their abilities with time like she was?
“Maybe,” Emmaleigh said, leaning back. “Maybe it’s time we saved ourselves.”
Particles of snow swirled around them, whipping their exposed skin. Iris cried out in pain and Emmaleigh wrapped her body around her, shielding her from the gusts of cold air. She closed her eyes and bit back the scream that threatened to erupt from her. Emmaleigh’s warm breath blew on her neck but her voice was ripped away by the torrents of wind surrounding them.
And then it all went black.
Iris opened her eyes to the glaring candlelight. She was no longer cold. Sconces holding candles lined the room, casting brilliant light all around her. A course, thick blanket covered her body. She tried to move, but realized she couldn’t. She opened her mouth to scream, but couldn’t. She tried turning her head, scanning the room, but her body didn’t respond.
Her eyelids fluttered and then closed, sending her back into darkness. Her mind shuddered at the sudden darkness. She breathed in as deeply as she could, commanding herself to remain calm. Her heart slowed and her thoughts became less jumbled the longer she focused on her breathing. She counted the breaths. Counted and listened to the world beyond her.
Voices. She could hear voices. They were like birds of prey, latching onto her mind with talons like pure steel. She could not pull away. She could not escape as the memory flooded her.
“I found them, nearly dead, in the forest.” Grandmother’s voice slid over like oil, leaving her feeling greasy.
“The rite?” The second voice was deeper. Male.
“I believe so. Their parents certainly weren’t coming back. They didn’t leave them with much to aide in their survival.”
“What do you sense in them? Anything that will be useful to our business arrangement?”
Grandmother laughed and if Iris could move, she would have shuddered at the cold, harsh sound. Instead, her breath caught in her throat. They had not been blessed. It was why they had been left to die by their parents.
“There was a thread. It led me to them in the darkness. I’m not sure who it belongs to or how it will manifest. I cannot see their powers in their aura.”
“Risky,” the male voice responded. “That’s not like you.”
Iris heard a faint click and then footfalls on stone. She knew Grandmother was approaching her. She could already smell the old witch’s pungent odor. Even then, Grandmother had spent most of her time working with her potions.
A cold finger traced Iris’s brow. She would have flinched away from the touch if she had been able to move. As it was, she could only imagine herself cringing. Grandmother’s hot breath puffed on her skin. It carried the scent of blood and bones.
“You’re going soft, Myrella,” a male voice said from behind them.
Jagged claws protruded from Grandmother’s fingers, still resting on Iris’s brow. She felt the nails grow and curl. They sliced her skin. She wanted to scream, but her lips did not respond to her mental command to open. Grandmother whipped her hand away from Iris’s brow, leaving her with a cold sense of dread as she anticipated what Grandmother would do next.
“I am not soft, Balkeen, and it would behoove you remember to whom you are speaking.”
There was a sound of gasping and then the sound of something heavy dropping to the floor.
“Tell me again that I am going soft,” Grandmother hissed.
A sob, followed by, “I misspoke, My Lady. Forgiveness. Please.”
“Beg.”
“Please,” the voice quivered. Iris couldn’t understand the rest of the man’s pleas. His words were muffled, almost as if he were being gagged.
“You always were a sniveling rat,” Grandmother spat.
The other person only whimpered.
“Tell the others that these girls have something special about them.  Tell them the long wait is over. My divination powers have not failed me. I will sniff out the extent of their abilities in the days to come.”
“Yes,” the man whispered, his voice hoarse.
“Get out,” Grandmother commanded.
Iris assumed the man did as he was told. She heard the scuffling of someone crawling on the floor.
She sensed Grandmother standing over her. The clawed hand rest upon her brow.
“Wake up,” Grandmother whispered in her ear.
Warmth spread through Iris’s body and she felt herself being lifted from the table she was laying on. Her body felt like it was on fire. She could feel the blisters, the melting skin. She could smell the overpowering odor of singed hair. At last, she could scream.




Chapter Five
Emmaleigh
 


Emmaleigh stared out the window of their cottage as she waited for Iris to finish helping Grandmother Rel with her potions.
She knew it was stupid. She should be out there, hunting again. Or, if she couldn’t force herself to go past the gate, she should at least be training. But, she couldn’t get rid of the nagging feeling that something was out there, waiting for her.
She trailed her fingers over her ankle. It didn’t hurt anymore, not since Grandmother Rel had healed her, and yet, she could still feel the memory of the break. She could still smell the carrion on the creature’s breath and hear it stalking her.
Two loud knocks thudded on the door. She jumped at the sound. They rarely had visitors and never anyone whom they weren’t expecting. Emmaleigh glanced at the hidden door, but there was no swell of light or grinding of stone. The secret passageway remained firmly shut.
She chewed on her nails as she contemplated whether to answer the door. Dust settled from the rafters as the visitor knocked again. Emmaleigh glanced at the hidden doorway one last time, hoping for a sign that the old hag was returning. Still, there was none.
Of course not. Emmaleigh rolled her eyes towards the front door and then pushed to her feet. She crept towards it.
Her hand lingered on the latch. The knocking ceased, as if the person on the other side could sense she was there. She gulped. Her hands shaking, she clutched the iron bar and pulled back.
The door burst open with a gust of blistering wind. Emmaleigh screamed as she scurried across the room. She grabbed a fire poker from the hook by the hearth and aimed it at the door.
“Who’s there?” she asked the dark figure silhouetted from behind the sun. Her voice shook, as did her hands. “Reveal yourself!”
There was no answer. She flicked her eyes towards the hidden door, praying to the Light that Grandmother Rel had heard her scream. It didn’t seem that she had.
Snow drifted in through the open door. Emmaleigh knew she needed a better weapon, but Darkness, she didn’t want to cross in front of the open door. Several quivers dangled from hooks by the entryway and three of her bows hung from a rack. She’d been so cocky, believing that having weapons by the front door was the best way to protect themselves. She made a mental note to leave a set closer to the hearth as a safety precaution in the future.
Cursing beneath her breath, she rolled her shoulders before plunging forward. She got to about the middle of the room before a shadow moved into the doorframe. She froze. It was massive. Its shape filled the entire space of the door. It was hard to determine what kind of creature it was; it kept morphing into different shapes.
“Zara, Mother of Dreams!” she swore as the shadow extended into the house. A blob about the size of Emma’s head formed from the shadow and began sniffing the air.
Emma held her breath as she clutched the fire poker to her chest. Without warning it bounded into the cottage. She didn’t have time to process her next move. She lunged forward, her poker stretched out before her.
Sliding on her knees, she jabbed the metal rod straight through the shadow’s chest and sliced it down its middle. Plumes of black smoke billowed from the wound before the shadow knit back together.
This can’t be happening. She’d never encountered a creature that could heal that quickly before.
Distracted by the monster, Emma collided with the wall. She smacked her head hard against the wood and fell backwards. She had a moment of dizziness as she sat up. She clutched one of her bows tightly in her hand.
The shadow was now entirely inside the cottage. Ridges formed on its back. All the candles in the room snuffed out as the shadow turned to face her. Now it had an elongated snout, like a wolf, and eyes that glowed deep red in the darkness.
It stared at her, its eyes swirling with hatred as Emmaleigh notched an arrow and drew back the string. Her muscles screamed and her head ached as she tried to calm her breathing. She may only have one shot and she did not want to waste it.
The creature sniffed at her. It foamed at the mouth as it howled. The sound pierced her ears and she nearly dropped her bow. Pain erupted in her head. She loosed her arrow as the creature howled again.
Emma shot an arrow. It arched across the room, piercing the creature’s left shoulder. The monster barely seemed to notice as the arrow passed through it and clattered to the floor. Smoke billowed from its shoulder instead of blood.
Emmaleigh didn’t wait to see what the creature would do. She reached for another arrow and loosed it straight at the creature’s right eye as it lunged for her.
The arrow struck true. Emmaleigh watched as it glided through the creature’s eye and plunked into the wall behind it. She reached for another arrow, knowing it would most likely be too late for her.
A snarl filled the room. Just as the shadow’s maw was about to envelop her head, something heavy slammed into its side. Emmaleigh pressed herself against the wall as the shadow fell to the floor beside her. It snapped at her with a loud clicking sound. She attempted to whack the shadow with her bow, but it too passed through the shadow’s head with little effect.
The shadow jerked towards her before being whipped back. Emmaleigh couldn’t see what was attacking it and she didn’t really care. She bolted towards the secret door as the sounds of animals fighting filled the room behind her. Pressing her hand against the door, she waited for Grandmother Rel’s magic to work.
A howl of pain drew her attention. It reminded her of the way many of the deer she’d shot sounded as she finished them off. It squealed and cried. The door ground against the stone floor as it slid backwards. She could escape.
Glancing behind her, she saw the shadow rearing up, ready to finish off whatever had saved her. Cool air from the passage beyond ruffled her hair. She could be safe. Still, she lingered in the doorway. She knew she should run, that she should take this chance to get away, but she couldn’t let her rescuer die in her stead.
Ripping one of the torches from the passageway out of its sconce, Emmaleigh rushed towards the shadow. She brandished the torch at it, screaming profanities as she went on the attack.
Its back was towards her, and the multiple ridges of its spine undulated as it readied itself to pounce on her rescuer. She thrust the torch into the shadow. It was the only thing she could think to do.
It screamed in pain as flames began rippling through its spine. Emmaleigh leapt back and went to retrieve two more torches from the passageway. The shadow writhed as it turned on her. Black, oily substance seeped from the hole she’d made when she’d thrust the first torch into its back. It snarled at her, more drool dripping from its mouth.
Emmaleigh rushed towards it. Just as she was about to collide with the shadow, she dropped to her knees and slid across the floor. She plunged the twin torches into the shadow’s underbelly. Oily goo dropped onto her head as she passed beneath it.
She didn’t pause. She rolled away from it and leapt to her feet. Grabbing the flint and a fire starter from atop the hearth, she struck the flint. Sparks flew in the air before vanishing with a gust of wind.
“Curses!” she shouted as she struck the flint again. Still nothing. Her hands shook. She hurriedly attempted to spark fire into life once more.
She glanced over her shoulder at the shadow. Flames swirled through its underside. Slowly, they guttered and died. More black oil slopped onto the floor. The shadow left a trail behind it as it moved across the room towards her.
“Come on, come on, come on!” she said as she struck the flint over and over again.
Her hands quaked. Finally, a spark caught on the fire starter. Flames burst to life as she dropped it into the hearth.
The shadow shrieked. It lingered, half-way across the room. Emmaleigh grabbed one of the wooden chairs Grandmother Rel used to do her spinning in and smashed it against the stones of the hearth. It splintered, but did not break. She smashed it again. This time, one of the legs split in half and a chunk fell to the floor.
She clutched it from the ground and plunged it into the fire. It instantly sprang to life. Flames danced as she hurled the bit of burning wood at the shadow. Her aim was true and the wooden shard pierced the creature’s chest. It reared back, snapping and yelping.
Emmaleigh beat the chair against the stones again. She split it until she had over twenty pieces of wood ready to be lit and used to fight the shadow.
She took the longest bit of wood, probably the runner, and lit its tip. It was shaped similarly to a sword. Lunging forward, she thrust the burning wood into the creature. She pierced first one of its fiery red eyes and then its mouth.
Smoke and oily blood burst from the wounds and the shadow screamed. If it hadn’t just been trying to kill her, she might have felt sorry for the thing. As it was, she didn’t care.
Using her other hand, she lit the other runner and began poking the shadow in different places along its massive body. Each time she successfully punctured it, smoke and black oil streamed from it.
“Would you please just die?” she hissed as she slammed yet another piece of blazing wood into the creature.
She was down to the remnants of the runners along with four other pieces of wood. Although the creature continued to loom, it appeared smaller than it had when it’d arrived.
She scanned the room, searching for any sign of whoever, or whatever, had helped her. There was nothing there.
The shadow lashed her across the face with one of its clawed feet. Her head whipped backwards, and a trail of blood sprayed from her lip. She coughed and more blood spilled out of her mouth. Dazed, she held the fragments of the runners before her like a cross guard. They were little more than smoldering rods about to disintegrate, but she had nothing else.
The shadow yelped and turned its back to her. Oil splattered against the wall. She caught a glimpse of what looked like a wolf—though it was much larger than the average one—latched onto the shadow’s flank.  The shadow shook violently. It morphed into different shapes, clearly trying to dislodge the wolf from its back.
Emmaleigh didn’t waste the opportunity the wolf had given her. She stabbed the shadow through the back with the remaining runners. They crumbled as they punctured the shadow’s mass, but she paid little heed.
Instead, she fell back and gripped one of the logs burning in the hearth. Ignoring the pain of fire licking her skin, she swung the heavy log towards the cranial area of the shadow. Flames caught and danced along the shadow. She swung again, this time straight into the chest. The shadow lurched backwards, fire bursting from the hole she left behind.
The heat was nearly unbearable. Blisters coated her hands as she swung the log towards the shadow once more. She shoved it through the creature, sweat dripping down her brow. She swore she could smell the stench of her own hair sizzling off her brow as the flames licked at her.
The wolf sank its teeth into the shadow’s throat, sending oil splattering across Emmaleigh’s face. She coughed, wiping the thick liquid from her skin. The oily substance burned at her throat, making it difficult for her to breath. The shadow squirmed, trying to free itself from the wolf’s bite, but failing.
Emma fell to her knees and crawled backwards. A few logs remained in the hearth. If she could just reach them, she might be able to shove another one into the shadow. It might be enough. Her hands were covered in blisters that opened each time she applied pressure to them. It was pure agony as she slowly pulled herself towards their supply of wood.
There was a loud pop, a flash of blinding light, and then darkness. Emmaleigh’s head swam as she peered about the room. Her vision, bleary from her head being struck by the shadow, only revealed vague shapes in the background. She moaned as she continued to pull herself towards the fire.
Her back struck the ledge of the hearth and she breathed in deeply. The fire had gone out. She was sure of it. There was no warmth at her back, no smoke stinging her eyes.
She looked back towards where the shadow would have fallen but saw nothing. She pressed herself into the corner between the hearth and the wall and pulled her knees to her chest.
A rough tongue licked her hand followed by a strange, wet panting sound.
Emmaleigh jerked her hand away.
“Who are you?” she asked, her words trembling as they left her.
“What, in the name of the Creators, happened in here?” Grandmother Rel’s voice cut through the room like a knife.
Emma stiffened as she looked past the wolf and straight into the glittering, golden eyes of the old hag.  She almost had the gumption to curse her. Almost.
The wolf, bleeding from several spots, turned to face Grandmother Rel. It bared its teeth at her and snarled. At least it has some sense, Emmaleigh thought weakly as her head lolled to one side.
The wolf’s hackles were raised and several puncture wounds along its back gushed blood. She attempted to rip off a strip of cloth from her tunic, but her blistered hands did not want to cooperate.
“Emmaleigh?” Iris called out frantically.
Emmaleigh couldn’t see her sister. She could barely see anything at all beyond the wolf.
“Emmaleigh, I’m coming,” her sister said.
The wolf growled. Emma shushed it, placing a limp hand on its hindquarters to calm it. It whimpered when her fingers grazed one its wounds.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
Iris cooed to the wolf as she slowly knelt before it. Emmaleigh gave her sister a cocky half-smile as she said, “I thought you’d never show up.”
“I thought you’d learn some sense after yesterday,” Iris chided.
“You know me,” Emmaleigh retorted, “I’m always up for a challenge.”
“Nonsense,” Iris said as she trailed her fingers over Emmaleigh’s burnt flesh. She motioned for Grandmother Rel to come forward.
“The shadow—” Emmaleigh began.
“Grandmother took care of it,” Iris said. She sounded so anxious.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t know how to stop it. And it just kept coming. What was that thing?”
“Shh,” Iris whispered as she cradled Emma in her arms.
The wolf nudged her with its nose. Emmaleigh turned her gaze towards it. Its eyes were dark hazel with a ring of golden brown around the center. They were nothing like the eyes of the other wolves in the forest. They contained a sadness in them that she had not been expecting. And, an understanding.




Chapter Six
Iris

Wind rushed through the open cottage door, sending a chill down Iris’s spine as she cradled Emmaleigh’s head in her lap. The strange wolf who’d come to her sister’s rescue rested its head on Emmaleigh’s arm as Iris waited for Grandmother to bring a cool wrap with which to bind Emmaleigh’s wounds. She kept glancing at the wolf, wondering why it didn’t attack them. It was certainly capable enough to do so. It just looked at Emmaleigh, its hazel eyes mournful.             
“Who are you, Mr. Wolf?” Iris whispered, stroking a strand of Emmaleigh’s auburn hair behind her ear. Her sister’s eyes were closed and a look of pain spread across her face.
The wolf, of course, didn’t answer. Iris huffed. She knew she shouldn’t have expected the wolf to be able to respond. She chided herself for even hoping he would be able to in the first place.
“You have to stop letting yourself get into these binds, Emmaleigh. I know you don’t like it when I tell you to be more cautious, but I can’t keep doing this. I just… can’t.” Tears welled in her eyes as she stared down at her sister’s pained face.
“She shouldn’t have opened the door in the first place,” Grandmother scolded as she stepped back into the main room. She carried several rolls of bandages with her.
Iris didn’t respond to Grandmother’s reprimand. She knew it would get her nowhere and, after all the bizarre things that had happened over the past two days, she wasn’t sure she wanted to get into another row with the witch.
Despite all her faults and her insistence that she had only taken them in for personal gain, Grandmother had still saved them that day. She had still cared for them over all these years. It was a debt Iris wasn’t sure they would ever be able to repay.
“Your sister is more trouble than she’s worth,” Grandmother said as she handed Iris the roll of bandages. Her knees creaked as she stepped over Emmaleigh’s body to rekindle the smoldering fire. “Stupid girl,” she muttered as she added several logs to the fire. She didn’t bother using the flint. She simply waved her hand and flames burst to life.
Iris wrapped Emmaleigh’s wounds as carefully as she could. Thankfully none of them were that deep. She suspected the reason her sister had passed out was due to the head injury, not any of her scrapes. A bruise spread half-way across Emmaleigh’s forehead. It was a nasty shade of purple and blue. Emmaleigh groaned in pain.
“What are you doing here?” Grandmother asked, her voice brittle.
Iris snapped to attention as Grandmother rounded on the wolf.
“I know who you are,” she said as she circled the wolf. “I know who your master is, and I say begone with you. Shoo!” She waved her hands towards the door.
“Grandmother,” Iris whispered. “You do realize you’re talking to a wolf, right?”
“Of course, I know who I’m talking to, you stupid girl. I’m old, not blind or dumb.”
“I don’t think—” Iris began, but Grandmother shot her a glare. She gulped, but forced herself to continue. She needed to be bold, like Emmaleigh, if she was going to get anywhere in life. “I just don’t think the wolf understands what you’re saying.”
Grandmother burst into a fit of laughter. It was so robust, in fact, that she doubled over, her hands on her knees. In between bouts of laughter, she said, “You really are a stupid child if you honestly believe that wolf is only a wolf.”
Iris’s hands stilled as she looked down at the beast. It still rested its head on Emmaleigh’s arm, its eyes were closed, and its lips curled in one of those smiles a dog makes when it’s about to receive a treat.
“Well, then what is it?” she asked, looking up at Grandmother, her hands busy tightening a bandage.
“He is Balkeen’s property.” She tapped one jagged nail on her cheek as she spoke. “I’m sure he will want you back,” she continued, staring at the wolf like he could understand.
The wolf glanced at Grandmother, a distinctively concerned expression on its face.
“Oh?” Grandmother mocked as she stared down at the beast.
He didn’t look like the other wolves Iris had seen around the woods. This one had a pelt as dark as night and those hazel eyes with a ring of gold around the center. They were intelligent eyes.
“Is he a pet then?” Iris asked.
The wolf growled.
“Not a pet then,” Iris said as she gently laid Emmaleigh’s head on a pillow.
 She reached over to inspect the wolf’s wounds. “What was that thing, anyway?” she asked as she looked over at the oily, black heap still lying on the floor.
It didn’t look like the creature had any bones—or teeth. It was nothing more than a pile of goo on the floor. Still, she could have sworn she’d seen its teeth and claws before Grandmother had forced a surge of power over the creature.
“That,” Grandmother replied, her voice a mixture of condescension and worry, “is one of what we call the Inkwells.”
Iris snorted.
“You can’t be serious. The Inkwells? That’s the best name you could come up with?”
“Well, I wasn’t the one who named them.” Grandmother sniffed. She rapped her knuckles on the spinning wheel as she stared down at Iris. “And they’re no laughing matter, girl. Look at your sister and that wolf, for proof that the Inkwells are dangerous.”
“It’s still a silly name,” Emmaleigh rasped.
Iris gasped in surprise. She stared down at her sister, who was covered in oily liquid and sweat.
The wolf stood over Emmaleigh and Iris could have sworn she saw the relief in his posture. She narrowed her eyes at him. There was something strange about him, even if she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.
“It’s unfortunate that you didn’t lose your insolence in this attack, Emma,” Grandmother said. Her skin was particularly ashen after the use of her magic and the wrinkles around her eyes were even more prominent than they had been before.
“Yes, well, what can I say? I was born this way.”
Grandmother proceeded to crack her knuckles before holding her hands out before her. Her entire body shook as her hands began to glow a molten gold. Her eyes turned scarlet rimmed in the same gold as her hands. The oily blood coating the cottage floor bubbled and evaporated.
Iris had only seen Grandmother exert this much energy once before. She had used the very dregs of her magic to heal one of the younger witches in her Coven from a curse a previous lover had placed on her. It had taken days for Grandmother to regain her strength following that particular incident. Iris gulped and nearly choked on her own saliva as the old witch collapsed to the floor as the last remnants of the creature’s oily blood disappeared.
“Grandmother!” she shouted.
She leapt to her feet. Her knees shook as ran towards Grandmother. Iris fell to the floor with a loud thud. She skidded across the wood, leaving scratches and scuffs on her shins. She let out a low moan as her head erupted in a burst of pain.
“What are you doing to me?” she whispered. “Stop it!” she screamed, frantically trying to ease the pain in her head.
Silence. She clutched her hands to her ears. She couldn’t stop herself from crying. Tears poured down her cheeks. She tasted the salt as they touched her lips. The pounding in her head continued. It was as if she were in a river, underwater, with the current rushing past her. All she could hear was the deafening sound of water pressing at her ears.
A warm hand cupped her shoulder. She shivered as the hand gripped her, turning her around. Emmaleigh’s face came into focus. She could see her lips moving but could hear nothing but the sound of the rush of water. Their faces were so close that Iris could feel the puff of her breath on her cheeks.
Emmaleigh wiped away the tears from her cheeks. Her fingers were rough and calloused from the countless hours of practicing with her bow. Still, it was the sweetest touch Iris thought she had ever felt.
“Are you ok?” Emmaleigh asked.
The words hit Iris like a boulder rolling down a hill. Cringing, she pulled her hands away from her ears and saw small specks of blood on her hands. Her ears rang. Her body shook. And then, Iris vomited down the front of her sister’s tunic.
“Get it together, girl,” Grandmother muttered as she stooped to wipe the remnants of vomit from Iris’s hair. Her features were less wrinkled than they had been before.
“You took too much,” Iris hissed in reply. Her bones ached.
“Did I now?”
“Yes.”
“Well, that’s just too bad, isn’t it? You know the bargain we struck, girl. There’s no sense in whining about it now.”
“I couldn’t hear!”
Grandmother chortled. “These things are never permanent, you stupid girl. I just needed to borrow some of your vitality to heal myself.”
“You what?” Emmaleigh asked, eyes wide as she stared at Grandmother.
“I gave it to her freely, Emma,” Iris croaked. Her head still ached. As gently as she could, she massaged her temple. Sometimes, it helped to relieve the nausea caused by the siphoning of her energy.
“Iris,” Emmaleigh began.
She shook her head and held a finger to her lips. Her hands trembled as she stared her sister in the eyes. She knew what she must look like. Her face would be pale and splotchy, with dark bags under her eyes. Sometimes, even her hair would appear thinner and more brittle. It was never the same, but this time felt different than all the times before.
“Bah!” Grandmother barked. “You’re fine. Never better.”
She spit in her hands and held them out to the sisters. Iris hesitated to take the old witch’s hand. The last time she’d accepted that hand, she’d bargained away a portion of her life energy. She wasn’t sure she was prepared to do anything more than that.
The wolf swiveled his head between the three of them, clearly listening to their conversation. Iris wasn’t sure how much the wolf understood, but she suspected it was enough.
Emmaleigh absently petted the wolf, whose tongue wagged at each touch. It was strange behavior indeed.
“Come on, girls. We haven’t got all day. We need to figure out who sent that Inkwell here to kill me.”
“What?” Iris asked in surprise. As the most powerful witch living in Dramadoon, only a fool would challenge her.
“Yes,” Grandmother said as she rolled up her sleeves. “I know, it’s simply awful, isn’t it?”
Iris raised her eyebrows at her sister, who, in turn, stuck her tongue out at her. It was just like Emma to not take things seriously.
Iris rolled her eyes at her sister before turning back to Grnadmother and asking, “Where do we begin?”




Chapter Seven
Emmaleigh

There was positively nothing Emmaleigh hated more than cleaning. The dust. The dead bugs tucked away in corners. The sticky drops that absolutely refused to budge, even after she’d spent what seemed liked an eternity scrubbing at each one.
This is the first task Grandmother Rel could think of? she thought as she dunked her hands into the grimy soap bucket. Cleaning?
“I can hear you,” the old hag croaked as she dropped a foul smelling beetle into the potion she was brewing over the fire.
“I didn’t say anything,” Emma snapped, though her cheeks burned.
“With an expression like yours, words aren’t necessary,” Grandmother Rel retorted.
Emma sighed. Maybe she should have let the Inkwell kill her after all. It would certainly be better than this.
The wolf whined as he stared at her from his place by the fire. Despite Grandmother Rel jabbering at him, the wolf had paid her no heed and had merely walked over to the fire, chased his tail for one spin, and then settled down in a position facing Emmleigh.
Even when she turned away from him, she could feel his hazel eyes upon her. It sent shivers down her spine and made her wish—not for the first time—that she could talk to animals.
“I’ll have none of that,” Grandmother Rel hissed in the wolf’s direction. “I know you belong to Balkeen. Do not try to deny it. I can smell his magic upon you.”
Emmaleigh twirled around in time to see the wolf bare its teeth at Grandmother Rel.
“I’ll send you out in the cold, I will,” Grandmother Rel snapped. “Don’t think for a second that, because of who you are, I’ll go easy on you.”
“Who is he?” Emmaleigh asked before she could stop herself.
She clapped her hand over her mouth, which was a mistake, considering she still had the dirty, sudsy rag in her hand. She had never tasted anything so repugnant as the water that seeped into her mouth at that moment. She gagged and then slumped to the floor.
“You really are the most dramatic person I think I’ve ever met,” Grandmother Rel snipped.
“Who is he?” Iris asked, her birdlike voice like a song to Emmaleigh’s ears.
She did love her sister fiercely and for this very reason. When push came to shove, Iris was always there. In a word, Emma would always describe her sister as dependable.
Grandmother Rel waved a hand dismissively. “That is none of your concern, girl.”
She handed Iris a phial of bubbling purple liquid. Well, at least, that was the closest word Emma could think of to describe the contents in the phial. It was a thick, coagulated mixture that reminded Emma of curdled milk that had been sitting in the sun for too long.
Her sister’s eyes watered from what Emmaleigh could only assume was the stench of the potion. Although she sometimes envied her sister’s ability to create potions and hold favor with the hag, now was not one of those times.
“You think that,” she said, pointing at the phial Iris was holding, “will help determine who sent the Inkwell to kill us?” Emma barked out a cold laugh. “And I thought I was the dimwitted one in the room.”
Grandmother Rel’s face slowly turned deep crimson red.
Idiot. She was a blundering idiot for inciting Grandmother Rel’s anger. From the corner of her eye, she saw the wolf stand. It growled softly as it approached to her side. Emmaleigh reached down and petted the top of its head.
“You think that puny little wolf will protect you?” Grandmothr Rel scoffed. “What will he do when he runs out of food? Eat you, that’s what.”
The wolf huffed. Emma wrapped her fingers through his soft fur and tugged gently. He whined but sat back on his haunches. His hazel eyes followed Grandmother Rel as she moved about the room.
Emmaleigh found herself wondering what the wolf was thinking and feeling. Those eyes were so human. Too human.
“I don’t think he’d eat me,” she said at length.
Grandmother Rel glared at her, but then shrugged. Emma took that as a win.
“Drink the phial,” the old hag commanded, jabbing a finger in Emma’s direction.
Emma wrinkled her nose. Iris slipped the phial into her hand. The thick liquid barely moved, like molasses on a cold night, as she examined it in the dim light of a candle.
“What’s in it?” she asked, looking up at Grandmother.
“Things that will allow us to see what you saw when the Inkwell attacked. I need to see if the beast had any markings to indicate to whom it belonged.”
Emmaleigh sniffed at the liquid. It smelled like raw oysters and burnt cabbage. It left a tingling sensation behind her eyes that made them water. She did not want to consume it. Not in the least.
“Bottoms up, girl,” Grandmother said.
Emma narrowed her eyes at her. “You’re not trying to poison me, are you?”
Grandmother’s lips curled into a tight smile that revealed her pointed teeth. “If I wanted you dead, I’d find a more entertaining way than poison.”
Emma huffed loudly. She swirled the liquid again, but couldn’t tell if it moved at all.
She glanced at the wolf, who watched her every move with such intensity her breath caught in her chest. She raised an eyebrow at the beast, who only cocked his head at her and continued to stare.
Pinching her nose, Emma threw back her head and downed the foul smelling syrup. It tasted worse than it smelled, and she gagged as it sluggishly slid over her tongue. It burned as it traveled down her throat and dropped like hot lead into her gut. She slammed the empty phial onto the closest table and sank to her knees as her stomach began to cramp.
“What did you do to me?” she moaned as she wrapped her arms over her abdomen.
Her eyes watered. She struggled to breathe as fire seemed to spread through her veins. She coughed. Her shoulders shook. Her vision blurred as she crumpled to the ground and curled into a ball.
Her hearing muffled, the way it was when she dunked her head beneath the river’s surface, but she heard the old hag’s voice command Iris to restrain the wolf. Emma attempted to reach out to her sister, but her limbs were so heavy, she couldn’t be sure if they had moved at all.
Blinding light burst into life. She shuddered and distantly heard herself scream. She could barely hear anything, but she could see herself in extreme clarity. There she was, opening the door and letting the Inkwell slink into their home. Aiming her bow. Falling back in terror. Crying for help. The wolf lunging at the creature. The wolf saving her, even as she almost abandoned him to his fate. Her using fire to fight the shadow. The struggle for survival. The explosion of light and smoke and death.
She relived it all. She smelled her sweat dripping from her brow. Felt her determination to survive.
Tears streamed from the corners of her eyes. She desperately wanted to swat them from her face, but she couldn’t quite seem to make her limbs respond to her call. She was paralyzed by the hag’s potion and stuck in the living nightmare of the Inkwell’s attack.
Her body froze. She felt a sharp drop in her stomach before she saw her arm fade away like embers from a fire. Her arm was there and then it wasn’t. And then her whole body followed. She felt herself being ripped apart. She screamed in agony as her consciousness split.
Dark plumes of smoke encircled her. She coughed, clutching at her throat. Images zipped through her vision. And then, as if she were hearing the pounding on the door for the first time, she relived the Inkwell’s attack once more.




Chapter Eight
Iris

Iris clutched at her sister’s hand as her body writhed in pain. She glared at Grandmother.
“What did you do to her?” she demanded as she crouched lower to the floor and wiped a stray strand of auburn hair from her sister’s brow.
“Just wait.”
Iris, though she was typically considered the more patient of the two sisters, hated being labeled as such. She really wasn’t as patient or good or kind as people made her out to be.
Light escaped from her sister’s parted lips in shades of purple. Iris leaned in close to Emma’s forehead and pressed her lips to her sister’s brow. Her skin was blazing hot.
A knot formed in Iris’s stomach as she peered down at Emma’s face. Her lips were pulled into a deep grimace, as if she were trapped in a nightmare.
“Please wake up,” Iris whispered as she stroked another stray hair from Emma’s sweaty brow. “Please.”
“Don’t be daft, girl. She can’t hear you.”
Just as Iris was opening her mouth to respond to Grandmother’s comment, a brighter, glittering purple light spilled from her sister’s lips. It expanded until it filled the space before them. The mirror image of the main cottage room formed within the smoke, like a painting.
Iris yelped and dropped Emma’s hand as she reached out and touched the smoky image. Her fingers passed through the smoke and into the cottage room beyond. A cold draft wafted across her skin, sending a shiver down her spine. Jerking her hand to her chest, Iris’s jaw dropped as the cabin room swelled and enveloped them.
A loud booming filled the space. Iris felt the color drain from her face. It was beginning.
She watched as Emma’s body materialized from smoke and crept towards the door. Her lips moved, but no sound filtered through the vision. Iris clutched Emma’s hand to her lips as she watched the door burst open to a flurry of snowfall.
But then a massive, dark shape lunged through the doorway, sending Emma skidding backwards. She shot an arrow at the beast, but it passed through the creature without harm. Iris gasped as her sister crouched low. She could see the terror in her eyes.
“Come on,” she whispered. She trailed her sister’s every movement. Her heart pattered in her chest. The knot in her stomach twisted each time the beast drew closer to her sister.
She imagined she could smell the putrid scent the beast. She could almost feel its menacing touch as it attacked her sister. This was not a monster from the fae tales their parents had read to them as children. This was real. And this thing was determined to snuff out her sister’s life.
A blur of grey fur flew past the beast and the creature writhed in pain. She watched as her sister ran past the fighting animals to the secret passageway. Iris’s heart soared. She already knew the outcome of this fight. Her sister was still breathing, as was the wolf, but to feel the heat and anxiety and flurry of movement as if she had been standing in the cabin when everything happened made it seem more real to her.
She saw her sister’s back stiffen. She could tell Emma was torn between escape, assuring the wolf’s death, and turning back to fight. Emma had always been a fighter. Even when they’d been lost in the woods and dying from the cold, her sister had fought on.
Emma’s face glistened with a sheen of sweat as she charged back into the fray. She brandished a blazing log from the fire and thrust it into the beast, which reared back in pain.
“There!” Grandmother exclaimed as she snapped her fingers and the image froze.
She hobbled over to the image of the Inkwell and traced a faint sliver of silver that shone on the beast’s underbelly. If Grandmother hadn’t pointed it out, she was certain she would have missed it.
Grandmother was muttering beneath her breath as Iris drew near.
“What is it, Grandmother? What does it mean?”
She leaned towards the faint line. Though the rest of the image was still, it pulsed with energy, as if it had magic of its own.
“I thought they were all dead,” Grandmother hissed.
“Who were dead?”
Iris furrowed her brow as she examined the pulsing silver line. It looked like a tiny river, splintering and going off in an array of directions. The pulsing silver was mesmerizing. It called to her. She leaned in closer to the line. Stretching out a finger, she began to trace it.
Grandmother swatted her on the arm before her finger made contact with the pulsating line.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
Iris shivered as the warmth drained from her body. She felt as if her energy had been stripped from her.
Grandmother snapped her fingers again and the Inkwell writhed before her. The last of the battle between her sister and the beast flashed before in a flurry of images before fading back into darkness.
She exhaled. She hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath. Shaking her head, she peered down at her hands. The compulsion to the touch the silver line had been so overwhelming. Although the words were indistinct and more of a feeling than actual sound, she felt it call to her still.
“That’s enough.”
The sound of Grandmother’s voice made Iris jump.
“What was that?” Iris asked, her voice quivering. She peered down at her sister. Emma’s face was coated in sweat and her face was wan. Her hair clung to her damp face.
“That,” Grandmother responded as she shuffled over to one of the large bookshelves at the far end of the room, “was very informative.”
She scraped her nails across her wrinkled flesh and scanned the bookshelf. Iris watched the witch’s movements with rapt attention. She plucked a volume from the shelf and flipped through the pages rapidly. With a loud thud, she poked a bony finger at a spot on the page and released a woot of excitement.
“Come here, girl!”
Iris crept towards Grandmother Rel and peered over her shoulder. There, emblazoned on the page, was the same line etched into the Inkwell’s body.
“What does it mean?”
Grandmother clucked as she carried the book over to the table where the remnants of the potion Emma had consumed sat. She swept her arm over the table and the bits of ingredients vanished.
“Have the dreams started yet?” Grandmother asked. Her beady eyes gleamed and a line of sweat formed on her upper lip.
“Dreams?” she responded, hesitantly. She wasn’t sure how much she wanted to reveal to Grandmother. The memory of the strange, yet beautiful, man in the forest pricked at the back of her mind.
Grandmother cocked an eyebrow at her and said flatly, “I can see it in your eyes that they have.”
Iris pursed her lips to keep herself from retorting with words drenched in sarcasm.
“Tell me what you saw,” Grandmother commanded. A vein on her forehead throbbed as she leaned towards Iris and hissed, “There’s no use in denying me an answer, girl. I will find out what you know.”
Iris flinched. She was not accustomed to Grandmother’s venom the way her sister was. She so infrequently received reprimands from Grandmother that she had almost forgotten what it felt like to be on the receiving end of her wrath.             
“It was nothing, really, Grandmother.”
As quickly as an owl plucking a small rodent from the forest floor, Grandmother gripped Iris’s chin between her finger and her thumb.
“You will tell me what I want to know, Iris,” she hissed.
Iris recoiled as spittle flecked her cheek and fought hard against the urge to wipe the droplets from her cheeks.
“Please, Grandmother,” she whimpered, “I don’t know what you mean.”
“I think you do.”
Iris’s eyes welled with tears.
Grandmother squeezed until Iris felt her veins pop and
bruises swell. Her lower lip trembling, she stared straight into Grandmother’s eyes.
“I don’t,” she said.
Grandmother searched her face. Her eyes bulged as she leaned in close enough that Iris could smell her rancid breath.
“You will tell me what I want to know.”
Iris blinked. Her pulse quickened as she continued to stare into Grandmother’s eyes. For too long had she allowed herself to be bullied by this woman.
“I always have dreams,” she said. She glanced towards Emma’s prone body still slumped on the floor. Her face was so pale she almost would have thought that her sister was dead, were it not for the rhythmic rising and falling of her chest.
“These are different,” Grandmother insisted. She dug her nail deep into Iris’s cheek. “I demand that you tell me what you saw.”
Iris didn’t know why she felt like she needed to keep the dream secret. There was nothing tying her to the mysterious man. She’d only met him the once. She wasn’t even sure he was a real person.
But, she felt the urge to protect him. Something about the way the golden flecks in Grandmother’s eyes pulsed and the fervor in which she spoke gave her pause. She didn’t trust Grandmother wanted to help her.
She didn’t trust Grandmother.
She blinked again, if only to break the eye contact between them. Breathing in deeply, she uttered the one word she knew would throw Grandmother into a tantrum.
“No.”
“No!” Grandmother shrieked. “You dare tell me no?”
In one swift motion, she released Iris’s cheek and slapped her.
Iris’s head whipped backwards. Her eyes fluttered. Her breathing hitched. She groaned as she straightened her back and looked to her sister once more. There was no sign of revival on her sister’s part.
“Let’s make a bargain,” she said, turning her attention back to Grandmother.
Grandmother’s lips curled into a smile.
“You’re finally developing a backbone, I see.”
She hated how Grandmother lorded her good grace over them. Iris shrugged. Her cheek still burned from Grandmother’s slap and warm blood trickled down her face from the spot where Grandmother had dug her nail into her skin.
It was as if, simply because Grandmother had taken them in, she was owed their loyalty and adoration. It went deeper than that, though. Sometimes Iris wondered if Grandmother believed she and her sister existed solely to serve her. Emma fought against Grandmother’s control more than she did. She didn’t know why the urge to protect the man hummed in her soul the way it did.
It just did.
“I believe it was time that you and I became more like partners,” Iris said. She was careful to keep her tone neutral. Her heart thudded in her chest and she was afraid her fear would register in her voice.
Grandmother scanned her from head to toe.
“You are no longer a child,” she whispered. It seemed like it was more to herself than to Iris.
“No,” Iris said, “I am not.”
Grandmother examined her grey, spotted hands.
“I am getting old,” she sighed.
Iris wasn’t sure if she should respond to Grandmother’s declaration or if she should simply move forward. Considering Grandmother had never seemed to care about her looks or age before, she ignored her comment.
“I’m already skilled with potions. Maybe, if you taught me more, I could be of even greater service to you.”
“You don’t have it in you.”
Iris stumbled over her words. She had suspected for some time now that Grandmother had only rescued them for some latent ability that hadn’t manifested yet. She was convinced either she or her sister—or perhaps both of them—were blessed by the Creators with the Light.
Why else would Grandmother, a powerful witch, have rescued them?
Why else would she believe Iris would have powerful, vibrant dreams that meant something more?
“You are lying.”
“Am I?” she responded.
“I know there’s something you’re not telling me. I know you wouldn’t have just rescued us out of the goodness of your heart. Tell me what you know.”
Grandmother rubbed her hands together. “I am not accustomed to you telling me no, girl.”
Her eyes were serpentine slits and blazed gold.
“We are no longer little girls, Grandmother. Either tell me why you think a dream I have would be important or we shall leave.”
The moment the words left her mouth, Iris regretted saying them.
It was the middle of winter. A monster had tried to kill her sister. They had no money and nowhere to go.
“You want to leave?” Grandmother hissed. “Then go!”
She clapped her hands together and the entire room swirled around them. Her muscles clenched. Light and color blurred. Her head exploded in pain. Her stomach roiled as she had the sensation of dropping from a high place.
And then it was over.




Chapter Nine
Iris

Everything was cold.
Opening her eyes, Iris was met with swirling snow and ice-laden trees. She shivered, her thin dress barely providing cover from the winter wind. She peered around the clearing, but neither Grandmother nor Emma were visible in the dark.
Panic filled her.
What had she done?
She pinched her arm, willing this to be another dream.
The sharp prick of the pinch made her jolt.
She opened her eyes.
It was still cold.
“No,” she whispered.
She looked around her. It was nothing but trees and ice and snow. Sweat broke out on her forehead and back. Her breathing became faster. More labored.
She squeezed her eyes shut.
This was too much like when her their parents had abandoned them to the woods. Left in the cold to freeze.
And it was happening again.
She clenched her hands into tight fists until they hurt from the pressure. She went through her argument with Grandmother. She couldn’t believe she’d let the desire to protect someone she didn’t even know to bite back at Grandmother. The image of Emma, her body slumped and her eyes closed, filled Iris’s mind.
“Emma,” she whispered and then, more loudly, “Emma!”
There was no response.
She scrambled to her feet. Ice crunched beneath her. She cursed as she stepped on a hidden branch and the hard wood pressed against the slope of her foot. Her slippers were soaked through and the cold was already seeping into her very being.
How could I have been so stupid?
“Emma!” she called again. She wasn’t sure if she hoped Emma was out there with her or still in the warmth of Grandmother’s cabin.
She didn’t know the woods the way her sister did. She had never been the hunter. She had always chosen to stay behind with Grandmother, to help with the potions and the cleaning.
Her teeth chattered as an icy wind swept through the woods.
“You couldn’t have even given me a cloak or boots?” she yelled into the darkness. She doubted Grandmother had stuck around to see how she reacted to being abandoned in the woods. That wasn’t her style. It never had been.
“If you think I'm going to apologize when I get home, you’re wrong!” she shouted defiantly.
She pushed through a thicket of brambles. Their sharp thorns tore at her gown and hair. Tiny cuts blossomed on her ivory skin. The crimson blood was a stark contrast to her pale skin.
She seethed. She never should have let Grandmother bait her. Her temper had flared in a way she wasn’t accustomed to and she hadn’t been able to control it. Gritting her teeth, she pushed through another set of brambles.
The frozen edge beneath her broke. She rolled down the slope, roots and rocks and brambles smacking her as she went. She managed to catch a protruding root; her fingers dug into the frozen wood. They strained to keep her in place as she stood.
Her breathing was laborious. Her entire body felt tender. Pain radiated down her arm. She moaned as she gingerly prodded at her throbbing shoulder. Even applying that small amount of pressure sent a wave of nausea through her.
The sound of snapping branches above her jerked her back to attention. She knew the scent of her blood and the sound of her cascade down the slope would be enough to draw animals from their hiding places.
Emma’s description of a beast prowling the woods filled her with trepidation. She had never been a skilled fighter. That was more her sister’s forte.
A howl pierced the night air.
Iris looked up the slope. She searched the darkness for any sign of the beast.
She was met with the yellow and green glow of five pairs of eyes.
Wolves.
Of course, it had to be wolves.
Another howl erupted from one of them, followed by a chorus of yelps from the others. Iris clung to the root that had saved her from her descent down the valley slope.
Her arm screamed in pain. Sweat slickened her grip. Panting, she glanced downwards. The slope was so deep there was only darkness beneath her.
Biting her bottom lip, she considered her options. She couldn’t face the wolves. She had no weapons and no training. Her only chance at survival was either climbing a tree and waiting for Emma to rescue her or chancing a mad dash of escape.
She glanced at the wolves at the top of the embankment again. Two sets of eyes had disappeared. She searched the tree line for any sign of them.
Disheveled leaves and frozen dirt slid down the slope past her. Iris looked in the direction from whence they came in time to see the shape of a wolf emerge from the darkness.
Screaming, she released her hold on the root and stumbled backwards. She hit the ground and rolled down the steep slope. Wolves howled. Their cries erupted between her own yelps of pain and the sound of her body slamming into hard objects. Her heart skipped a beat each time their cries reached her.
This was her only chance at escaping the wolves. Even if she broke her entire body on the way down, it was better than being torn apart by the hungry beasts.
She just prayed they wouldn’t be able to follow her down.
She was beginning to believe she had plunged herself down a never-ending hill when she crashed head-first into a massive rock.




Chapter Ten
Emmaleigh

"Well, this is a fine kettle of fish you’ve gotten us into, Iris,” Emmaleigh mumbled as she sat up.
Her head exploded with pain. She wanted to claw at Grandmother Rel’s face until she was scarred and blind after the way she had treated them both. First with the poison she’d forced her to drink and then the way she’d banished them to the frozen outdoors.
She shoved her feelings aside as she peered around the woods around her.
“Iris?” she called out.
When her sister did not respond, a prickling panic inched into the back of her mind.
“Iris!”
Still, there was no response. She slammed her fists into the cold, solid ground around her. Of course, the old hag had separated them to enhance her punishment. She was by far the most evil, conniving witch Emma had ever met. Even if she had saved them from death all those years ago.
Although her entire body ached, Emma forced herself to concentrate and take stock of her surroundings. Thankfully, she was wearing her sturdy boots and a thick, woolen dress. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a cloak or her bow.
Moonlight filtered in through the densely packed trees. She peered upwards, but the branches, despite being bare from winter, were too thick to see the stars. If she could orient herself, she would be able to find their cottage. The only difficulty would be finding Iris before she got herself into too much trouble.
First, she needed to find a weapon. Searching the forest floor, she selected a long, thick branch from the ground. After she had removed the smaller twigs and the remaining shriveled leaves, it fit comfortably in her hand.
Next, she searched for a sharp rock. At first, she thought about tying a rock to the end of the branch, but, since it was winter, she knew she wouldn’t be able to find strong or flexible enough vines to keep the rock in place. Instead, she used the rock to chip away at one end of the branch until it formed a crude point.
“Good enough,” she sighed as she examined her handiwork. She decided the point would suffice since, without the proper tools, she would never be able to make it as sharp as the spears she kept at home. She certainly wouldn’t be able to make her preferred weapon of choice—a bow.
Her breath came out in puffs of mist and her hands ached from the cold. If there had been enough light, she would be able to see their red, swollen state. As it was, she tucked one of her hands beneath her opposite armpit and used the makeshift spear as a walking stick.
“I will find you, Iris,” she whispered resolutely as she pressed into the dense trees surrounding her.
She hadn’t gone far when she realized she was being followed. The soft padding of feet and the occasional snap of a twig breaking caused the hairs on her arms to stand on end. Her mind quickly scrolled through the names of all the predators she knew to live in the woods that would be awake during winter. The forests of Dramadoon were known for their numerous dangerous residents.
She cursed Grandmother Rel for banishing her and Iris to the woods. Even if her sister had responded to the witch’s baiting, it was no reason for Grandmother Rel to punish them in this way. They hadn’t done anything wrong. They’d just asked questions.
They had a right to know.
She prayed to the Creators that her sister was all right. Iris didn’t know the woods as well as she did and the thought of her being caught off-guard by any of the possible threats made a lump form in Emma’s throat.
She needed to protect her sister.
She had always needed to protect her sister.
Heavy breathing drew her attention.
Emmaleigh calculated how far away the potential threat was. She was surprised it had gotten close enough to be heard, but hadn’t launched an attack. It was strange. Never, in all her days of hunting, had she encountered a predator who allowed itself to be heard when not on the attack.
She clutched her makeshift spear so tightly she knew her knuckles would be white if she could see them. The dim light of the sister moons was not enough to see far into the trees, but she knew the wolf was there.
A shadow shifted to her left.
She twisted her body and swung the spear out at the same time. She felt the crunch of wood on flesh before hearing a whimper of pain.
She fell into a crouching position. Breathing heavily, she waited for the aggressor to retaliate.
It did not.
Strange.
She crept forward, keeping the spear at the ready. More whimpering and a small yelp echoed through the trees. Whatever had attempted to attack her, she had definitely injured it.
The coppery scent of blood wafted past her as an icy breeze swept through the trees. Bending down, she pressed her fingers into the snow. They came back coated in warmth.
A growl sounded from behind her.
She whirled. The scent of sweat and earth and sour meat met her before the wet, rough nose did. Her muscles strained as she stopped herself from whopping the wolf on the head. Its hazel eyes gleamed in the moonlight.
“Oh!” she gasped. “It’s you.”
In the dim light filtering through the trees, she could see the blood pooling from a wound just above his right ear. He whimpered as she gingerly touched the area to assess how much damage there actually was.
“I’m so sorry,” she said as she stroked the wolf’s matted fur.
He didn’t respond. Instead, he just looked at her, his hazel eyes glowing slightly in the darkness. Her mouth went dry as his eyes grew brighter and narrowed.
“Are you alright?” she asked. Her voice shook. She gently moved her hand near the wound. Hot blood seeped from the gash on his head.
He jerked away from her and snarled. Emma clutched her hand to her chest.
“I’m just trying to help you,” she cried.
The wolf snarled again and then began rubbing his wound in the snow.
“I’m so sorry,” Emmaleigh whispered as she inched towards him.
She stretched her hand out, palm up. He sniffed at her. His glowing eyes narrowed slightly before he licked her. His tongue was rough on her skin and his moist, hot breath made her squirm slightly, but she didn’t pull back.
“Will you let me examine the wound?” she asked.
The wolf pulled away from her, his eyes going wide.
She sighed and held out her hand again.
He blinked at her, then yawned widely and licked his muzzle. It was strange to her that only a few days ago she would have thought nothing of taking down a wolf of his size and stature. She had killed many wolves on her hunt for food and pelts.
“Do you know where my sister is, Mr. Wolf?” she whispered.
The wolf only stared at her in response. She sighed, her shoulders slumping. The old hag could have sent her sister anywhere. Worse, she could have kept Iris in the cabin to inflict a different kind of torture. She cringed at the thought. She needed a plan. She needed some way to find her sister. She needed...
In the distance, a lone wolf howled mournfully. The sorrowful sound was joined by a chorus of others.
Emma jolted and a flash of blue light streamed through her chest in a tiny ribbon. It wavered as she took a step back.
“What the—” she murmured as she looked over her shoulder to see where the light was coming from. There was only darkness behind her.
She whipped her head back towards the sound of the wolves’ chorus. There it was.
The wavering blue light stretched through the darkness.
Mr. Wolf sniffed at the air, his head still oozing blood. The blue light cast an eerie glow to this face, making him appear as one of the demons Grandmother Rel had told them stories about when they’d been children. Emmaleigh shivered as she regarded the wolf.
He dipped his head, as if hearing her thoughts of horror, and padded over to her. His hot, wet breath blew across her hand as she fought against the tiny voice inside her screaming at her to flee.
He’s my friend, she reminded herself. He saved me. I have nothing to fear.
She patted him softly on the head. His soft, warm fur eased her sense of discomfort. She smiled down at him.
“What would you say this is?” she asked, waving a hand through the wavering light. It flickered, as if it could wink out at any moment.
He looked at the light seemingly emanating from her chest and out into the wilderness. His sniffed at air and aimed his nose in the same direction as the light. Before she had a chance to say or do anything, he bolted into the darkness, following the stream of light.
She stood there, dumbfounded.
There really was only one thing to do.
She followed him and the flickering beam of light.




Chapter Eleven
Iris

Ravens cawed as they swarmed around Iris. The night sky was encased in mist so thick she could only see the vague, blurry outline of her hand in front of her face. The dreamworld pulsed around her. Its energy was cold and urgent against her mind. She gasped as the air was sucked from her lungs in a gust of wind.
Gooseflesh prickled her skin as she plummeted through the darkness before landing on a soft moss. Familiar trees bowed overhead. She had been here before.
Starlight crept through the dresses, glinting off the midnight black dress that clung to her body, accentuating her curves.
“Hello?” she called into the mist as the sound of the ravens abruptly stopped.
The mist swirled. It transformed from a white-grey to a glittering purple-black.
“Grandmother?”
Her voice came out plaintive. It dripped with the fear swelling within her. The mist pulsed, moving up and down as if it were breathing. It coalesced into the shimmering, dark shape of a man.
Iris gasped.
“You came back,” he said huskily.
Her heart skipped a beat. Although she had only heard his voice once before, she knew she would never be able to forget it. The sister moons poured light in from above just as he stepped into the small clearing.
He was still the loveliest man she had ever seen.
He still stole her thoughts and her breath.
He still made her heart beat erratically in her chest.
He seemed to float towards her. Just like before, he wore only a thin pair of cotton trousers. His bronzed skin was covered in dark tattoos. Iris found herself wanting to trace their outlines, to discover each and every shape he had permanently emblazoned on his skin.
He smiled at her.
She smiled at him.
“I did,” she finally whispered. Her voice hiccupped and she felt herself blush.
He didn’t seem to notice or care. He cupped her cheek in his hand and trailed tiny circles across her face. His skin was warm and surprisingly soft. She smiled up at him.
“Are you really here?” he asked, one side of his mouth turning into a small frown. He looked so unsure of himself.
“I am,” she replied, leaning into his touch.
He released a sigh, his warm breath rushing past her. His ice-blue eyes fluttered slightly as he leaned down and pressed his forehead against hers.
“I’ve been dreaming of you.”
His words sent a thrill through Iris. She didn’t have much experience with men. Well, really, she had no experience with them, if she were being honest with herself. She didn’t know if every one of them would make her stomach coil and her heart beat so erratically like this one did.
She doubted it.
“What happens in your dream?” she found herself asking.
“That we escape this place together,” he responded in a rush.
“Escape?” she asked, surprised. This dreamlike world seemed so perfect.
He lifted her face towards his and pressed his lips to hers. It happened so quickly Iris didn’t have time to stop him. The kiss was tentative at first. Gentle.
She wrapped her fingers in his hair and drew him closer.
He wrapped his muscled arms about her shoulders and tugged her against his body. His kisses became fervent. Insistent.
There was no space between their bodies. His kiss pulled her in. She felt the way she had when she and Emma had snuck a bottle of Grandmother’s homebrewed wine from the cellar and drank the entire bottle in a single night. Her head became light and her thoughts hazy.
All there was the sense of his lips on hers.
He wrapped around her.
He protected her.
When he pulled away for air, Iris was dizzy and lightheaded. She strained to remember what it was she was supposed to be doing, but couldn’t seem to come up with any ideas.
“You’re really here,” he whispered again. He pressed his lips into her hair. “You’re really here.”
There was a catch in his voice that made her disentangle herself from his grasp.
“How long have you been here?” she asked. She didn’t exactly know why this question seemed important. He’d given no indication that he had been here longer than she had. There was just a nagging voice in the back of her mind telling her to find the answer.
His eyes took on the blank, confused look they had the last time Iris had visited this place in her dreams. His lips opened and then shut again, like a fish gulping for air.
She placed her hand on his cheek, drawing his attention back to her. His eyes slowly lost their milky film and a smile spread across his face. He peered down at her.
“I always knew you’d come,” he whispered.
He bent towards her once more.
Although she hungered to feel the heat of him upon her again, to feel the gentleness of his soft lips on hers, she knew she couldn’t let him do that. Not when it would mean getting sucked into the space where they weren’t talking to one another. There was too much she needed to know.
“What’s your name?” she asked as she shifted her hands to his chest and gently pushed him back.
Hurt and confusion filled his eyes.
“My name?” he asked.
Iris raised one eyebrow.
Doesn’t he know his own name?
“What are you called?” she tried again.
His eyes narrowed. “Nothing.”
She dropped her hand from his cheek, breaking their connection. The loss of warmth left her hungry for more, but she knew if she let herself reform the connection, she might not ever be able to get the information she needed.
“Where did you grow up? Who are your parents?” she demanded.
He stared down at his hands, his face placid. His eyes swerved from side-to-side so quickly that she couldn’t believe he wasn’t getting dizzy. His entire body began to shake.
She stepped away from him. She didn’t know how to help him. Maybe if she were home and had access to her potions, but not here. Not in these mysterious, strange woods with the starbugs twinkling in the sky and ravens soaring through the trees.
She didn’t want to leave him this way, though. She couldn’t.
“It’s alright,” she cooed, inching towards him.
He began foaming at the mouth.
Forgetting her earlier reservations about touching him again, she threw herself at him. She wrapped her arms tight around his body. His heart thumped erratically in his chest as leaned her head against him. She ran her hands up and down his back, whispering soft words to him.
Hot drops of water dripped on her arms.
She hadn’t realized that she was crying, but she was. They fell on her head and she realized that he was crying, too.
“It's alright,” she whispered, lifting her head to gaze into his eyes. They were rimmed in red. “I’m here. I’m here. I’m here.”
The mantra worked.
She felt the frantic thudding of his heart become slower, more rhythmic. His muscles loosened and his shoulders sagged as if the tension he had been carrying there had suddenly been released. He breathed in deeply, his chest rising to meet her upturned cheek. He held that breath for several seconds before releasing in a long, consistent stream of warm air.
“You’re here,” he whispered.
“I’m here,” she responded.
She didn’t know what had happened to him to make him this broken. She didn’t know if she would ever be able to fix him. She didn’t know if he could be fixed. But she would be damned if she wasn’t going to try.
“Liam.”
The word tore through her thoughts, bringing her back to the present moment. She sucked in a breath as she met his gaze.
“My name is Liam,” he said.
And then he smiled at her so brightly Iris found herself smiling right back at him. The more time they spent together, the more he seemed to remember. What else would he remember if she continued to visit him? She was determined to find out.




Chapter Twelve
Emmaleigh

Emmaleigh tore through the trees at a rapid pace. The wolves’ howls had increased both in number and in volume. She was getting closer, but she was terrified of what she would find. There was no way her sister would be able to fend off that many of them. Iris wasn’t a fighter like she was. Sure, her sister was intelligent and strong. But she wasn’t a fighter.
Mr. Wolf kept pace with her, even with his wound still oozing blood. Every time she looked at him, a pang of guilt swept through her. She hadn’t intended to harm him. She wouldn’t have blamed him if he had chosen to desert her.
But he hadn’t.
There he was, panting beside her as they raced through the trees.
The flickering blue light winked out just as Emma passed through a row of thick trees. She flung out her arms as she brought herself to a stop.
At least a dozen wolves stood at the ledge of a steep ravine. Their heads were tilted back, crooning at the sister moons and stars.
She sank back into the trees, praying the wolves had not heard or smelled her.
As she watched, three of them paced across the lip of the ravine. They moved through the shadows like the predators they were.
She cursed under her breath. If she had had her bow, she would have been able to mitigate this issue with ease and silence.
As it was, she wasn’t convinced that she would be able to take on all twelve of the wolves at once. Some of them were so massive, she doubted her makeshift spear would hold under their mass.
She glanced down at the wolf beside her. His hackles were raised, and he glared at the pack before them. His canines were bared, his snout wrinkled with what Emma could only describe as fury.
Clearly, he had met this particular pack before.
She nudged him with her boot and he silently snarled at her. There was so much hatred in his eyes when he peered up at her that Emma almost audibly gasped.
She backed away from him. Away from the pack beyond the line of trees.
She wasn’t sure if she were relieved for frightened when Mr. Wolf followed her.
When she determined that they were safe distance from the pack, she bent down and whispered in her companion’s ear.
“I’m not sure what they did to you, but, if there’s one thing I’ve learned from growing up in the old hag’s house, it’s that when magical things happen, you pay attention to the signs.”
Emma hated herself for bringing up any wisdom Grandmother Rel had taught her. It left a sour taste in her mouth.
She knew wolves didn’t have eyebrows, but if they did, she could imagine he was raising one at her with the expression he gave her.
She shrugged. “I just think that it’s worth investigating, don’t you?”
He bared his teeth again.
“I know. I know,” she said, holding up her hands. “It’s going to be dangerous. I just can’t shake the feeling that Iris is close by. Why else would that fancy blue light have brought us here?”
The wolf snorted, but sat back on his haunches, as if to say that he wasn’t happy about it, but that he agreed.
Emma smiled at him.
“Good,” she said. She sat cross-legged across from him and wiped away the ice, snow, and other debris from a small section of ground. Using a twig, she began drawing out her plans. Mr. Wolf snarled a few times and used his paw to smear out a few of her ideas. She cocked an eyebrow at him. She was determined to discover his secrets.
When, at last, they had decided on a course of action, Emma rose from the ground and brushed the snow from her butt. She gripped the spear in her hand as she re-envisioned what she was about to do.
Her lips set into a thin, hard line, she crept towards the pack.
 


Emma watched as Mr. Wolf raced out from the trees and leapt on the wolf closest to them. He bit into the wolf’s neck before it had time to scream. A spray of blood erupted from the wound, coating the wolf next to him. He dropped the limp body into the snow and moved onto the next one.
The large, bronze colored wolf leapt high into the air, releasing a different kind of yelp. Several pairs of gleaming yellow eyes turned in the direction of Mr. Wolf and the bronze wolf as they wrestled in the snow.
Never before had Emma heard such vicious cries as the sounds from the two wolves fighting each other. The pack formed a circle around the two. They snapped at them, forcing them to remain in the middle of the circle.
Emma found herself clutching at her chest. She gasped when the bronze wolf pinned Mr. Wolf and bit down on his shoulder.
This was the distraction they’d agreed upon. Every time she’d tried to add in an element of her rescuing him, he’d wiped the plan clean. Every. Single. Time.
It was almost as if he had a death wish.
Keeping to the shadows, she inched her way around the tree line until she was peering into the ravine.
Her heart skipped a beat. There, fluttering in the winter wind, was one of Iris’s hair ribbons.
She almost screamed her name.
Almost.
But she didn’t. Not with Mr. Wolf still fighting behind her. She began the descent down the steep hill.
She stumbled, her feet catching on upturned roots and large rocks. Her face cracked from the cold. Her breath came in puffs of misty air. Her heart hammered so loudly in her chest that all other sound was drowned out.
All she could focus on was placing one foot in front of the next.
Find Iris. Find Iris. Find Iris!
Branches were snapped and the snow and ice were crumpled beneath a massive weight. Emma followed the tracks.
Paw prints were preserved in the ice covering the ground.
That could only mean one thing—her sister was being hunted.
She could only pray to the Creators that she arrived there first. She had wasted too much time developing a plan. She had let herself hesitate when she should have acted.
In her heart, she’d known at the first baleful sound of the wolf’s howl that it was a signal her sister had been found—just not by her.
And now, her sister was most likely dead.
If—and that was a big if—she had survived the tumble down the ravine, there was no way the wolves hadn’t killed her on sight.
Emma cursed as she bent down and found one of her sister’s slippers. It was coated in blood.
Still warm.
Despite the cold, the blood was warm.
It was all the confirmation she needed. Her sister had still been alive. Maybe she still was.
Emma tucked the slipper into her belt and charged down the rest of the ravine.




Chapter Thirteen
Iris

“Liam,” Iris whispered.
He had seemed so real. All of it. His touch. His warmth. His compassion. To Iris, he didn’t just seem real. He was real.
She didn’t know how long she laid in the snow and ice, her head oozing blood before the soft padding of feet pulled her from the last remnants of the dream.
Her eyes flew open.
Brilliant stars danced before her. They didn’t seem real. They were too close, too colorful. She thought she threw up her hand, trying to catch them, but when she turned her head, she found both of her arms were resting in the snow.
A rancid, earthy smell filled her senses. It was familiar. She bit her bottom lip as she tried to place the scent. Somewhere, somehow, she knew what it was.
But, at the same time, she didn’t know.
Sharp pain flew up her leg as hot liquid poured over her foot.
She screamed.
She tried sitting up, but her head felt heavy, as if it had been stuffed full of rocks. She shifted uncomfortably as another stab of pain exploded on her leg.
She screamed again. Tears streamed from the corners of her eyes as she fought against her body to sit up. She needed to see what was hurting her.
She kicked up with her leg. The agony that followed was so excruciating that she crumpled back into the snow and ice without a sound. She lay there, panting, as more spikes of pain followed.
She closed her eyes, trying to bring back his face. To feel the warmth of his hand pressed against her cheek.
Grandmother didn’t need to know about this dream. It belonged to her. He belonged to her. No matter what Grandmother threw at her, Iris was determined to keep him all to herself.
“Get off of her!”
The shout tore Iris from her thoughts. She would recognize that voice anywhere.
“Emma,” she croaked. Her dry lips cracked slightly. She licked them and said again, “Emma!”
“Oh, thank the Creators!” her sister said from somewhere nearby.
There was a loud yelp followed by the sounds of a struggle. And then silence.
Iris lay still, her heart racing as she waited for a sign—any sign—that her sister was ok.
No sign came.
She squirmed, trying to get her body to cooperate. It absolutely refused. She bucked her legs and pain coursed up her body. She shuddered, struggling to stay awake.
“Emma?” she called.
It was a long moment before she received a reply.
“I’m coming.”
Iris released a long sigh of relief. Her skin still tingled and her mind still raced with thoughts of the dream, of Grandmother, of the terror of being pursued by the wolves. But, her sister was there. She had always been there.
“By the Light,” Emma muttered as she bent over Iris.
Her sister’s face was hazy. Each line was blurred.
Emma ran a warm hand over her brow. Iris closed her eyes, soaking in the heat.
Emma kept muttering to herself as she examined more of Iris’s body. Iris couldn’t feel anything beyond the cold. She was so cold. She knew she must be shivering, but her mind felt completing disconnected from her body—now that the spikes of pain on her legs had disappeared.
“Iris?”
Her sister was talking, but it was so difficult to concentrate on the words. Too difficult.
She closed her eyes again.
A sharp slap cracked through the air.
“Do not do this,” Emma demanded.
Iris opened her eyes to find Emma’s hand was raised to strike again. She had just enough time to close her eyes before her sister slapped her again.
“You have to stay awake, ok?”
Iris had never heard her sister sound so panicked before. She was impulsive and wild and fierce. But, she was never panicked.
She reached up a shaking hand towards her sister’s face. Her arm obeyed her command this time. She cupped her sister’s cheek. Tears wet her fingers. They ran hot down Emma’s face.
She tried smiling. Her sister never cried. She couldn’t abide it. There was no space for her sister’s sadness. Her fear. Her panic.
“Don’t cry, Emmaleigh. I know I’m prettier than you, but that’s no reason to—” Her words cut off as she ran out of air. Her throat was sore and forming words strained her already cracked lips. She coughed.
“Hush now,” Emma said. “Don’t try to talk.”
She cradled Iris’s hand. Iris didn’t understand. She knew she was hurt. Knew that she was bleeding and that the wolves had most likely made a snack of her body. She wasn’t dumb. She knew those spikes of pain would have been from the wolves biting down on her. She knew she had lost too much blood.
It was so obvious.
An image of Liam blossomed in her mind. She needed to find him. Needed to discover where he was—who he was. It was the only thing that kept her going.




Chapter Fourteen
Emmaleigh

“You’re not dying on me, do you hear? You’re not allowed to die,” Emmaleigh said as she lugged her sister’s limp body down the valley of the ravine.
She wasn’t exactly sure where they were or if they were even still in Dramadoon. They were in a part of the woods that she had never been to before. The thought of wondering through the forest, in the cold of night, as her sister bled out without any inclination of where to go terrified her.
“Does this make you happy?” she called into the night sky. “Are you satisfied now?”
She spat on the ground. She had no doubt the old hag was watching them. That she had sent the wolves to attack Iris as punishment for her insubordination. It was just the type of thing the witch would do.
Emma’s patience with the tests and constant fear of punishment was quickly waning. It was one thing for Grandmother Rel to punish her. She was strong and brave and resourceful. She had always been obstinate. It was different with Iris.
Iris had always been loyal to Grandmother. She’d always been quiet. She’d always been kind.
“If she dies in these Creator forsaken woods, so help me, I will find you,” she hissed.
She checked the strips of cloth she’d bound around Iris’s legs before attempting to carry her through the forest. They were soaked entirely through.
She’d almost vomited at the sight of bite marks and missing chunks of flesh on her sister’s legs. Those beasts had been feasting on Iris when she’d still been alive. They deserved what happened to them. She hoped the ravens she’d seen fluttering in the trees picked their bones clean.
A pang of guilt flashed through her. She hadn’t even waited to see if Mr. Wolf had survived. When she’d seen the state of Iris, she’d just bandaged the wounds as best she could and began pulling her through the snow. In this condition, there was no chance her sister would survive if they were forced to stay in the elements for much longer.
Iris moaned as Emma tugged her over a group of rocks. The cut on her head had been the worst. Even worse than the bite marks. She’d padded it in as much cloth as she could but she knew it wasn’t enough.
She wasn’t even sure the witch’s magic would be enough to save her sister now.
“That’s it then?” she cried. “You’re just going to let her die?”
The old hag’s lack of response was beginning to make Emma doubt herself. She’d been so sure Grandmother Rel would respond. If she knew one thing about the old witch, it was that she liked being catered to. She liked it when people groveled to her.
“You know, I always knew you only took us in so that one day, you could kill us. You’re like that. Cruel. Unusual. Ugly.”
Grandmother Rel had never particularly cared much about her looks. Wrinkles. Age spots. Bald. She was terrifying to most people. Even some of the members of her coven.
But Iris had never shuddered from her touch.
Emma was certain her sister was the only living person in the whole of Mitier who hadn’t.
“Your heart matches your exterior now. And Iris knows it. She’ll hate you after this. That is, if she survives.”
There was a crack of lightning and a swirl of snow. Dark, sparkling mist formed before her followed by the putrid scent of ammonia.
Emma smiled broadly. She knew exactly what that scent meant.
Grandmother Rel had arrived.
 


Grandmother Rel took one look at Iris’s pale face, scowled, and then used her magic to transport all three of them to a cave Emma had never seen before.
It was full of assorted chests, overflowing with gold and jewels, furs, and stuffed animal heads. Several fires blazed in the center of the cave, providing a smoky path to its interior. The witch didn’t say anything as she flicked her wrist and made Iris’s body lift in the air.
Emma trailed behind her sister’s floating body. She cradled her hand in her own, rubbing circles across her sister’s cold, dry skin.
“Please survive,” she whispered as she tucked a bit of her sister’s raven hair behind her ear. “Please.”
They rounded a bend in the cave and came to a fork.
“Where are we?” she asked.
Grandmother Rel sniffed at the air. Her grey, wrinkled skin folded over itself as she lifted her nose. Her golden eyes scrunched, forming even more wrinkles on her face.
“Grandmother Rel?”
Grandmother Rel sighed heavily before cracking one eye open. It gleamed at Emma in the relative darkness of the cave.
“Spit it out, girl.”
Emma clenched her fist. She hated the witch’s ability to make her feel inferior. She bit back the sharp retort that bubbled on her tongue and instead sighed before saying in the sweetest tone she could muster, “Where are we?”
Emma could tell, by the way the wrinkles stretched and reformed, that Grandmother Rel had raised one eyebrow at her, but her face was so furrowed that it was difficult to tell.
“I decided we should pay a little visit to Balkeen.”
“The dwarf?” Emmaleigh asked in shock.
Grandmother Rel never visited her associate. She always called him to visit her. Not the other way around.
“Yes,” she said with a sniff. “It was so nice of him to send that, uh, wolf to your aid. I wanted to thank him.”
There was definitely something Grandmother Rel wasn’t telling her. But as far as Emma was concerned, it didn’t matter.
Not as long as the aid her sister needed was given.
There was still so much blood. It was difficult to look at the wounds on Iris’s legs and not gag at the mass of mangled flesh. Bits of white bone peeked from beneath hanging strips of skin. She wasn’t convinced the wolves had done all of the wounds she’d found on her sister’s body. No, she knew she had to thank the perilous tumble Iris had taken down the ravine’s side for some of the damage.
It sickened her to know she had been relatively safe in the woods while Iris had been plummeting to what would have been her death if it hadn't been for that faltering blue light.
She still didn’t know what had caused it. She’d thought about asking Grandmother Rel about it, but had decided against bringing it up. It could have been a fluke. It could have been a trick the old hag had played on her. It could have been anything.
Anything except her having magic. Their parents had abandoned them to die in the woods for not exhibiting magic. If they developed it now, after years of torture, humiliation, and scorn by a dried up, old witch, she didn’t know if she could bear it. They had lost so much—too much—for the development of powers now to mean anything other than anger.
Emma followed the immobile body of her sister down the corridor Grandmother Rel chose. More stuffed heads of dead animals lined the walls. Their eyes were so lifelike she had to do several double-takes of them before determining they actually were dead. Each one had an expression of great shock or despair permanently etched across their faces.
Grandmother Rel didn’t stop moving until they passed through a narrow hole at the end of the hall and into a wide, open cavern. More chests overflowing with sparkling oddments covered the floor. Gold coins were stacked in uneven rows. The room was so full of gold and jewels that Emma was afraid that if she took a step in any direction she’d find herself stepping on the haul.
She followed the witch down a winding, narrow path through the labyrinth of finery.
“Myrella.”
Emma stopped dead in her tracks at the squeaky voice emanating from the opposite end of the room. It was surprisingly high pitched and feminine. She had been anticipating a strong, male voice. She’d only met Balkeen a few times before and she had never really spent any time with him, but she had never really heard him talk before.
Grandmother Rel shot her a bit of side eye before hobbling forward.
“Balkeen, my dear friend, it’s been too long.”
“Has it?” Balkeen replied. Emma couldn’t tell if it was genuine confusion or just a way to stall while the cowardly little fellow made up his mind about what to do next.
“Yes,” Grandmother Rel said. “And now I’m here to remedy that.”
The dwarf squeaked loudly as the witch strode forward.
Emma’s eyes widened as she saw Grandmother Rel shed away the wrinkles and the grey, wispy hair. Her skin became aglow. Her dark, full hair fell down her back in a cascade of curls. Her hips straightened, as did her back. Her waist became slender and her breasts firmer. Still, her eyes blazed gold.
Emma took her sister’s hand in her own, willing her to wake up—to see. She didn't respond. She just lay there, icy and pale and rigid.
“You will tell me what you know, Balkeen,” Grandmother Rel hissed at Balkeen.
. It was a voice Emma knew all too well, having been the sole recipient for several years. The old—well, young now—witch gripped Balkeen’s jaw in her grasp. If looks could kill, Emma had no doubt his heart would’ve stopped at the venom that lay in the witch’s eyes.
He squirmed in her grasp. For a moment, Emma thought he had escaped her. Her heart thudded in her chest. She wasn’t sure if she were rooting for the dwarf to escape or if she wanted to see just how cruel her guardian could be.
Grandmother Rel ran a long, pointed nail down Balkeen’s cheek. He shuddered at the touch as blood began to bubble from the wound.
“I don’t know what you want to know,” Balkeen replied, his voice almost too soft for Emma to hear.
Grandmother Rel stretched out her hand, her nails elongating into thin, sharp daggers. She raked them across his cheek, leaving three lines of red, angry gashes. His torn flesh hung from his face like a ribbon fluttering in the wind.
“Do not pander to me, imp. You know exactly what I want to know.”
He clutched his hands to face. His whimpers turned Emma’s veins to ice. Her palms were sweaty as she pulled Iris’s floating body closer to her, away from the fury so clearly etched on their guardian’s face.
“I...but... I—” Balkeen stammered.
Grandmother Rel’s lips curled into a vicious smile.
“I, but, I?” she mimicked. Her voice was cool and somehow sweet. Emma thought she liked the witch’s angry voice more.
“Please,” Balkeen began. “Please don’t hurt me.”
“I don’t want to have to harm you, dear, sweet little Balkeen. We’ve had such a wonderful partnership these past two hundred years, haven’t we? I would just hate to see that all end because you decided to betray me.”
Even from the distance between them, Emma saw the blood flow down Balkeen’s short legs. His breeches were soaked and his cheeks flushed a brilliant ruby color. His mouth opened and closed several times.
Grandmother Rel just laughed.
“I’ll tell you everything. I swear it. Please, Myrella. Please,” he said.
“I do love a good begging session,” she cooed. She twisted her arm and Balkeen lifted from the ground and spun in a circle before her. “Though, I have been needing to replenish my supply of dwarves’ blood.” She tapped a finger on her cheek and smiled broadly, “Yours would do quite nicely.”
She raised her hand to deliver the death blow.
“I’ve heard the rumors! I know who is trying to get rid of you!” he screamed.
Grandmother Rel dropped her arm to her side, her smile widening. She didn’t say anything. She just stood there, smiling at him. If Emma hadn’t grown up with the witch, she would have been supremely creeped out. Who was she kidding, the expression in Grandmother Rel’s eyes was enough to creep anyone out.
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Grandmother Rel said.
Emma clenched her teeth as Grandmother Rel flipped Balkeen onto his back and laid him upon the cold, stone floor. She knew what the witch was going to do next.
To her surprise, Grandmother conjured a long rope and wound it around Balkeen’s wrists and ankles. She pulled the ropes so tight it looked like his hands and feet would simply pop off his body. He jerked as she gave one final tug on the ropes and stood back.
“So, we’re not going to kill him?” Emma asked, hopeful.
Grandmother Rel raised an eyebrow at her, her golden eyes glowing.
“No,” she said, “I don’t think we shall. At least, not yet.”
Grandmother Rel bent down until her face hovered above Balkeen’s. Emma had never seen her look so fierce—or so evil. She found herself holding her breath as Grandmother Rel whispered something in Blakeen’s ear. If it was possible, he paled even further.
Grandmother Rel snapped her fingers and Balkeen disappeared into a cloud of smoke.
Emma gasped.
“Where did you send him?” she asked.
“To one of the cells in his dungeon. Don’t worry, I was sure to choose an empty one.”
“An empty one?” Emma repeated. She didn’t know why that would matter.
“Of course. I couldn’t have him getting eaten by a one of his collections, now could I? After all, I need to figure just exactly what he knows about the Inkwell’s attack. I would bet my left foot that he knows more than rumors about who is trying off me.”
Emma gulped. She didn’t want to think about how Grandmother Rel would obtain the information she desired. She already knew the witch would employ any means necessary to get what she wanted. All Emma could do was hope she and Iris didn’t end up in one of her schemes.
“Don’t look so worried, Emmaleigh. I promise I’ll get to the bottom of this.”
Emma didn’t want to say anything, but that was exactly what she was worried about.




Chapter Fifteen
Iris

Iris snuggled deeper beneath this warm, thick blanket laid atop her. It was possibly the softest blanket she had ever used. It smelled of the mountain air on a cool, spring day when the flowers had just begun to blossom. Pressing her nose against the fabric, she breathed in deeply.
She cracked her eyes. A fire crackled and popped nearby. Stone walls were covered in ornate tapestries. A blonde girl sat in a wooden chair. She didn’t recognize this place or the girl.
“You’re awake!” the girl squeaked.
She blinked rapidly, trying to capture the memories of what had transpired over the past few days. Everything was blurry.
A warm hand clasped her own. The girl’s name blossomed to life within her.
“Emma,” she whispered.
Emma nodded, a smile stretching across her freckled face. “I was so worried!” she said.
Iris smiled weakly up at her sister.
“What happened? Where are we?” she asked, her throat a dry, bruised mess.
“Well, you finally developed some gall, stood up to Grandmother Rel, and then got us both booted from the cabin.”
Iris laughed nervously. She didn’t remember doing that at all and she doubted her sister was remembering the chain of events properly. Making Grandmother royally angry was something Emma did. Not her. It couldn’t have been.
“And then you were getting attacked by wolves. By the time I found you, your leg had already been half eaten.”
Iris rolled on her back, unwrapping herself from the thick blanket. Her leg wasn’t bandaged, but there was a mass of pink, puckered scars stretching from her mid-thigh all the way down to her ankle.
She gulped loudly.
Emma laid a sweaty, too-warm hand on her shoulder.
“Yeah, I know it looks bad now, but you should have seen it before Grandmother Rel worked her magic on you.”
Iris sucked in a breath. “I can’t believe Grandmother dropped me in the woods to die.”
“Well...yeah, she did. But—”
“But nothing, Emma. She betrayed us. I don’t care how much I smarted off to her. There’s no excuse for letting her anger get the best of her. She knows the nightmares we face because of what our parents did to us. I almost died.”
She emphasized the word died, stretching out the ‘i’ sound. Emma, to her surprise, just shrugged.
“Since when do you defend her, Emma? Since when do you back her up over me?”
“Since I thought you were going to die and she saved your life, okay,” Emma said.
She stood and tapped her fingers on her thigh as she studied Iris’s face. The movement spiked Iris’s annoyance past her breaking point.
“Seriously, Emma, if you can’t recognize what’s going on here, then there really isn’t any hope for you.
“Why are you being like this?”
“Don’t be stupid!” Iris shot back. “We can’t trust her. You know that!”
They glared at each other.
The fear or the anxiety or just the sheer exhaustion of everything she’d been through over the past several days hung over Iris. She breathed in deeply, her nostrils flaring as she considered how she could convince Emma that they couldn’t go along with whatever Grandmother had planned.
They just couldn’t.
“It’s so good that you’re awake.”
The sound of Grandmother’s voice made Iris jump. A twinge of pain shot through her leg.
She glanced at Grandmother, her brows knitting together as she contemplated what she should say to her.
To her surprise, Grandmother hobbled over to the bed, sat down right beside her, and clutched her hand in her own.
“I’m so sorry I sent you away,” she said. “That was wrong of me. I see that now.”
Iris sputtered. Grandmother rarely apologized. The shock must have shown on her face because Grandmother clucked her tongue and pressed Iris’s hand to her cheek.
“It’s just so hard knowing your potential but not being able to help train you.” Grandmother sighed.
Iris didn’t know what to say; didn’t know if she should say anything at all. She glanced at Emma, who sat there, stone faced and quiet. How she longed for her sister’s fire to blossom into life once more.
She released a breath through her clenched teeth before responding.
“I understand,” she said. She didn’t. Despite Grandmother’s multiple attempts, she’d never been able to stamp out that piece of Iris that was essentially her. Iris wanted everyone to be included and cared for. She wanted to save everyone she could.
Not harm them.
And Grandmother, well, she was a different sort of person all together.
Still, she either believed Iris’s lie or accepted it. In the end, it didn’t matter. She smiled broadly at Iris and said in a sweet, matronly voice, “If you would just tell me about the dreams, then maybe I could help you process their meaning.”
Iris bit back her retort.
“Okay,” she said. She wanted answers and to understand her abilities. Besides, she didn’t have to tell Grandmother everything.
Grandmother leaned in close—so close that Iris could smell the onion Grandmother had eaten earlier in the day.
“Let’s begin at the beginning, shall we?” she hissed in Iris’s ear.
Iris pulled back, her heart hammering in her chest. The tone in Grandmother’s voice was venomous. What little trust she had been willing to relinquish to her quickly dissipated.
“She just woke up,” Emma protested. She placed herself between Iris and Grandmother. She curled her fingers around Iris’s hand and winked at her before turning her attention back to Grandmother.
“Honestly, Grandmother, can’t you see that she still needs time to recover?”
“I think she’s had quite enough time to recover,” Grandmother hissed.
Emma held up her free hand in front of Grandmother’s chest. Iris sucked in a breath. If her sister touched Grandmother in this moment, it would be detrimental to them both. Emma seemed to sense this as well and yanked her hand back.
“I think,” Grandmother said, her voice low and cold, “that you should go tend to that wolf Balkeen ordered to follow you. He came back so covered in bites and cuts that I'm not sure how he survived.”
“He’s back?” Emma asked, her eyes wide with surprise.
“Arrived this morning. Balkeen sent him to one of the dens to recover.”
Iris watched as her sister’s face flushed. She felt the slight tremor in her sister’s hand and knew that she was considering—that she was torn between her devotion to her and to the wolf that had saved her life.
Saved her life twice now, it seemed.
“Go,” she found herself whispering.
Emma turned towards her. Her eyes glistened with silver. She bit her bottom lip in that way Iris knew meant she was still torn.
“Please, Emma. Just go.”
Her sister’s face fell. Iris couldn’t think about that now. If she had learned anything over the past few days it was that her sister wouldn’t always be there to save her. She needed to be able to save herself.
And, sometimes, she wanted to be the one to save her sister.
Emma continued to clutch her hand. She knew her sister was searching her face for any sign that she should stay.
She would not give Emma any reason to stay.
“I told you to go,” Iris snapped. “Why aren’t you? Can’t you see that I don’t need you here, Emmaleigh?”
Although her heart cracked at the pain etched across her sister’s face, she wrenched her fingers free from Emma’s grasp and turned away from her.
“Just go!” she shouted.
“You want me to go and leave you to the devices of the hag?”
“Hag?” Grandmother asked, tapping her nails on her chin. They grew into talons.
“She didn’t mean that,” Iris said. She glared at Emma.
Her sister rolled her eyes and sighed, “Fine. But when she screws you over, don’t come crying to me.”
Iris waited until the sound of Emma’s footsteps had faded into nothing before turning back to face Grandmother. Her golden eyes blazed with a kind of crazy intensity that instantly made Iris wish she had kept Emma by her side.
“I am so proud of you, Iris,” Grandmother said as she folded Iris’s hand into her own. “So very, very proud.”
Great. That’s just simply great. The ruthless witch who raised me is proud of the way I broke my sister’s heart. Stupendous.
“Shall we begin?” Grandmother asked as she led Iris over to a pair of plush chairs sitting in front of a blazing fire.
“Let’s get this over with,” Iris responded, even though she didn’t feel like doing anything with Grandmother. Nothing at all.




Chapter Sixteen
Iris

“Close your eyes,” Grandmother said as she placed her fingertips on Iris’s temples.
Her skin was blazing hot. Iris fought the urge to jerk away from her touch, but forced herself to grit her teeth and follow Grandmother’s command.
“Breath in deeply.”
Iris complied. A gentle pressure filled her belly as she drew in more and more and more air. Her chest puffed out. The air pressed against her chest, begging for release.
“And exhale.”
She released the pent-up air in a steady stream. Her mind cleared. She was acutely aware of Grandmother’s putrid breath puffing on her cheeks, of her paper-thin skin pressing into her temples.
Of her own body. How it felt to be sitting there, in the plush chair with her fingers digging into the armrests.
“Inhale.”
An image of Liam’s face blossomed within her mind. At first it was just the shape of him. His broad shoulders and narrow waist. With the shadows fanning out behind him, his outstretched arms looked more like wings than anything else.
“Exhale.”
Iris wasn’t sure how she still heard Grandmother’s voice. It was as if she were stepping outside of her body and watching as Grandmother dived into her memories—her dreams.
She didn’t know how long they stayed like that. It seemed liked they’d spent hours delving into the dreams she’d shared with Liam. But, when she opened her eyes again, the fire was still blazing as brightly as it had been when they’d first started. It was as if no time had passed at all.
Grandmother panted as she withdrew her fingers from Iris’s temples. Age spots covered her cheeks and forehead and her golden eyes had lost their glisten.
“I always knew I couldn’t haven’t been drawn to you for nothing,” she said.
Iris blinked, her lips falling ajar.
“Oh, don’t look so surprised. Did you really think I took you and your wretched sister in for nothing?” she cackled slightly as she leaned back into the cushioned chair. “Of course not! I knew one of you was powerful. I could feel it calling to me that night I found you. As you grew older, I always knew it was you.”
“But, I—”
“Oh, I know. You never exhibited any sign of magic before now. Well, let me tell you, little girl, what your abilities have manifested into is quite rare.” She smiled to herself. “Quite rare, indeed.”
Iris sat up a little straighter in her chair. “What do you mean?” she asked. “Please clarify.”
“You’re what we call a Dreamwalker. You can see the true form of things. In time, you will be able to see the past, present, and future, as well.”
“But then—” She paused. “Liam’s real?”
Grandmother laughed. “Of course he’s real. And he’s still alive, though I’d bet my sixth toe that getting entangled with him is the absolute last thing you need to be doing.”
“Do you know—” She paused again. She knew what she wanted to say but she just wasn’t sure how to vocalize her thoughts.
“Enough. There’s no reason to worry about him, Iris. You’ll have many more dreams that are as vivid as he was. I promise you. He is nothing.”
He didn’t feel like nothing to Iris.
“He must have found me for a reason. It can’t just be by chance that I found him.”
Grandmother thread her fingers together and closed her eyes. Her skin had turned a sour grey color and her slim shoulders shuddered with each breath she drew. Iris wasn’t sure how old Grandmother was, but it was during these times, the moments just after she’d expended a great amount of magic, that she seemed to reveal her true age.
“You found him because your powers are unchanneled,” Grandmother said at length. “Once you learn control you won’t wander into the dreams of the lost.”
Lost.
The word resonated through Iris’s bones. He had seemed lost. He’d barely remembered his own name. But, somehow, that didn’t seem to matter to her. Not when she could still feel the tender, gentle way he’d caressed her face or the heat she’d felt when his lips met hers.
He meant something to her.
And she couldn’t just give up on him because Grandmother wanted her to.
“I understand,” she whispered. “You’re right. He doesn’t mean anything to me.”
She hated the way the words felt as they passed over her lips. But she knew this was the only way she would ever convince Grandmother to train her.
“All that matters is learning how to use and control my abilities,” Iris added.
Grandmother lifted her head and stared at Iris. Her golden eyes flashed with a blazing light. Drool dripped down her chin as her lips parted.
“I don’t believe you,” Grandmother wheezed, her voice crackling with phlegm.
Iris shrugged. Whether Grandmother believed her or not made little difference. As long as she was still willing to teach her how to use her abilities, she would be able to find him. Now that she knew he was real, she knew she would never stop searching for him.
Never.
“Will you teach me?” she pressed.
For a moment, Iris thought Grandmother would refuse. Her eyes narrowed and she seemed ready to deny her the one thing she most desired at that moment: control.
But then, as if being drained of all will to resist, she wheezed out, “Yes.”
Iris clapped her hands, her face beaming. She rushed forward and kissed Grandmother on the cheek.
“Calm down, girl,” Grandmother hissed.
They never touched one another. Not like that, at least. She could tell from the faint color in Grandmother’s cheeks and the angry gleam in her eye that she should not have succumbed to her excitement.
“Sorry,” she murmured, dropping her hands to her sides and sinking to her knees before her.
Grandmother released an exasperated sigh. “There’s no reason for all that. Help me to the bed and I’ll give you your first lesson.”
Iris’s heart fluttered. She knew the witch was like a cat. One moment she could kind and—almost—loving. The next, she could turn on you without a second thought. Grandmother was a sly yet wise old cronewho had lived for so long that she barely seemed to exist in the same plane as Iris and her sister.
As long as she was willing to give Iris what she wanted, she would accept the tumultuous aspects of her guardian.
She wrapped her arm around Grandmother’s slim, shaking shoulders and heaved her into a sitting position. Together, they crossed the short distance to the bed. Iris moved just as slowly as Grandmother did, the wound on her leg aching with each step.
Her pain was just one more thing to add to the long list of sorrows she’d experienced because of Grandmother Rel.
Even as Grandmother began explaining how to use breathing exercises to focus her mind, Iris vowed that one day she would avenge herself.
One day, she would make the crone pay.




Chapter Seventeen
Emmaleigh

“How could she be so stupid?” Emmaleigh fumed as she marched through the cave tunnels.
It had been the witch who’d thrown them into the woods with no more than the clothes on their backs. It had been the witch who’d separated them. It had been the witch who’d made their lives the epitome of darkness, day-after-day, for their entire lives.
She kicked a rock ahead of her. All she wanted to do was hit something. Break it into a million, tiny pieces.
She pounded her fist into the cold, stone wall—and then regretted it.
Her skin split on the knuckles and blood seeped from the scrapes. Releasing a terrible cry of frustration, Emma sank to her knees and then began to cry.
She hated herself for the reaction. She never gave into her emotions like that. But, now that the cascade of tears had started, she didn’t think she could stop. Her sobs were so loud, they filled the corridors with their sound.
Good, she thought. I hope Iris hears them and regrets her decision. She should have let me stay.
Being angry with her sister didn’t provide a single drop of relief. If anything, it made her even angrier with herself. A small voice in the back of her mind reminded her that Iris had told her to leave so she could find Mr. Wolf.
It didn’t remove Emma’s desire to protect her sister. She doubted anything ever would.
The sound of a grinding rumble tore Emma from her thoughts. Although the tunnel was well lit with torches lining the passageway, the ones at the farthest end of the hall winked out in a single breath.
Emma stilled. Was it just her or did the air suddenly become cooler than it had been before? She glanced back towards the room from whence she’d come. All the torches were still lit. Nothing seemed amiss. She turned her gaze back to the dark corridor before her.
She couldn’t be certain, but she thought she saw a shadow prowling in the darkness. She inhaled deeply, trying to get her mind to cooperate with her. She didn’t have any weapons. She was far enough from the room with Iris and Grandmother Rel that they might not hear her if she screamed. She weighed her options.
More torches extinguished.
Emma stood. Her hands shook as she leaned forward slightly. If this thing intended to harm her, why did it continue to pace in the shadows?
She sniffed at the air. It carried the putrid scent of rotting meat and sweat, of a wild animal in the woods. Her hands balled into fists as the memory of being attacked by a beast enveloped her.
“No,” she whispered, taking a step back.
More torches extinguished. There was, maybe, only twenty paces between where the sun disappeared into darkness now. The prowling figure inched forwards. Emma’s mind raced wildly. She couldn’t lead the beast back to where Iris and Grandmother Rel were. She instinctively knew it would be the death of them all.
The beast advanced and Emma took another step back.
There was no one left to save her. Mr. Wolf, if he was still alive, was injured and laying in a room somewhere beyond the shadows—beyond the beast. Grandmother Rel had weakened herself during her confrontation with Balkeen. Iris, no matter how much courage she’d seemingly gained over the past few days, was still her loving, beautiful, daydreaming, weak sister.
There was only her.
She assessed her situation. Countless torches still lined the walls. Their flames danced in curls of smoke. Several smaller passageways branched off from the one she was on. She didn’t know where they led or what other creatures she would encounter. She didn’t know if they would dead-end somewhere along the way, leaving her trapped by the beast.
The creature made a strange, strangled cawing. Her ears twitched at the sound. It had roared, hadn’t it? There was a loud whooshing, the beating of drums, and the shadow beast was mere inches from where the light met the darkness beyond.
She bolted down one of the side corridors. Her feet slipped on the wet stone of the tunnel, but she didn’t let that slow her. The beast’s footfalls chased her. Its hot breath puffed against the back of her neck as it gained upon her. The scent of carrion rammed into her, sending gooseflesh down her arms.
She ran faster.
Her legs burned with the exertion. Closing her eyes, she whispered a quick prayer to the Creators that they would keep her safe. She opened her eyes just in time to see the stone wall looming before her.
She was moving too fast and she was too close to the wall to make a clean turn. At the last second, she gripped the wall and flung herself around the corner. Her legs flew out beneath her and she fell to her knees. She didn’t give herself time to feel the pain. Springing to her feet, she continued down the hall.
The beast slammed into the wall with a loud crunch. It released another strangled cawing sound followed by a roar so loud it shook the walls around her. Still, she didn’t look back.
The sound of claws raking across stone echoed though the corridor. It was so grating that her spine straightened and she had to cover her ears to block out the noise.
She couldn’t run forever. Blood ran down her legs where she’d skinned her knees during the fall around the corner. The heat from the beast’s breath curled around her, spurring her onward. She pushed herself to run faster. Her muscles strained against the increased speed. Sweat dripped down her back as she spun around yet another tight corner. Somehow, she managed to stay on her feet.
The beast was too big to take the turn and it slam into the wall again. It roared. Emma jumped at the sound but knew she had an opportunity.
Ripping one of the torches from the wall, she thrust the flame backwards. The beast roared again. She surged forward, her arms pumping as she navigated through the seemingly endless tunnels. Some were wide, tall, and full of light. Others were narrow and dim.
Balkeen’s animals chattered from several of the tunnels. They seemed to know something was wrong. Their screams were the same as the ones they made in the forest when they were in danger.
She rounded another corner and stumbled over a large object in her path. She skidded across the ground, her already bruised and injured knees taking the brunt of the damage. Tears stung her eyes as she bit back her yelp of pain. Glancing back, she saw that she’d been tripped by a dead bob cat. Its glassy eyes stared at her in the torchlight. She took a precious moment to inspect the dead animal.
There wasn’t any blood.




Chapter Eighteen
Emmaleigh

Emmaleigh lost track of how far she ran. She didn’t know if it was the lack of natural lighting, the smoke-filled caverns, or just the sheer terror of being pursued by a blood-thirsty beast, but she didn’t even feel scared.
All she felt was exhaustion.
It was blinding. It was suffocating. It was real.
She stumbled as she continued to push herself forward. Her bloody knees ached. Her feet felt like large sacks of potatoes: bulky, awkward, and heavy. All she wanted to do was rest.
But she couldn’t.
After the bobcat, she’d found more dead animals drained of blood. She’d lost count of them too.
All of them had been dead. All of them had been like the bobcat.
Petrified.
They were stiff. Their wide-open eyes bulged with terror. None of them had lost a single drop of blood. It was as if whatever had killed them and snuck up on them in the darkness, stared them straight in the eye, and watched as their life was drained from them.
Emma wasn’t sure what sort of monster was capable of something like that. She just didn’t want to find out.
She paused at a fork in the path. Panting, she pressed her hands to her knees and tried to catch her breath. She didn’t have much time. The beast would be upon her again soon. After finding all the deceased animals, she didn’t want to let the monster get close enough to her to do whatever it had done to them.
She drew in a long, deep breath. Holding it in her breast until her lungs burned, she made her decision. The air smelled cleaner—fresher—from the righthand passageway. That could only mean one thing: outside.
She didn’t want to admit that she’d given up hope of escaping the beast. The beast wasn’t giving up its chase and Emma didn’t want to risk it hurting Iris or Mr. Wolf. The idea of leaving them behind left her with an icky, nauseated feeling.
But, she couldn’t let that stop her.
She would either be able to lead the beast away from them and kill it or it would kill her.
She was willing to make that sacrifice if it meant saving the ones she loved. She could feel it in the core of her being, that once she stepped foot outside the mountain, she’d be putting herself at risk. The beast wouldn’t be bound by the confines of the tunnels. It could move around her. Trap her. Kill her.
It was a risk she was willing to take.
Her feet slapped on the stone floor. Water collected in shallow pools, splashing her legs as she dashed through them. The sound of the beast bouncing off the cavern walls thundered through the tunnels behind her.
The tiny pinprick of light that was an exit from the mountain glowed in the distance. She pumped her legs harder. The light grew larger until it enveloped her.
A gust of freezing air slapped her in the face as she emerged from the tunnel. Her chapped skin screamed in pain as she pressed forward. Her hair flitted across her face, nearly blinding her as she stumbled down the narrow path cut into the mountain face.
The strangled cawing sound mixed with the roar echoed from behind her. She yelped as tiny pebbles smacked her in the head, but did not look back. Something in her gut told her that looking at the monster, seeing it for herself, would be the end of her. Maybe it was the way the dead animals’ eyes had stared blankly up at her. Sheer terror had been etched into their expressions.
They’d seen something. Something so horrible they’d been permanently frozen in place.
Emma did not have any intention of meeting the same fate. If she was going to die, she was determined to do so fighting. 
A murder of ravens shot from the trees and swarmed her. They clawed at her hair, her clothing, her face with their talons. Her flesh stung as they scratched her, leaving lines of blood in their wake. She swatted at them, trying to free herself from their grasp.
Nothing worked.
They continued to claw at her, their squawks filling the air. She knew anyone within several hundred paces from her location would be able to hear the ravens. If a traveler or a hunter were in the area, they’d be upon her any moment now. If not, then she was alone in this fight.
Ice and snow crunched beneath the beast’s massive body as it prowled behind her. The ravens pulled in closer to her face. It was as if they were trying to shield her from whatever it was that was tracking her. She could barely see beyond their flapping wings and long, dark feathers.
Growling softly, Emma sprung forward and through the cloud of ravens. Several of them screamed in unison. Her stomach tightened at their anguished cries. There was something so human about the sound.
She pressed the palms of her hands into her eyes. The ravens continued to scream behind her. The beast must be getting close. She only had a small amount of time left before she would have to run again.
Unless she found a weapon.
Think, think, think. She pressed her palms more firmly against her eyes as she tried to block out all the images and noise around her. She couldn’t run forever.
Until recently, she had never been in the forest without a weapon. Grandmother Rel, for better or worse, had drilled it into her head that to be left vulnerable and alone in the woods was the worst possible thing that could happen. ‘Too many monsters in the woods,’ she’d said. ‘Too many opportunities for you to die.’
She had never imagined a scenario in which she would be defenseless.
Tears ran down her cheeks as she considered her options. One thing was for certain. They all led to death. And Emma did not want to die.
She clenched her teeth as she let her hands fall from her face. She knew what had felt like moments for her had really only been a few seconds. The beast was still coming. And she was determined to face it. She was determined to survive.
A fire burned in the pit of her stomach as she dashed between a few rows of trees. Once she had put a small distance between her, the ravens, and the beast was prowling behind them, she leaned back against one of the trees and breathed in deeply. This was it. There was no turning back.
She bent down and wiped snow and ice from the ground as she examined the resources surrounding her feet. There were rocks, some as big as she her hand. Though most had smooth, round edges, there were a few that were jagged and pointy, as if they had been slammed together and broken for this very purpose. An idea sparked within her. She’d practiced making spears during the summer months. There was no reason she couldn’t make one now.
Cold bit into her skin as she used her fingers to excavate the bigger stones from the ground. Then, she snapped a sturdy looking branch from the tree behind her. The tree bounced slightly from the reverberation, sending piles of snow down upon her.
If possible, the ravens’ cry became even more frantic. Her fingers slipped as she tried ripping a strip of cloth from her tunic. Cursing, she dropped the stone and the branch on the ground as she tugged against the tightly woven cloth. The strange, strangled sound of a caw cut through the ravens’ chatter.
It’s too late.
She closed her eyes and yanked on the fabric one last time. She felt it give. Releasing a sigh, she tore the strip off and dropped to her knees. Trying to fight the beast alone had been a stupid idea, she realized. She was positive the makeshift spear wouldn’t put a dent in the beast’s hide.
But it was the best she had.




Chapter Nineteen
Iris

Iris came from the dream, panting. It had been like the others. She had seen him. Felt him. Heard his soft, velvety voice flow over her like a gentle caress. His eyes, the violet of the heather flowers she and Emma picked in the spring, had been glassy and unfocused.
He’d just kept repeating a single phrase over and over again: ‘I am Liam.’
“What did you see this time, child?” Grandmother hissed in her ear the moment she opened her eyes.
Iris shrugged. She didn’t want to share her visions of the mysterious man in the woods with Grandmother. She didn’t want the witch to poison the one thing in her life that was entirely hers. She knew it was silly. She knew it wouldn’t last. But, she wanted to cherish the time she had with him without it being clouded by Grandmother’s overbearing presence.
“I asked you what you saw,” Grandmother hissed as she leaned close to Iris’s ear.
Iris forced herself not to flinch.
“I saw a lot of confusing things,” she said. It was partially true. She had wandered through a misty marchland before concentrating on the forest where she knew she’d find Liam.
Grandmother tapped her sharp nails against Iris’s cheeks. It was a clear sign that she wanted her to continue.
“There was a circle,” she said, closing her eyes and envisioning the scene. “Stones had been set up to form the boundary. I smelled smoke. It took me awhile to find where it was coming from. When I looked around, the mist turned into a thick fog. I couldn’t see the sister moons. I couldn’t see the stars. I couldn’t even see the sky. There was fog all around me.”
Grandmother gripped her arm, her nails digging into the soft spots of her flesh.
“What about the circle?” she pressed.
Iris nodded and visualized the dream again. She was certain there had been cloaked figures standing just inside the stones. They clasped hands. Their chanting voices echoed all around her.
She began shivering.
“Discover who they are,” Grandmother commanded. Her voice seemed so far away now.
Iris squeezed her eyes tighter, trying to block out the vision of Grandmother’s blotchy, red face that blossomed to the forefront of her mind. Biting her bottom lip, she forced herself back into that place.
The wind howled around her, turning the chanting voices into screams. She reminded herself that this was just a dream. It wasn’t real. She was safe. She willed herself to believe it. It wasn’t real, wasn’t it?
The vision sharpened.
The pungent, herbal sent of the powder the cloaked figures dumped upon the fire wafted over her. She pinched her nose, trying to block out the stench. It seemed to linger. 
She crept forward. Despite the sense that they could see her, smell her, feel her in that place, she focused her thoughts on the chants. Their words slurred together, melding in a way that was painfully loud yet indistinguishable.
A twig snapped under her foot. The loud crack stretched across the clearing. It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream. No matter how many times she repeated the phrase, she couldn’t make herself believe it.
One of the figure’s raised their head and Iris stilled. She could have sworn the witch saw her. Knew who she was. What she was.
Is that even possible?
The cloaked figure didn’t stop chanting. Even with the shadows of her hood blocking her face, Iris could see the woman’s lips moving.
She closed her eyes, hoping that this would allow her to focus. She caught certain words and phrases as the coven continued to chant. There was something about blood. And a sacrifice. And something else—a word she didn’t remember ever hearing before, but that somehow felt familiar.
And then they said her name.
“Iris Valka.”
They repeated it over and over again, growing louder. They screeched it into the chilled night air. Her stomach tightened. Her breathing quickened. Was this real or just a trick of her mind? She couldn’t be sure. So, she did the only thing she could think to do to make the incessant repetition of her name stop.
She opened her eyes.
And then, she screamed.




Chapter Twenty
Emmaleigh

The sound of a paw clawing at the icy ground rustled just beyond the tree Emma was leaning against. The faint smell of carrion clung to the air. Her chest tightened as she swallowed. Every pulse of her heart thrummed in ears.
This was it.
She breathed in deeply, letting the cool air calm her mind. She focused on the way the air filled her chest. She forced it down, down, down until it was pressurized in her abdomen. She held it there. She envisioned the attack.
She released the breath in a cloud of mist.
The beast’s shadow stretched over her. She gave herself one more moment to pause. To consider. To see the way the spear would punch into the beast’s hide. She needed to protect Iris. It wasn’t just for herself or for her sister; it was for all the animals she’d found dead in the corridors of Balkeen’s mountain lair. It was for the way the beast had tracked her. Relentlessly pursued her, like a dog on the hunt for the fox.
She was no one’s prey.
She was the huntress. This was what she had been training for her whole life. She had learned to anticipate how both animals of prey and their predators moved in the forest. Her hands might have been clammy. Her spear might have been nothing more than a strip of cloth, a rock, and a branch.
But she was the huntress. And she would prevail.
She jabbed the spear out just as the shadow moved forward. Her makeshift weapon jolted as it collided with the beast. For a moment, she thought it would glance off its hide, but then she felt it give. She closed her eyes, praying to the Light that the branch didn’t snap in her hands. It quivered and bent in her hands. Gritting her teeth, she yanked it out. A spray of sticky, warm blood burst from the wound and the beast roared.
She opened her eyes in time to see the beast’s rear end disappear into the shadows across from her. It was massive—larger than she had even imagined. Its paws left impressions in the snow that were larger than both of her feet put together. Its body reminded her of the snow tigers she’d seen in books, but never in person. Spikes ran down its spine. Its tail was tucked between its legs, but she could just see the barb at its end. Just before it slinked into the shadows, it stretched out a pair of long, midnight black wings.
Emma pressed her fisted hand into her mouth at the immensity of the wings to keep herself from screaming. She breathed in and out quickly, her head feeling light.
I am the huntress, she whispered. I am the huntress.
It left a trail of crimson blood staining the white snow behind it. Its muffled—almost strangled—cawing drifted farther away from her. She heaved in a deep breath, her entire chest rising. Her mind raced through the stories she’d read about the monsters that prowled the Beoscuret Mountains.
There were countless beasts resided in the mountainous kingdom of Dramadoon. She remembered her mother’s gentle arms cradling her as she read the stories to her. She remembered her sister’s pale face peering at her, eyes wide, in the firelight. It had been warm. And loving. And safe.
Her mind kept coming back to the terror she’d seen in that first animal’s eyes. The bobcat. She had never seen that kind of look before. She’d seen fear. She’d seen desperation. She’d seen hopelessness. But this—this was something else entirely.
There was a memory that pricked at the back of her mind. There was that mixture of a roar but also that strange, strangled cawing sound. She’d seen a description of that somewhere, hadn’t she?
She gasped as the realization came to her.
“A cockatrice,” she whispered, her breathing misting before her face.
Her blood turned to ice as she tried to remember everything she’d read about the creature. They were rare—one of the rarest magical creatures known in the whole of Mitier. There were only a handful of books that even mentioned them, much less give full on descriptions of the monsters.
That’s what they were. Monsters. Half dragon and half rooster, they were able to instantly kill anything they locked eyes with. Nearly impossible to defeat, too. She scrunched her brow as she tried to remember the ways listed to kill them. As far as she could reckon, there were only two ways. One: force the cockatrice to look at its own reflection. Two: make the cockatrice hear the crow of a rooster at sunrise.
If she wanted to survive, either had to be done without the beast making eye contact with you.
Emma gulped at the dilemma before her. She could try. She could go on the offense. She would most likely die, but it would be worth it, wouldn’t it? If she saved Iris? If she saved what was left of the animals Balkeen kept in his collection?
She stood there for several moments, weighing her options. In the end, she knew there was only one choice. There had only ever been.
Her palms sweaty, but her mind focused, Emma called into the trees where the trail of blood led.
“You want to kill me? That’s what you were sent here to do, right? To take me out of the equation so that you can dispose of Myrella? Isn’t that you were sent here to do?”
Only the sound of the wind rattling through the ice laden trees answered her. She had been expecting this. It had been her experience—limited as it was—that it took a lot more than a single baiting session to catch the worm.
“How will your master feel, knowing that you couldn’t even complete this one, small task for her?”
She inched her way forwards, keeping her eyes locked on the trail of crimson blood. The trail would end eventually. Cocktrices could heal themselves. It was part of the reason they were so difficult to kill. The spots of blood increasingly became less prominent until, as she knew they would, petering out.
She stretched her neck, tilting it side-to-side in anticipation of what was coming. She would need to be blind during the fight. The thought terrified her.
The cocktrice’s gaze wasn’t the only thing dangerous about it. It had long, sharp claws on its massive feet. She’d read that the spikes running up and down its back were venomous. Despite its ability to roar, it had a razor-sharp beak that could break bones with a single peck.
But, there was nothing left to do. It was risk her life and try to defeat the cockatrice or let everyone she loved die.
I am the huntress.
She smacked the spear against a tree near her and closed her eyes.
“Come get me.”




Chapter Twenty-One
Emmaleigh

She heard the beast thundering towards her. Its massive body slammed into trees, cracking them, sending splinters raining down upon her. She gritted her teeth, knowing it was trying to frighten her into looking at it. She squeezed her eyes tightly closed. No matter what it did to her, she would refuse to open them until the bitter end.
She heard the whooshing sound of something large swiping through the air. The beast’s tail slammed into her back, knocking her off her feet. She threw back her hands to break her fall but slammed her head into a tree. White dots filled her vision. The wind was knocked from her chest. She gasped for breath as she tried to listen for the sound of the cockatrice around her.
Something crunched the ice only a few paces away. Gooseflesh prickled on her arms as a gust of moist, hot air tickled her arms. Her eyelids fluttered, and she almost opened them. Was it her or did the beast just linger there, right in front of her face? She stretched out a hand, expecting to make contact, but swiped through empty air.
Nausea filled her when she sat up. The muscles in her shoulders and biceps spasmed as she reached behind her head to feel at the place where she’d struck it. Her hair was matted with leaves, twigs, and hot, sticky blood.
Cursing beneath her breath, she positioned herself onto her knees.
Think, think, think. She pressed heels of her hands into her eyes. You can do this. You just have to think.
The sound of a low growl drew her attention to the right. She could still hear the incessant squawking of the ravens from her left. Their voices nearly blocked out the faint growling. She scrambled backwards until her back met the rough wood of a tree. She heaved in a sigh before leaping to her feet. A whoosh of air gusted against her as the beast lunged towards her.
She thrust the spear downward, driving in the makeshift blade into the beast once more. She felt it rear as it released a strangled caw. She had a momentary sense of success as she was suspended in the air, holding the spear in place.
A sharp crack splintered the air as the spear broke. Her stomach jumped to her chest as she fell to the ground in a heap. Her hand caught on a jagged rock and tore the flesh before hot liquid began spilling down her arm.
She yelped in pain. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t risk opening her eyes to check the damage to her hand. She could sense that the beast was close. It most likely was waiting for her to break her concentration. To slip. To peer into its eyes and perish the same way all those animals in Balkeen’s lair had.
She wiped her hands on her tunic and, using her uninjured one, prodded at the gash on her palm. It stung. She could imagine the small bits of debris that must have been in the wound. She felt around her, scooping up snow as she went, and packed it into the gash. All she could hope was that, if she could survive this, Grandmother Rel would be able to use her magic to cleanse the wound and get rid of any infection caused by the dirt she knew was also packed into the cut.
The cockatrice breathed straight into her face. It was the foulest thing she had ever smelled. She turned her face away, sucking in a breath of clean air. A rough, wet tongue lapped against the wound on her hand. She had the strangest sensation that it was drinking her blood.
She felt around her until she found a large rock. She slammed it into the side of the beast’s head. It screeched and pecked at her with its beak. Its sharp point sank into the soft spot between her thumb and pointer finger. She whimpered as she clutched her hand back to her chest.
She didn’t understand why it didn’t just peck her to death. Or use its venomous spikes to kill her. It was almost as if it took pleasure in toying with her. As if it enjoyed coming up with new and torturous ways to force her into meetings its gaze.
She wouldn’t be giving it that satisfaction anytime soon.
She rolled away. Now that both hands were bloody, her best course of action would be to run. She thought back on the maps she’d studied in Grandmother Rel’s cottage. There was a river nearby. She was sure of it. At least, a mountain stream, if nothing else. There had to be.
The ravens fluttered around her. She felt one of them swoop down and rest atop her head before swirling around her once, then twice, then a third time. It left her as the beast crowed. The rest of its murder rushed past her.
“What are you trying to tell me?” she asked as, presumably the same raven, brushed its wing across her face.
If anyone had told her about this type of experience, she would have laughed and told them they had lost their minds. But, she somehow knew the ravens wanted her to follow them.
So, she did.
She tripped over upturned roots as she rushed forward. The beast’s breath puffed against the back of her neck. She took a chance, opening her eyes to peer ahead of her. Sure enough, the murder of ravens was there, flying in a clustered formation. One of them lagged behind the rest and kept ducking back towards her.
She had no doubt that it was the one who’d pushed her to follow them. There was a pause in the raven’s movements and then they shot skyward. A clearing appeared ahead of her. Emma pumped her legs more quickly. Her calves burned, and she feared they’d seize up before she reached the clearing. Still, she forced herself to keep going. She squinted her eyes, trying to see beyond the tree line.
It looked like there was nothing.
“What the bloody moons!” she yelled as she fell to the ground and rolled forward.
The forest disappeared into a steep cliff face. It dropped several hundred paces. Her heart hammered in her chest. If she had fallen off this cliff, there was no way she would have survived.
She glared at the leader of the murder of ravens. It circled her, but didn’t make a sound as it darted back into the heights of the trees just as the cockatrice leapt through the trees and landed beside her.
Emma caught a glimpse of its face. She had never seen anything more horrifying in her entire life. Its beak was coated in blood. It had a mixture of fur and feathers surrounding large, bulging eyes. She didn’t need to meet its gaze to see how bloodshot the eyes were. The feathers and fur on its face was matted, with chunks of what looked like bits of flesh clinging it.
She shut her eyes tightly. She whimpered as it nudged her with its beak, but didn’t peck.
“What is your problem?” she yelled as she rolled away from it.
The frozen ground beneath her started to give. Her legs swung over the side of the cliff. She scrambled to clutch onto a low hanging branch and pulled herself up. She felt the cockatrice pass beside her. Gusts of wind pummeled against her as it unfurled its wings and, presumably, took flight.
“Cheater,” she mumbled as she cracked her eyes just enough to see its shape soaring over the deep ravine. The frozen river at the bottom of the river glinted in the sunlight.
The beast dove straight down, the muscles in its long body flexing as it stretched its wings as far out as they could go, catching the wind and breaking its descent. It darted upwards, more quickly than she would have thought possible before coming to a stop directly in front of her.
The power of its wings continued to buffet her as she clung to the branch. The wounds on her hands stung. She bit back the tears that sprang to her eyes. The beast didn’t deserve the satisfaction of seeing her terror. Or her pain.
The only thing it deserved was death.
She tilted her chin down and cracked her eyes slightly more. She could see the flash of silver as the sun reflected against the frozen water.
Reflected.
An idea blossomed in her mind.
It could work, she told herself. It would work.




Chapter Twenty-Two
Iris

The glowing red eyes were terrible to look at. The crackling black and purple lines exploding from the pupil were like lightning. They seemed to change direction and magnitude as the witch seized Iris’s arm and dragged her to the middle of the circle. They were the only things Iris could see of the witch’s face in the shadows of her hood.
The rest of the coven—Iris knew that’s what this was now—chanted all around her as she tried to pull her arm from the witch’s grasp. They hissed her name. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. She kept her back straight, rigid. If they were going to sacrifice her, she would be taken with dignity.
Their voices were like hissing snakes. Smooth. Hypnotizing. Guttural at times.
“Who are you?” she asked the crimson-eyed one.
She received no response as the witch rejoined the circle. She clasped hands with the others standing around her. Iris twirled around, watching as the rest of the witches also joined hands. The air thickened, as if anticipating the witches’ next actions.
Iris held up her hands, palms outward.
“I’m like you,” she said, her voice unwavering. “I can be one of you.”
They didn’t seem to hear her. Or they ignored her. She wasn’t sure which was worse.
A knot formed in the pit of her stomach as she twisted around, trying to meet the gaze of at least one of the witches. Each face was hidden by the shadows of the hood. Each shadow had a pair of glowing eyes staring straight ahead. They were all different colors: blues, greens, yellows, oranges, but only one red. They didn’t even blink as they continued to chant, their hands locked with one another.
Iris couldn’t tell if she were still caught in the dream. Unlike the one she’d had with Liam, this one didn’t have the hazy, surreal quality to it. It was crisp. It was clear.
It was real.
There wasn’t any other explanation.
“Please,” she pled, “just tell me what you want. Maybe I can help you.”
The sky flashed with a deep purple and red streak of lightning. Iris covered her ears with her hands, dampening a loud crack of thunder.
“Iris Valka,” the voices whispered in unison all around.
The red-eyed witch stepped forward. The others abruptly stopped chanting. The silence that followed chilled Iris to the very marrow of her bones.
Definitely not like the other dreams.
These witches had somehow hijacked her visions and forced her into theirs.
The red-eyed witch threw back her hood. Iris gasped, clamping her hand over her mouth. From her blonde hair and the gentle curve of her nose to the sharp, angular cut of her jawline, the woman standing before her was the identical twin to her sister.
Except for the eyes. Emma’s were dark green with bits of fiery copper flecks. They were kind eyes. Determined ones that looked at her with nothing but love. Even when she was angry with her, there was always love in Emma’s eyes.
But the woman standing before her was angry. Furious, even. And there was a deep, dark hatred that seemed to spread from her eyes and tighten the muscles in her entire body.
“You are an abomination. Dreamwalker.”
The coven echoed the word ‘dreamwalker.’
Their voices sent chills down Iris’s spine.
“You are a threat to the foundation of the Light, the walk of the Creators, and the tapestry that binds us all together. Spellbreaker.”
The coven whispered the word ‘spellbreaker.’ She had never heard that word before. Grandmother had only called her a dreamwalker. The recognition that Grandmother had once again withheld information from her set her mind on fire. She deserved to know the truth.
“How do you plead?”
The question hung in the space between them. Iris wasn’t sure how to respond. She didn’t know if she was either of the things the coven was holding her responsible for.
“How do you plead?” her sister’s lookalike repeated.
Iris jumped at the venom in the woman’s tone.
“How can I be any of these things if I don’t even know what they are?”
The circle whispered spellbreaker and dreamwalker again as they inched closer. Iris cocked her head towards the red-eyed witch.
“What crime is it to be born with these abilities? Didn’t the Creators build us to live the way the Light intended? Wasn’t I created for this purpose?”
It was a gamble. She knew some of the witches in Dramadoon believed they served the Light. Others had chosen to follow the path of Obliteration. They lived in darkness. Preyed on the weak. Forgave nothing. Remembered all the wrongs they had survived. There had been times Iris had believed that Grandmother followed them. Other times, she knew there was no chance Grandmother would ever succumb to that kind of temptation.
Her sister’s lookalike cackled, her voice high-pitched and piercing.
“You are of the Darkness, Iris Valka. The time for reckoning is upon us.”
The coven hissed “it’s upon us” like snakes stuffed in a pit. Their voices slithered over her skin, leaving her feeling coated in their venom.
“I’m not,” she said, trying to sound brave.
The crimson-eyed woman glowered at her. For the first time, Iris noticed how her veins bulged in her pale face. They were like little rivers of blue and purple, sweeping across her sister’s skin. They seemed to pulse with each step the woman took.
“Who are you?” Iris asked, her voice trembling.
“Death.”
The single word sent a shiver down Iris’s spine. She wasn’t sure who whispered it first—or if it had been all of them all at once. The coven’s voices were one. They carried the same inflection. They moved at the same speed. They begged for her death. Her destruction.
Panic.
Iris clenched her fists so tightly that her fingers went numb. Her breaths came in sharp, shallow waves. Her stomach was knotted and queasy. She was shaking. She needed out.
She shoved her mind beyond the ring of witches. It felt like drifting through a fog—a haze—with no beginning or end. Wind whipped across her face.
Was this real or just another dream?
She couldn’t be sure. Her mind prickled at the sound of the coven’s voices. If the matriarch was death, then what did that mean for her?
She screamed. Her voice reverberated around her, as if it were bouncing against an invisible barrier. She stretched out her mental fingers and grazed the curve of a bubble. It depressed against her touch, leaving a small hole behind.
Without hesitating, Iris punched through the barrier, widening it. There was nothing but darkness beyond. An inky black swell of nothingness. She hesitated, her mind snapping back into her body just as the crimson-eyed witch raised a silver-edged dagger above her head.
Time was up.
She sprang into the darkness. Her body exploded in a burst of glittering light. It was as if she were seeing herself from the outside. As if that body were not really her own. Her mind was separate from herself. Her senses deafened. She couldn’t feel. Or smell. Or taste. Or hear. There was only darkness. There was only the swirl of something she couldn’t identify.
And then, she slammed back into her body. The weight of her own flesh and bones rippled through her.
Iris’s eyes fluttered opened.
Her cracked lips bled.
Her chest heaved with each shallow breath.
“What happened?” Grandmother demanded as she yanked Iris from her chair. Her eyes flashed crimson and smoke curled around her ears. Her fingers burned into Iris’s flesh like a brand.
Iris twisted her arm, trying to wriggle out of Grandmother’s grasp. Pain erupted at her wrist as Grandmother tightened her grip. Iris’s head drooped forward and her thoughts came in sluggish bursts of color.
“There was a coven. They tried to kill me,” she whispered hoarsely.
Grandmother dropped her hands to her sides, her cheeks paling. A vein in her forehead throbbed as she regarded Iris with slit eyes.
“Tell me everything.”




Chapter Twenty-Three
Iris

Iris’s feet slapped against the cold stone floor. She shivered. It was colder in the corridors than it had been at the cottage. Frost crawled across the walls like ivy. Her breaths puffed in front of her, vanishing into nothingness before they had even really existed.
She followed Grandmother without question. Crimson fire danced in Grandmother’s eyes as they wound their way through the corridors. She kept glancing behind them, as if she were anticipating an attack at any moment.
Iris felt numb. Dazed. She didn’t know how she’d done it. One moment she’d been watching the dagger come down to sink into her neck, and the next she’d been drifting in the darkness, and then, finally, she’d sunk back into her body.
Her real body.
Not the dream one.
Though, she suspected that if the coven had been successful in using that dagger to kill, she would have been dead—both in the dream world as well as the real one.
Grandmother tugged her hand and Iris responded, quickening her pace.
They passed rigid, dead animals. Their gazes met hers as she silently strode by. Grandmother barely looked at them. She was so callous. She always had been. It wasn’t that Grandmother’s coldness truly bothered Iris. It was just that she didn’t understand how anyone could move throughout life without an ounce of compassion for the suffering of others.
“What happened to them?” she found herself asking before she could stop herself.
Grandmother didn’t answer, but continued to pull her along. Iris stumbled over her own feet. Her limbs didn’t feel like her own. She was awkward, clumsy in way she hadn’t been since she had been twelve. She braced her arm against the wall, heaving in gulps of air.
Grandmother spun around, her yellow eyes gleaming, and clutched Iris’s shoulders in her bony, thin hands. “Listen to me, girl.”
Iris shook uncontrollably. Her mind continued to move at its sluggish pace. She couldn’t quite grasp the words she so desperately wanted to say. Each time she thought she had them, they rolled over her tongue, slipping back into the recesses of her mind. She gasped, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.
Grandmother shook her. Hard. Her teeth chattered and her bones groaned. She tried to scream. There was no sound.
“I couldn’t see what happened to you. One moment you were there and then the next, you were just gone. The matriarch of the coven was strong enough to rip you from my protection. Do you understand what that means?” she hissed.
She held Iris’s gaze as much as was possible. Iris’s eyes flicked in all directions, never staying focused on the same spot for long. She was dizzy. Disoriented. But she couldn’t quite seem to stop. She was there. She knew this was real. Knew from the weight of Grandmother’s hands on her shoulders. And the tension in her shoulders. And the way she felt when she met the eyes of the dead, rigid animals littering the lair’s floor.
Where was Emma?
Her breathing changed, becoming—if possible—even more shallow. She thought her lips parted. She felt the cracked flesh pulled and stretch. But there was no sound. More tears leaked from the corners of her eyes.
A sharp sting stretched across her cheek. She bit her tongue, the coppery taste of blood filling her mouth. She blinked rapidly, trying to stop the flow of unfettered tears as they stained her face.
“Stop crying,” Grandmother commanded. “It will get us nowhere.”
She shook Iris again.
Iris wrapped her arms around her middle. The bile rose up before she could stop it. She gagged, trying to force it back down.
Where was Emma? The thought ripped through her.
“We can no longer stay here,” Grandmother said. “Do you understand?”
Her fingers pressed into the soft spots of Iris’s flesh. Already, she could feel the bruises blossoming on her skin. She cringed. She tried to pull away, but all she managed was to fall back against the wall.
Grandmother cupped her cheeks in her hands and pulled her face forward. They were blazing hot. Iris felt as if her skin were blistering. Grandmother Rel whispered words she couldn’t quite comprehend as she pressed a kiss against Iris’s brow.
The burning instantly subsided, replaced by a kind of wriggling sensation that spread out from her forehead to her toes. Her limbs trembled uncontrollably. She sucked in a deep breath. She closed her eyes. Grandmother still cradled her face in the palms of her hands. They were the only things grounding her to that spot. She focused on the way Grandmother’s paper-thin, leathery skin pressed into her flesh. How she smelled of strange spices and sulfur. How her long nails grazed her arms as she continued to tremble.
And then it was over.
She opened her eyes as the trembling subsided. Grandmother peered at her, her yellow eyes gleaming with something akin to concern.
“We have to find Emma,” Iris managed to croak out.
Grandmother held her face for a moment longer before dropping her hands and continuing down the corridor without a word.
“Did you hear me?” Iris called after her.
The only sign Grandmother had heard her was the way her back went slightly more rigid.
Iris shivered, the cold seeping into her. She wrapped her arms more tightly around herself, as if that would be enough to trap her warmth.
She lingered there until the shadows began to whisper. Dreamwalker. Spellbreaker.
She bolted after the witch.




Chapter Twenty-Four
Emmaleigh

Emma rolled off the edge of the cliff.
It was reckless. Dangerous. And the only thing she could think to do if there was any chance of killing the cockatrice.
Of saving Iris.
She didn’t know what was worse: the sense of her stomach leaping into her chest as she free-fell through the sky or the cockatrice wrapping its massive paws around her body and hugging her to its chest. If she had to pick between the two she might have picked being pressed against the beast.
It smelled awful. She already knew that, of course, but it was even worse up close. Her nose wrinkled. She coughed, getting a mouthful of the beast’s matted, grimy fur.
Its massive wings beat against the wind. She felt it strain against her weight. They dipped lower. The cockatrice released a strangled cry, its claws digging into her back. Lacerations broke out across her skin. The fresh cuts stung as the beast pressed into her. The hotness of her blood flowed over them both.
And then the wind caught the beast’s wings and they were soaring upwards. She screamed, the shrill sound echoing through the skies.
She was held so tightly against the beast that she could barely breath, much less move. She couldn’t let it carry her away. She needed it go down. To meet the glittering, icy river below. She squirmed against its hold on her. She kicked both feet towards the beast, right at its soft middle.
It reared back, dropping her to once again into free-fall. Her voice was lost in the rush of wind that pushed against her. Her arms flapped—as if she could slow her descent. It was futile. She closed her eyes, praying to the Light that she would be able to defeat the beast.
She vomited. The hot bile slid over her cheeks, leaving behind a sticky residue. Still, she didn’t open her eyes. She couldn’t. She fell for what felt like hours, even though she knew it was only seconds—could only be seconds.
And then she felt the pull of air as something enormous zipped past her. She landed on its back with a thud. It shuddered beneath her weight. Cracking her eyes, she took in her surroundings. She was straddling the beast. She didn’t know how she’d avoided landing on its spikes, but she had. Its muscled body pulsed beneath her thighs. Its wings beat against the air. Its mane was matted, full of dead leaves, twigs, and the remnants of other creatures.
She tilted her body sideways, daring herself to peer down at the ground. Emma could see her reflection—and that of the cockatrice—in the river’s surface. They were high enough above it that they were little more than shadows chasing the sun, but they were there. She smiled. If she could just get close enough to the river and trick the beast into looking down.
She leaned over the beast’s back even more.
It’s now or never.
She slid off the beast and began her free fall descent again. This time, she didn’t close her eyes. She spread her arms and legs out wide, letting the frigid air catch her as she fell.
This was it, she thought as the banks of snow lining the river rose to meet her.
A smile spread across her face.
But then the river became encased in shadow and she felt the pulsing of wings. She cringed as the beast’s claws raked across her already torn flesh. She screamed as the beast wrapped a massive claw around her middle, pulling her upwards.
“No,” she yelled, her voice lost in the roar of wind and wings.
She slammed her fist against the paw. It didn’t even flex in pain. She beat her head against the beast’s body. It screeched but continued to hold her.
Emma released a wild yelp of frustration before driving the heel of her foot straight back. Its tail thrashed, nearly clipping her with its barb. She ground her teeth as she kicked again.
Its hold on her loosened, almost imperceptivity. But it was enough. She jabbed her elbow straight into the beast’s gut. The claw loosed a little, and she rolled out of its clutch. She cast her arms out before her, as if she were diving into a lake. Wind whipped against her body. She rushed downwards, faster now than she had before. The cold rush of wind made it difficult for her to keep her eyes wide open. Already they were drying out with the wind.
But, she was determined.
She didn’t look to see if the beast was following her. She didn’t think about the impending pain of the impact. She didn’t care if her bones broke. She didn’t care if she survived.
All that mattered was killing the cockatrice. Saving Iris. Ending this.
She felt the sharp snap of her arm as she plowed into a mound of snow. Her mouth opened to scream and was filled with the cold substance. It was all around her. Suffocating her. Burying her beneath its weight.
Using her sore—but intact—arm, she clawed her way through the mound. It was so dark. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t see. She just knew that she needed out. Her hands were numb from the cold. She didn’t care. She just kept going.
A pinprick of light was enough to spur her onwards. She punched through the last bit of packed snow and gulped in a deep breath. The loud sound of beating wings was the first thing that registered in her mind. It was high above her. She barely felt the rhythmic wind rippling from its body.
Seeing its own reflection will kill it.
She shoved herself out of the snow. The cold bit into her. Her teeth chattered as she forced herself to stand. On her first step forward, she slipped on ice and fell to the ground.
She hissed in pain as her arm was jarred by the fall. She couldn’t give up. She couldn’t let herself be taken out of the picture if it also meant her sister would be in danger.
She rolled down the mound. Blood flowed from the cuts and scrapes on her body as she went. It stained the snow red. It was such a stark contrast. The red and the white reminded her of all the things she had killed in the past. How she had kept their little family fed. Grandmother Rel might have been one of the most powerful witches of her time, but she was also unwilling to use her abilities for such mundane purposes like generating food.
It had always been her responsibility to feed, to protect.
To kill.
Her fingers skimmed the smooth, cold surface of the river as she brushed away the snow.
The beast was upon her. It released one of its strange, strangled caws as it landed on top of her.
Her head rapped against the ice. White and red spots filled her vision as she closed her eyes and sucked in a hiss of pain. It breathed on her, its rancid breath making her skin crawl.
She could feel its gaze on her, feel it begging her to open her eyes and peer up at it. It pecked at her cheek, its sharp beak breaking her skin as if it were little more than a gossamer fabric. Emma reared back in pain.
Still, she kept her eyes tightly closed.
All she could think about was the ice. Her plan. The beast lanced her calf with one of its talons. She screamed. It was like fire spreading up her body. She moaned softly to herself as it dragged her back towards it.
“No,” she whispered. “No.”
Using her other leg, she kicked at the beast’s arm until it released its hold on her.
She knew time was running out.
Huntress.
Killer.
Savior.
The titles tumbled through her mind so quickly she could barely focus on any of them.
Huntress. Killer. Savior.
She rolled onto her stomach. Her broken arm screamed in agony at the momentary pressure applied to it. Emma ignored the pain. She didn’t have the luxury of letting her fear or her agony overcome her. She wiped away the snow until she could see her bloody, swollen face staring back at her.
She watched her lips curl into a thin smile. It might not be a mirror, but it was as close as she was going to get.
The cockatrice pounced, one of its front talons digging into her back as it landed atop her. She couldn’t breathe. All she could feel was the immense pressure of the beast’s weight on her back. The crushing feeling of her spine and ribs.
She couldn’t even scream as the beast tore deeper into her back. She knew she wouldn’t be able to survive this. Even if her sister realized something was wrong, even if Mr. Wolf went looking for her, even if they found her before her life was ripped from her, she wouldn’t survive.
She knew what happened to body with puncture wounds as large as the one she would have from the cockatrice’s talon. She’d delivered blows like that too many times not to know.
It flipped her over, withdrawing the talon with a rush of hot, sticky blood. If she thought she had felt numb before, it was nothing compared to the loss of feeling she experienced in that moment. She knew she must have whimpered, must have cried out. Her eyes were closed, but she could feel the beast nudging her with its beak and licking her with its rough, hot tongue.
It was playing with her. It knew she was close to death and it was playing with her.
Huntress. Killer. Savior. Huntress.
She breathed in as deeply as she could. She held it in her. Let the pressure of the breath press against her cracked and bruised ribs. Her mind stilled.
Killer.
The ice was ready. She just needed it to see. To look. To die.
Savior. She could do this. She could do this one, last thing. And then it would be over. She could let go. She could be free.
Huntress.
She still couldn’t feel her legs, but she sent one final command to her body. She punched her legs out. She felt her body give slightly at the impact. But, it was enough.
The cockatrice lifted off her enough for her to roll over, revealing the clear patch of ice beneath her. She cracked her eyes just enough to see it slam its head down to peck at her face. Its beak met ice. It opened its eyes—she didn’t know if it was from surprise or pain. It didn’t matter. It was enough.
The cockatrice locked eyes with itself.
Emma watched as a tremor passed through the cockatrice before it stilled. Its body went rigid. A hiss of air slid through its beak, caressing Emma’s cheeks.
It was the last thing she felt as darkness consumed her.




Chapter Twenty-Five
Iris

Grandmother didn’t lead her on a search to find Emma. Instead, she took her straight to Balkeen’s private lair.
Shadows danced on the cavern walls as Iris listened to Balkeen blubber on the floor. His bed nested against one of the walls and chests overladen with jewels were strewn across the floor.
“Tell me what you know, and I will consider letting you live,” Grandmother growled.
She clutched the dwarf by the jaw, her nails digging deep into his flesh. Droplets of blood trickled down his chin as he quivered. Iris had seen Grandmother angry before, but never this frantic. The coven’s ability to rip Iris away from her protection had clearly shaken her. She had been outmaneuvered.
Iris’s hands shook as she considered the idea that Grandmother wasn’t infallible. There were times that she didn’t like her and was more than a little afraid of her, but there had been a comfort in knowing that she was the most powerful witch in the area. No one had ever dared to challenge her in all her time living with her.
“Please, please let me go,” Balkeen begged.
Grandmother cocked an eyebrow at Balkeen, her expression grim. Iris knew that look. She’d seen it all too many times just before she’d punished Emma for some small wrong-doing. Grandmother kept flexing her fist. It was one of her tells. She didn’t have that many, but the ones she did have meant a storm was brewing.
Where was Emma?
Iris sagged against one of the walls. A sharp pain split her skull, like a dagger being shoved deep into her brain. She groaned. Sluggishly, she massaged her head with one of her hands, praying the ache would retreat.
Scratching sounds drew her attention to the wall behind Balkeen’s bed. Animals cowered in the corners of their cages. Their whimpering made it difficult for her to concentrate on what Grandmother was saying to Balkeen.
Grandmother dropped Balkeen to the floor with a resounding boom.
He spat blood as he glared up at her. Iris was surprised to see defiance in his eyes.
“Kill me and you won’t stand a chance against—,” he started to say.
Grandmother’s brow furrowed and her eyes blazed fiery gold as she lifted her hand towards the dwarf. A curl of smoke shifted into a flicker of light in the palm of her hand. The spark burst into a ball of blue and purple flames. Balkeen didn’t even have time to scream before the flames consumed him.
Iris stopped breathing. She desperately wanted to look away from the melted and charred skin, the singed hair, the scorched remnants of clothing. She wanted to rid herself of the stench of the burning body. But she couldn’t do it. The flames transfixed her in that spot.
“Filth,” Grandmother snarled, kicking the charred body with her boot.
She fixed her gaze on Iris, her lips curling into a vicious smile.
Iris shook her head.
“What did you do!” She stormed towards Grandmother, her jaw set in a hard line.
“He was a snake,” Grandmother replied coolly. Her eyes still blazed with their golden fire. They held not an ounce of remorse in them.
“He might have known who belonged to the coven,” Iris said. “He could have led us to Emma. He could have helped us!”
Grandmother cocked her head ever so slightly, but her expression remained stern, transfixed on Iris’s face.
“He had resources. He had money!” Iris swung her arm out toward his treasures. “How could you just kill him like that? He clearly knew who is behind the attacks! And you just… you just killed him!” Her voice steadily increased in volume until it rattled the sconces hanging from the walls.
She heaved in a breath.
“Are you done?” Grandmother asked.
Iris nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak again. Not when the anger was still coursing through her like wild fire. This was just one more thing to add to the already immense list of reasons to despise Grandmother. She didn’t know what she would do when she decided the list was finally long enough to take action.
Grandmother folded her arms over her chest and hobbled over to one of the cages lining the wall. Iris trailed her movements with angry eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but then abruptly closed it again.
For the first time, she noticed how silent the cavern had become. Where there had been the constant sound of animal sounds and whimpering there was now only nothing.
She squinted at one of the cages closest to her. Before, there had been a large snow tiger—like the ones found in the coldest part of Dramadoon—licking at one of its massive paws in the corner. Now, there was nothing.
No.
Not nothing. She stepped closer to the cage. If she hadn’t been looking, she would have missed it. Missed her. There, pressed against the wall furthest from the light was a small woman. She couldn’t have been more than Iris’s age. Her white-blonde hair clung to her face, where tears were still streaming down her cheeks. Her clothes were tattered, revealing the dirty body beneath them.
Iris whipped around until she was facing Grandmother.
“What is this?” she asked. Her voice shook. Her eyes darted around the room, taking in the human forms crouching in the shadows of each of the caves. They had been animals before. She was sure of it.
“My hunch proved correct,” Grandmother responded.
Her voice sounded far away, as if she were thinking of other things. Iris turned back to the snow tiger turned girl beside her. She knelt until her face was eye-level with her.
“What’s your name?” she asked. Her voice sounded piqued, even to her own ears.
The caged girl said nothing, but pulled her knees up to her chest and locked her arms around them. She rocked back and forth.
“It’s ok,” Iris cooed.
The girl pressed her face into her narrow, bruised legs. Her slim shoulders shook. The nearly silent sound of sobs reached Iris and she ducked her head, trying to hide her own tears as they slid down her cheeks.
She rattled the cage’s bars, trying to break them. She felt so useless. She didn’t even know her name, but she desperately wanted to comfort her. To know that she wasn’t alone.
The girl didn’t look up again as her body continued to be wracked by her own sobs.
That was enough. She was tired of Grandmother’s lies and manipulations. Her eyes drifted towards the charred body. He had been close to telling them who was behind the attacks. She was sure of it. Anger and adrenaline coursed through her.
Iris turned on Grandmother and rushed across the room. She’d slammed into Grandmother’s frail form before she even realized what she was doing.
“What is this?” she hissed as she slammed her fist into Grandmother’s cheek. “What is this!”
She didn’t know how many times she struck Grandmother Rel. She lost track as she continued to land strike after strike after strike. Grandmother didn’t fight back. She just stared up at Iris, her golden eyes flickering with each impact.
A concussive pulse shoved Iris backwards, slamming her into the cavern wall. Her head cracked against hard stone and then she slid down the wall. Her eyes drooped shut just Grandmother advanced towards her.




Chapter Twenty-Six
Iris

Iris was crumpled on the floor. Her entire body ached as she tried propping herself up on her elbows and knees. She collapsed before she had even moved more than a few inches. She groaned as her chin slammed against the cold, hard stone of the mountain lair.
Her mind was hazy. She could remember the smell of Balkeen’s burning body. She could see his hair curling into black smoke.
She pressed her hands over her ears as the first piercing screams registered. There were so many. Some high pitched, others more growls than screams. They were too loud.
Cold hands gripped her wrists. Hard nails dug into her skin. The heavy weight of someone pinning her to the ground took her breath away. She gasped for air. Her mind blanked. The screaming erupted again. The putrid scent of burning, melting flesh flared again.
A sharp smack across her cheek knocked her head against the stone. Bursts of white light filled her vision.
No.
She couldn’t let it end like this. She couldn’t.
Where was Emma? Where was she? Where was she?
She struggled against the weight, her eyes popping open.
“Iris,” Grandmother hissed.
Her foul-smelling breath nearly suffocated her. It was all she could take in. She struggled against Grandmother’s hold. She wriggled her body.
“Iris.”
The word was too calm. Too quiet. Too controlling. She pulled against the hands clasped around her wrists. She bucked her head, trying to catch Grandmother’s nose. None of it worked. She was trapped. There was no getting out of this. There was no escape.
“Iris,” Grandmother said, her eyes widening with concern. “Shh,” she whispered. “It’s okay, Iris.”
More words registered, but they didn’t make sense. None of it made any sense. The burning. The flashing. The sense of destruction. Control
“Listen to me,” Grandmother cooed.
Iris stopped struggling and the hold on her wrists loosened. She dropped her head to the ground. Her eyes closed. The rapid thrumming of her heart was deafening.
“I promise I can help you,” Grandmother whispered.
Iris’s eyes flew open. She shoved Grandmother from her chest as she sat up and looked towards the spot where Balkeen had been burned. He should’ve been a pool of melted fat and skin and charred bones.
But he wasn’t.
He was alive and well and staring at them with wide eyes.
“What—” she began to say. Her jaw dropped as she peered at Balkeen. There was no sign of physical harm on his body. None.
“Calm down, Iris,” Grandmother whispered again. She stroked Iris’s mass of dark hair. Her nails caught on the tangles and Iris yelped in surprised pain.
The cages. The animals that were actually humans.
She looked towards where the girl had been. The icy blue stare of a snow tiger met her gaze.
She shuddered. It had been real, hadn’t it? She’d seen those things. She’d attacked Grandmother, hadn’t she?
“What happened?” Her voice cracked on each word.
Grandmother cocked an eyebrow at her. “You had a seizure.”
No. That wasn’t right. Was it? She wasn’t sure. She pounded her hand against her head trying to remember. To think. Her thoughts came sluggishly. They rattled through her mind in darkness, as if a sheet had been placed over them, hiding their truths.
“I didn’t,” she said.
“I told you this would happen,” Balkeen said gruffly. “Didn’t I, Myrella? I told you when you took her in that you should have given her to me to care for.”
Grandmother snarled at him, and he snapped his mouth shut.
Iris looked from Balkeen to the witch.
“Tell me what’s going on, Grandmother,” she commanded as she pushed herself from the ground. She wobbled slightly as a wave of dizziness washed over her.
Grandmother raised both of her hands. “Let me strike a bargain with you.”
“A bargain?” Iris repeated incredulously. She rubbed the back of her head, her fingers coming away wet with blood. She had seen Grandmother kill Balkeen and the animals turn into humans, hadn’t she? She shook her head, choosing to focus on Grandmother’s words as the shadows swelled into a wall just as she glimpsed a silver of light in the darkness. “And what kind of a bargain do you think I would ever make with you?” she asked icily.
“One that will explain everything to you and save your sister.”
Iris gasped. She wanted to know Grandmother’s secrets.
She needed to understand her powers.
Save your sister. The words crept through her mind like molasses on a winter day. She couldn’t sense Emma anymore. Every time she thought about her sister, she was only met with a wall of ice. Normally, she could feel her sister’s warmth. Her strength. But there was nothing.
The realization sent a chill down her spine.
“I’m listening,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. She took a long, shuddering breath as she waited for Grandmother to continue.
“You are so, so special, Iris,” Grandmother said.
She rolled her eyes. She’d had enough of Grandmother’s placating trumpery.
“I knew when I found you in the forest all those years ago that your parents had made the gravest mistake of their lives. You were so gifted. More gifted than anyone I had ever met before.”
“And?” Iris said, waving her hands in frustration. “Get to the point.”
Grandmother’s wrinkled lips curled upwards. Only a crazy, evil old woman like this witch would smirk at being scolded.
“What I’m trying to say is that there will always be those who seek to use your abilities for their personal gain. There is a general consensus among the covens that being a Dreamwalker is rare and powerful enough to be dangerous. But, you are also a Spellbreaker.”
There it was again. The word the evil witch that bore her sister’s face and harbored crimson eyes had called her. An abomination.
“And what, exactly, does that mean?”
“You can see the spells placed on people. You can see the threads of how to break them. Even spells that are supposed to be unbreakable will unravel at your command.”
Iris shifted uncomfortably on the ground. That ability didn’t sound too bad. Sure, it was powerful, but abomination worthy? She didn’t think so.
“Why does the coven I saw in my dream want to kill me? Why did they put me on trial?”
“I just told you. Your abilities are dangerous.”
“But I’m not.”
Grandmother shrugged.
“I’m not!” Iris repeated, exasperated.
“That’s a matter of opinion.”
They sat in silence for a moment. Iris focused on her breathing, trying to calm the rush of thoughts and words pouring through her like sand. She felt gritty. Unclean. But dangerous? It was not the type of word she would use to describe herself.
She sighed heavily. “What do you want?”
“I need you to go back into the dream world. I need you to find the witch who was wearing you sister’s face. I need you to see who she really is.”
Iris sucked in a surprised breath. Grandmother couldn’t be serious. She’d nearly died the first time. There was no way she was putting herself back in that kind of risk again.
“No.”
Grandmother shrugged, though Iris thought she could detect a hint of tension in her movements.
“That’s your decision. And you’ll have to live with it. But, how do you think Emma will feel, when she finds out you could have saved her but chose not to?”
“What are you talking about?” Iris asked. Her voice was cold, controlled.
“Oh,” Grandmother said, a full-blown smile stretching across her face. “It’s just that Balkeen’s little ravens have told him that Emma’s out there, slowly bleeding to death.”
Her breath hitched. It couldn’t be true. This was just another one of Grandmother’s games. It had to be.
The scent of his charred skin wafted through her memory. She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the vision. She didn’t know if it was real or not. She didn’t trust herself to tell the difference. Not anymore.
“I don’t believe you,” she said.
“No, I don’t suppose you would,” Grandmother replied. Her voice was smooth. It slid over Iris like butter. It was just as slimy.
“Why do you need to know the witch’s identity so much?” Iris hissed through clenched teeth. It took everything in her will power to stop herself from pouncing on the old hag the way she had in her vision.
Grandmother glanced at Balkeen, who was still groveling on the floor, and shrugged again. “No one attempts to take me out and gets away with it. And since our little friend over here has been uncooperative so far in telling me who the witch is that he’s been working with, I will just have to use other methods of getting what I want.”
“Save Emma first and I promise that I’ll go back to that place,” Iris said. Her first priority was finding her sister. Nothing else mattered.
Grandmother tapped a nail on her wrinkled cheek, a sly smile spreading across her face. Iris hated it when Grandmother got into these kinds of moods. Once the old hag had an idea in her head, she would stop at nothing to achieve it. She’d always been this way. It was terrifying. She didn’t care who she hurt or in what ways, as long as she got what she wanted.
“No,” she said.
“What?” Iris said. Disbelief swelled within her. This could not be happening. “What do you mean no?”
“I mean no. No, I will not help you find Emma until after I have a name. No, there is no room for negotiation in this matter. No, you will not win this one. I’ve been too lenient with you.” She sniffed. “I’ve ruined you, really.”
Iris couldn’t help herself. She stomped her foot and screamed. If what Grandmother had said was true, if Emma really were bleeding out, if there was even a chance that her sister could die, she couldn’t waste time going on a magical witch hunt.
Grandmother’s smile widened. “So, what will it be, dear one?”
Iris turned on her. She bared her teeth, a snarl erupting from her. She wasn’t as brave as her sister. She wasn’t as strong. She’d always been the one who bowed to Grandmother. Even in her moments of doubt, she’d chosen to believe that Grandmother wanted what was best for her and Emma. She’d trusted her.
That trust was slowly fading into the abyss.
What would Emma do?
Her sister would fight back. She always had. She’d always defended her, even if it went against her own best interest to do so. Now, it was her turn.
“Fine,” she hissed. “I’ll look for Emma on my own.”
Grandmother laughed. “You’ll never find her in time.”
“We’ll see about that,” she said as she began stalking towards the door.
In truth, she had absolutely no idea what she was doing. She didn’t know where to start first. She didn’t know how to defend herself if she got into trouble. All she knew was that she needed to find Emma. Stop the bleeding. Keep her alive.
“Even if you do manage to find her in time, it won’t be enough,” Grandmother called after her.
Iris spun on her heel and glared at Grandmother.
“What. Do. You. Mean?” she enunciated each word as if they were the only things keeping her grounded.
“Didn’t you notice all the petrified animals on our walk to this part of the mountain?” Grandmother asked, stilling that nail on her cheek.
Iris stared at her. She didn’t say a word. She just waited for Grandmother to continue.
“I have it on good authority that a cockatrice was set loose on this place. I would wager anything that she sustained her injuries from the beast.”
“And?” Iris asked, her voice impatient. “What’s your point?”
Grandmother smirked. “My point, dear one, is that she had cuts on her. Scrapes. A puncture wound from what could only have been from a talon. The cockatrice’s spikes and claws have poison in them.”
“You couldn’t possibly know this—” Iris stuttered.
Grandmother dropped her hand from her cheek and strode towards Iris, her golden eyes glowing faintly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she were going to take her last breaths anytime now,” she whispered, ignoring Iris’s question.
Iris closed her eyes. This was too big of a suggestion for Grandmother to be lying about. How long had she known? How long as she prolonged this conversation just to use that one tidbit of knowledge to force her hand?
She sighed heavily.
“If I do this,” she began. “If I go back to that place and risk my life, do you promise that you’ll send someone to get her?”
“Well, I don’t—”
“I think you know exactly where she is,” Iris interrupted. 
When Grandmother didn’t reply, Iris continued, “I expect for you to retrieve my sister from wherever she is and to extract the poison from her system. If I wake up from my dream and Emma isn’t here, I can promise you one thing, Grandmother, the coven coming after you will be the least of your worries.”
The smirk on Grandmother’s face broadened. “You are finally learning.”
She looked away from the witch in disgust. “Just save her.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven
Iris

Iris slipped into the dream world with little effort. The sky was gray tinged with purple. Misty rain swirled around her. She shuddered against the cold, wrapping her arms tightly around her chest. It wasn’t dark out. Just gray. She drifted through vibrantly green grass. She listened to the wind rustling through the trees. None of it was familiar.
She’d been searching for days. Her boots had holes. Her stomach growled from hunger. Her cheeks stung from the cold. The rain. Salt crusted on her skin from tears long-ago shed.
She’d found no trace of the witches when she’d made it back to the clearing. Not even the ring of stones remained. There was nothing.
She traveled to the forest she’d shared with Liam. He hadn’t come. She’d called for him. There’d been no response.
She wandered across rough terrain. Seen things she wished had never seen. The death of loved ones surrounded by their families. Children shivering in the rain, their emaciated stomachs revealing their thin ribs. Gangs beating people in the streets. Lovers sharing tender moments.
She didn’t know how much of it was real or not. All sense of reality was lost. There were only the dreams ahead and behind her. There was only this. The wandering.
There was a part of her that knew it had only been a matter of moments since she’d entered the dream world. Time was different here. Entire lives could be lived in a matter of seconds. Others languished in a pivotal place, as if stuck on a ever-rotating wheel.
She didn’t belong to this world. She could leave this place, this winding trail, in a single heartbeat if she willed it.
But she didn’t.
The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Gooseflesh bubbled on her skin. She stilled. Cold, damp air pressed down upon her. A small whimper. The scent of dark amber. And honey. And sweat.
“Liam.” Her voice fluttered away on the wind.
It had to be him. Warmth crept along the curve of her back, but when she turned, there was no one there.
She whispered his name again.
No response.
Need filled every fiber of her being. She tore through the landscape that materialized before her. It was familiar now. Starlight filtered through the vibrantly colored trees. It was warmer here. The breeze wasn’t as harsh or overbearing. She could think. She could feel.
She began running down the path. Trees erupted from the ground all around her, forging into a dense, familiar forest.
Branches tore at her ebony hair as she dashed through them. She ignored the pain of hair being ripped from her scalp. All she could think about was finding him.
She bounded around a corner. Her feet sank into mud. Starbugs danced on lily pads covering the surface of the pond. The sister moons reflected on the water, rippling with the dance of fish and bugs. His back was towards her, his tattoos rippling over his muscles as his shoulders shook.
His face was shielded by shadow as she approached. He didn’t turn to face her, not even when she slid a hand down his back. She leaned her forehead against his shoulder, willing him to look at her.
She kissed his exposed skin. His muscles tensed against her touch. Doubt flooded her. The overwhelming need to be near him was almost too much to bear. She reached for his hand, but he pulled away.
He had wanted her, hadn’t he? He’d sought her out in this forest. He’d kissed her in past dreams. He’d made her believe that he could love her.
What had changed?
She reached for his hand again, but still he pulled away.
“Liam?”
He wouldn’t even look at her. She hadn’t done anything wrong. All she wanted was to show him that she felt the same way for him that he did for her. And he wouldn’t even look at her.
“Liam,” she said again, more insistently.
She wrapped her arm around his neck and pulled him into the light. Silver lined his violet eyes. He looked above her head, at the ground, at their hands, everywhere except for her eyes.
“Tell me what’s wrong,” she said. “Please, just tell me what’s going on.”
A tear ran down his cheek. His lips trembled as he reached up and traced his thumb over the curve of her nose, her cheeks, her lips. He shuddered.
She pulled him closer, breathing in his amber and honey scent.
Nuzzling her face into the crook of his neck, she whispered, “Please just tell me what’s wrong.”
He released a trembling sigh. Wrapping his arms around her, he held her to his chest so tightly that she could barely breath. She let him hold her there, her body matching the curve of his. She tangled her fingers in his hair. He moaned softly and tugged her even closer against him.
She felt his tears soaking into the cotton of her tunic. She stroked her fingers down his back and whispered in his ear.
“I will always be here for you. Always. I know you’ve been hurt in the past. I can see the scars,” she whispered, trailing her fingers over a thin white ridge stretching over his left ribcage. “I will never fail you. Not anymore.”
“I let her die,” he said flatly.
Iris felt her heart stop beating.
“Who?” she asked. “Who did you let die?” Her stomach squirmed as she said the words. What if he was talking about Emma?
“I was trying to save her. I didn’t mean for it to happen. I saw… I knew how much she meant to you.”
Iris dropped her hands to her sides, her breath catching in her chest. Tears filled her eyes and it took everything in her will power to stop them from spilling down her cheeks.
“And I just… let her die. I could have stopped it. I should have stopped it. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry,” he whispered, collapsing against her.
It could be someone else, she rationalized. Liam had never met Emma. It was possible he was mistaken. She couldn’t be dead. She heaved in a shuddering breath. Grandmother was going to save Emma. She had to. It wasn’t too late. It couldn’t be. Her hands shook as she wrapped them around his waist and peered into his face.
Tears streamed down his cheeks. Snot dribbled from his nose. If Iris were being honest with herself it was disgusting. But, she wasn’t being honest. All she could think about was how much she wanted to take his pain away.
“Shh,” she whispered. “It’s okay. It’s all okay.”
She knew she was lying. Nothing was okay. Emma was missing and, if Grandmother were to be believed, dying. There was a coven of blood-thirsty witches who wanted to see her dead. And, to top it all off, the boy she’d been falling for was in a fit of despair.
He wrapped his arms around her, holding her so tightly to his chest that she found it difficult to breathe. She kissed his cheek, his forehead, his other cheek. He leaned into her, his sobs the only thing breaking the silence between them.
When his lips finally met hers, it was like fire exploded between them. It was hard, desperate to the point of bruising her. He wound his fingers in her hair, holding her to him. She let him. She let him take everything she was and shape it into the two of them. He released a low snarl as he deepened kiss.
All thought of the mission she was supposed to be accomplishing vanished. There was only Liam. Only the feel of his lips on her. The heat of his fingers trailing over her bare skin. The intoxicating smell of amber and honey and something distinctly him.
She moaned as he bit her bottom lip, then forced her lips apart with his tongue. He stroked her back, leaving ribbons of warmth coursing through her. She tugged at his tunic, hungering for the feel of his bare chest beneath her fingers. It was like stoking a fire, this need for him to be close to her, touching her, kissing her.
They stumbled backwards together until Iris’s back was pressed against a tree. She barely registered the bite of bark pressing into her exposed skin. His muscles flexed beneath her fingers, pulsing with every movement he made as his hands roamed over her body. Each time flesh met flesh, the fire within her swelled.
His hands eventually found her hips. They cradled her there, his thumbs forming small circles of heat as he caressed her. All she wanted to do was stay like this—with him—forever.
“You’re here,” he murmured as he nuzzled against her ear. “You’re really here.”
His words were so soft, so mournful that they pulled Iris out of the spell he’d placed her under.
“We’re not really here,” she said, gently placing her hands against his chest and pushing backwards just enough to peer into his eyes.
They were too bright, still gleaming from the earlier tears he’d shed.
Not real.
This wasn’t real.
She shoved him away from her. The cold the filled her as he stepped away from her sent her heart spiraling downwards. Worse than the cold was the resignation and pain that registered in his eyes. She immediately regretted shoving him away. She clutched at the tree behind her, digging her nails into the bark, to keep herself from reaching out to him.
“She’s dead,” he moaned again. His eyes darted all around them.
Iris looked more closely at his face. There were hollows in his cheeks and dark purple bags beneath his eyes. A bruise marked his neck. He didn’t focus on her as he continued muttering to himself.
Iris had no idea who he was talking about and she didn’t have time to investigate further. Emma’s life depended her being able to find the coven, the witch with crimson eyes.
She didn’t want to leave him, though. Not like this. Not alone, in the woods, in distress. But she could see no other alternative. She stood on her tiptoes and gently kissed him on the cheek.
“I will find you,” she whispered. “I will always find you, even if I have to wander the real world for a lifetime to do it.”
He didn’t look at her. He didn’t give any sign that he had heard what she said to him. He just stood there, his eyes darting in all directions, muttering about the girl being dead.
She kissed him again before turning and walking away. She’d just slipped far enough into the trees to lose sight of Liam when his deep, velveting voice called out so clearly that there was ignoring it.
“The witch who wears many faces, she wants to kill you, too.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight
Iris

“What did you just say?” Iris asked, reeling on Liam.
There was no one there.
She stalked back to the place she was sure he’d been standing. There were footprints in the ground, in the snow. She could smell the scent of him lingering there. That intoxicating mix of amber and honey. He had been there. It hadn’t been a trick.
She forced herself to breathe. To think. Her chest heaved as she sucked in short bursts of air. Already, she could feel her mind turning fuzzy. The trees around her spun. She clenched her fists, feeling the bite of her nails digging into her skin.
“What did you say?” she muttered, knowing she would receive no response.
Someone wanted her dead. Someone had sent that Inkwell to harm her family—the only real family she had left. And now they’d succeeded. Emma was injured and would die if she didn’t figure out where the crimson-eyed witch was. And, if she found the witch, she would more than likely end up at the pointy end of a blade.
It was her sister’s life or her own.
She couldn’t see any other alternative.
Emma had sacrificed so much of her life to keep her safe. It was time that Iris did some of the saving for once.
Now, to find the witch intent on killing her.
“I will find you,” she called out, her voice shaking the slender branches of the trees around her. “Do you hear me? I will find you. And, when I do, I will stop at nothing to end you.”
She shook her fist for good measure. It was silly. She knew the witch couldn’t see or hear her. That’s not how dreamwalking worked. At least, that’s not how Iris understood the intricacies of the ability.
She lifted her chin, commanding herself to walk straighter. To take ownership of her decision without remorse. Time was running out. There was no way of knowing how long she’d been in the dream world where everything shifted. Nothing was as it seemed.
She took only one step before she felt a sharp tug at her navel. Nausea rolled through her as the scene before her blurred. Colors mixed together. Air buffeted against her face. Brilliant light flashed before her eyes, streaking like a rainbow in the sky. She felt weightless. Dizzy.
And then grounded.
Her entire body hunched over as she sank into a new vision. This one was shrouded in shadows. They whispered her name as she approached a large stone standing upright in the middle of a clearing. Trees stood at attention all around her, but she didn’t sense anyone else in the clearing. They seemed to salute her as they bowed to the wind.
A flash of red in the distance drew her attention. She had seen that shade of crimson before. Her entire body went rigid as she stared at the twin pinpricks of light. They stared right back at her.
She ambled towards them. Her mind, fuzzy and whirring with anxiety, became more sluggish with each step she took towards the inevitable.
“Who are you?” Her voice was raspy, as if she had just inhaled a mouthful of smoke. When the witch didn’t respond, she cleared her throat and asked again. “Who are you?”
The glowing red eyes blinked at her in response.
Despite the pit in her stomach, she continued to approach the witch. Although she had been searching for this woman for what felt like days—months, really—now that she had found her, all she wanted to do was turn away. She willed herself to keep going.
Witch each step, her determination was leeched from her. She knew what her end would be if she continued down this path. She envisioned the end. The pain of the dagger slicing her skin, puncturing her muscles, cracking her bones. She knew it could happen—that it would happen if she didn’t turn away.
Her body rebelled against her.
Angry tears welled in her eyes, but refused to run down her cheeks. She opened her mouth to speak, but only managed to bite her tongue as her lips smacked together. She was at the mercy of the witch and she couldn’t even let her shoulders sag to show her discontent.
“You should have not returned here, Spellbreaker.” Her voice was like ice in Iris’s veins. How was she supposed to respond to that? She wanted to tell her that she hadn’t wanted to—that she was terrified of her.
Of the death she knew awaited her.
But, she couldn’t find the words. Her abdomen tightened, squirming beneath the shackles controlling her mind. A sharp, stabbing pain erupted at the base of her skull. The tears that she had somehow managed to maintain poured from her eyes.
She wanted to scream. She wanted to cradle her head between her hands. She wanted to be free of the witch’s influence. None of that happened. She just continued to amble forward, her body somehow continuing to function without her control.
The darker area in the form of a woman was the only sign of where the crimson-eyed witch was. Iris came to a stop in front of her. A cold finger stroked the line of her cheek.
Her insides squirmed at the touch, but she was unable to pull away.
“Our coven has waited for such a long, long time for someone like yourself to reappear. But, now that our wish has been granted, it is not to be so. You are a scourge to the order of things. The Light never intended for you to exist. You, who can tease apart the very nature of things, are not welcome among the living.”
The witch finally emerged from shadow. Her features were more hallowed now. The lines and angles of her face jutted out, as if her skin were the only thing holding her intact. It was stretched tight across her bones and muscle. Her glowing eyes narrowed as she took in Iris.
“I expected you to be…” She tapped her finger on her cheek, her eyes still roaming over Iris’s body. “More,” she finally said, her tone light and almost airy.
She snapped her finger right in front of Iris’s face. The sound reverberated through her bones, but still, Iris couldn’t respond.
What’s wrong with me?
She strained against the invisible restraints on her body and mind.
She imagined the witch’s hold on her like a wall separating her from freedom. She could see it clearly: made of stone and mortar. Tall—taller than any wall she’d come across in the real world. Ivy curled around the nooks and crannies. She could picture it. It was sturdy, but if she looked close enough, she could see the tiniest of cracks running along it.
She imagined herself facing the wall. She was armed with her sister’s favorite bow. Its frame was smooth beneath her thumb as she rubbed circles across the wood. Although she was not as skilled as Emma was with the weapon, the weight of it in her hands gave her a sense of relief. She could do this. It reminded her that her sister was still out there. She was alive. And, she would continue to remain that way if she had anything to say about it. They both would.
Arrows appeared at her feet. Brilliant feathers were tied to their tails. They reminded her of the feathers she’d seen in books describing the firebird.
For luck.
Her movements were slow and methodical as she notched one of the arrows and aimed it straight at one of the little holes in the wall. The brilliantly colored orange and red feather caressed her hand as she drew in a deep breath. She released the arrow with her breath, her shoulders dropping as the tension left her body. The arrow shot through the sky and thumped into the hole with a loud crunching noise.
More cracks formed on the wall, rippling out from where the arrow had lodged itself in the hole. She smirked, her confidence rising as she notched another arrow and took aim at another one of the holes in the wall.
She repeated the maneuver multiple times. She lost track of the number. The work was numbing. Her shoulders ached each time she pulled back on the bowstring. Still, her arms never quivered.
She’d found the crimson-eyed witch. Now all that was left was discovering her identity and escaping back to the real world in enough time to save her sister.
The wall turned into a spiderweb of cracks. More holes appeared as chunks of stone plummeted to the ground in a burst of dust and rubble. Each arrow she released flew true. She had never been great at target shooting—or really any kind of shooting, for that matter. But, she didn’t seem able to miss. The firebird’s feathers fluttered behind the arrows as they zipped through the space between her and the wall.
Grandmother had always said the firebird brought both luck and heartache to any who found it. Iris had always believed that the mythical bird was nothing more than that: a myth. None had seen the bird since the Wars of Darkness over three hundred years before had ended. Still, rumors of its fortune were embedded in the tales mothers told their children as they drifted off to sleep.
The story of the firebird had always been Iris’s favorite. At least now she could say the creature had brought her luck.
Her fingers grasped the last arrow in her quiver. It was larger than the others had been. Intricate ruins had been etched into the wood with silver. It gleamed in the brilliant glow of the sister moons.
Iris hadn’t even realized that the sun had set while she’d been shooting her arrows towards the sky. Her lips pulled into a small smile as the sun was clouded out by smoke and dust.
Closing her eyes, she imagined herself standing before the wall. A low hum filled her ears and, when she opened her eyes, cracked stone filled her vision. She punched through the last of the wall with her bare hands. What little remained of her nails broke as she dug her way through the rubble.
Beyond the remains of the broken wall stood a small, remote tower. It looked as if it had seen better days. Its roof was pitted with massive holes. She could hear women wailing coming from beyond the tower. And children.
The shrieks of the children as they begged not be hurt anymore pulled at her heart. She couldn’t let the witch hurt them. Not anymore. Not ever.
She screamed as she rushed forward and slammed her body into the tower. Just like the wall, a myriad of cracks formed on its surface. She backed up and rammed into the tower again. More fractures spread up the stone, branching out like a massive river system. She imagined her breath shoving over the bits of rubble and debris. She could see it. The destruction. The demise.
It crumbled before her.
The cries from beyond abruptly halted as the dust swirled around her. It clogged her nose, her mouth—suffocating her. She coughed and the world around her shuttered at the sound.
As the smoke cleared, a streak of golden and pink light spilled into the forest from high above. The sun had finally risen. And with it, the prone figure of an old, dilapidated woman crouched before her.
The air glittered with the sun streaming through floating particles of dust. To Iris, it seemed like a scene from a fae tale. It the aftermath of the tower’s fall, she felt almost peaceful. A smile spread across her face as she approached the cowering woman.
Even from the distance between them, she knew who the woman was. Her crimson eyes gleamed as she wiped away the tears spilling down her cheeks with the back of her hand.
“I am not a scourge. I am not an abomination. I am not any of the terrible things you believe me to be,” Iris said down to her. She placed her hands on her hips as she towered over the witch, daring her to disagree.
“Reality is in the mind of the beholder,” the witch muttered as she lifted her chin towards Iris. Her crimson eyes gleamed in the golden morning light. There was a fire in them that matched Iris’s. She was surprised by the amount of compassion they held, but not by the anger.
“You’re wrong,” she whispered.
The witch shrugged. She coughed with the movement, her entire body rattling as she sucked in a breath.
“Tell me who you are,” Iris demanded.
“I am one of but many who will seek to destroy you.”
“That doesn’t tell me anything,” she responded, exasperation flooding her. She gripped the witch’s chin in her hand, forcing the woman to stare into her eyes. “You need to tell me who you are. Please,” she begged, her voice taking on the shaky, high-pitched tone it always did when she was upset. “You have to tell me who you are. It’s the only way I can save her.”
The witch began laughing. Iris gripped her more firmly.
“Why are you laughing?” she demanded.
The witch ripped her face out of Iris’s grasp, her crimson eyes gleeful.
“Tell me why you’re laughing,” Iris said.
The witch’s voice floated over Iris like a gentle caress. The insidious implication did not match the gentle, fluttering way she responded. Iris clutched her arms around herself, the words sinking in one by one.
“You’re too late.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine
Iris

You’re too late.
Iris didn’t understand how three little words could impact her as much as these did. It couldn’t be true. She would have known. She would have felt it. She and Emma had shared everything growing up. She would have known if her sister had slipped into the void.
Wouldn’t she?
She didn’t know how long she stared at the witch cackling before her. Time was so different in the dreamworld. What might have been months here was only a few hours in the living world.
Yet, there were consequences to what happened in this world.
“Did you honestly think that Myrella Dimata would do anything to save your sister?”
Iris peered at the witch and for the first time believed she saw her true form.
She was younger than she had been before. Her hair was long and ebony colored. It seemed to shimmer slightly beneath the sunlight. Her skin was smooth and creamy with just a hint of freckles covering her nose and cheeks. Her glowing, crimson eyes had turned a dark green. There was something familiar about the title of her head and the curve of her jaw.
She shook her head. She knew the witch was trying to bait her, toying with her the way a cat does a mouse. It made her stomach roil. She was tired. Tired of being the pawn moved about by other’s leisure. Tired of not being strong enough to save anyone. Tired of feeling like a failure.
She let her anger and exhaustion swell within her. She didn’t try to force it down, cover it over with pretty little things and excuses.
She stared directly into the witch’s emerald eyes, her jaw clenching.
“You will tell me your name, or I swear to the Creators I will snap your neck right here, in this clearing.”
The witch blinked at her, then her lips curled into a smile.
She leaned in close to the witch’s ear. Her hair tickled Iris’s lips as she whispered, “This isn’t a game to me. I’m not afraid of you. I’m not afraid of anything right now except for the idea of losing Emma.”
“Liar,” the witch hissed, her breath caressing Iris’s neck like a lover.
She pulled back, her cheeks flushing. Angry tears pooled in her eyes. She’d come all this way, only to fail.
She punched the witch straight in the nose. Her knuckles cracked under the impact and a spike of pain shot through her hand, up her wrist and into her elbow. Wincing, she clutched her hand to her chest.
Breathing hard she managed to get out, “Just tell me who you are.”
Blood streamed from the witch’s nose and a dark purple bruise was already spreading across her cheek and beneath her left eye. When she smiled up at Iris, her teeth were coated in red.
“Temper, temper,” she clucked.
Iris didn’t know what came over her. It was more than anger, more than the desire to save her sister. She shoved the witch back, her hand flaring with pain. There was a satisfying crunch as the witch’s head slammed into a rock. She released a small whimper.
Iris ignored it all.
She straddled the witch and pinned her arms beneath her legs. She squeezed her thighs together until the witch wriggled in pain. This was her dreamworld. There was no reason that she couldn’t control it.
She imagined vines growing from the ground and wrapping around the witch’s body. She could see them, their thorns digging into the witch’s flesh. The image was so vivid that she didn’t know if the vines covering her body were real or just part of the dream.
It didn’t matter. Their hold on the witch was enough.
“I can’t make you tell me who you are. I know that. And honestly, if I were in your shoes, I wouldn’t want to tell me either. But there’s something you need to understand about me. My sister means everything to me. Everything, you got that? And, I’m not going to let some feud you have with Grandmother destroy the thing I hold most dear.”
The witch spat at her. It was really more of a large glob of mucus mixed with blood, but Iris got the message. The witch wasn’t willing to play. Fine then, she would find other ways of figuring out who the witch was.
She imagined the vines tightening on their captive. They complied with little more than a gentle nudge. The witch shuddered in pain as more thorns dug into her skin. But, to Iris’s surprise, she didn’t beg for it to stop.
She leaned down over her, searching her body for the tattoo she knew would be on her somewhere. All the covens had them. It was their way of marking themselves, as identifying who they were to the rest of the group. Most of the time, they were on the witch’s wrist on the curve of her breast. The tattoo was neither of these places on her captive.
She clenched her fists, forcing herself to focus on the sharp pain of her nails digging into her palm.
“You are the absolute worst interrogator I think I’ve ever encountered.” The witch’s wry, crooning voice raked across Iris’s mind like claws.
She couldn’t come up with a response, so she just shrugged before yanking the witch’s dress up. The fabric ripped at the seams as she scanned her legs for any sign of the tattoo.
There was a dark birthmark shaped like a crescent moon that, for a brief moment, Iris had thought might have been it, but then she found a long hair growing out of its center and knew it wasn’t the mark.
She ordered the vines to roll the witch over so that she could examine her. And there, right behind the witch’s ear was a small, silver skull.
Iris dropped her hands to her sides the moment she saw the marking. She had seen that same design before. She thumped her hands on her sides as she tried to remember.
“You think that by telling your precious matron about my coven that she’ll protect you?” The witch laughed. “She won’t. Trust me, girl, I’ve known Myrella a much longer time than you have. No good will come from trusting her.”
“That might be true. But it doesn’t matter. I have what I need.”
She didn’t wait for the witch to respond. She just closed her eyes and let herself drift back into reality.




Chapter Thirty
Iris

Soft fur rubbed against Iris’s skin, warm and gentle. It was tentative at first, but as her eyes fluttered open, became more insistent. ‘Look at me,’ it seemed to say, ‘pay attention to me.’
Something wet and rough stroked her hand. She squirmed as drool dripped between her fingers.
“Where’s Emma?” Her voice was raspy, as if she hadn’t had anything to drink for days. Her dry lips cracks as she ran her tongue across them. That couldn’t be right. She’d only been in the dream world for a few hours at most. She was sure of it.
Her eyes flew open. She scanned the room. She was laying on the floor of Balkeen’s lair. Emma’s wolf nudged her with his cold, wet nose. Her heart raced in her chest. She could barely hear her own thoughts over the rapid thrumming. If the witch were correct and Grandmother hadn’t sent aid to Emma, then she really was too late.
The wolf with hazel eyes stared at her. He yawned, his maw stretching open wide enough to reveal the rows of pointy teeth within. He snapped it mouth shut again with a loud snap. Iris couldn’t help herself. She flinched as she watched his teeth interlock.
“Do you know where my sister is?” she asked. For some reason, she believed the wolf knew exactly what she was asking for.
He nudged her with his nose and pointed his snout in the direction of the door.
“You want me to go with you?”
Her mind toggled. She couldn’t seem to grasp onto any single thought other than the intense need to find Emma. The sides of her head pounded as she sat up. The room swam and she found herself cradling her head between both hands.
The wolf scratched at the door. She knew it couldn’t have been louder than a faint rhythmic tick, but to her, it sounded like he was ranking sharp metal against a board.
“I don’t think I can make it,” she muttered.
He walked back over to where she lay on the bed. He opened his mouth wide and, for a terrifying moment, she thought he was going to bite her. Instead, he sank his teeth into the hem of her dress and pulled her to her feet. His low growl was enough to propel her towards the door.
She twisted the knob and leaned into it until it opened. He rushed past her the moment the door was wide enough for him to slip by. She stumbled behind him, her legs unwilling to cooperate with her. She slammed into the walls of the corridor, making more noise than she ever had in her life.
She knocked one of the torches off the wall. Mr. Wolf whipped his head back to glare at her in the darkness.
“Sorry,” she mumbled.
He held her gaze for several seconds. The feeling that he was trying to communicate with her about something important didn’t leave her as they began descending a narrow staircase.
No torches were lit this far from the main part of the lair. The steps were slick with mildew and condensation. In her uncoordinated attempt to brace herself against the wall for a few moments of rest, her foot slipped, and she stumbled down several steps. Her ankle twisted as she landed on it. Sharp pain spread up her leg. She yelped, her eyes watering as she sucked in a breath through her nose and exhaled through her mouth.
Mr. Wolf trotted up to her. His eyes gleamed in the darkness as he approached. He reminded Iris of the sorcerers she’d read about, full of a fiery darkness that could reportedly be seen from across the valley of death.
Of course, she’d never met a sorcerer before. Grandmother had strictly forbidden it, saying that all the men within their ranks practiced even darker magic than the covens did.
Iris found this difficult to believe, but she’d accepted Grandmother’s command without a fight.
Mr.Wolf sniffed at her legs before licking her already swollen ankle. She flinched at his touch, but he didn’t seem to mind. He just leaned against her, as if to say, ‘I’ll support you.’ She let him. There was nothing else she could do.
“I hope you know where we’re going,” she whispered. “I just need to know she’s okay.”
The wolf whined in response.
“You’re just as worried about her as I am, aren’t you?”
His quickening pace was his only response.
By the time they emerged from the small, wooden door at what Iris could only assume was the base of the mountain, she was exhausted. Her swollen ankle was hot and painful to touch, no matter how gentle her fingers grazed her skin. She’d taken to limping, slowing their pace to a crawl. Every few minutes, they had to stop for her bite back the tears and convince herself to keep going.
The door opened out into a deep ravine. The walls were so steep that she knew there was no way they’d be able to climb them, even if she weren’t injured. The ground was solid ice coated in a thick layer of snow. She had to move slowly to keep herself from falling with each step.
Glittering snowflakes swirled all around them. It was beautiful. She opened her mouth, catching the miniscule drops on her tongue as they progressed through the woods. Emma would have loved this. Fresh snow was one of her greatest joys.
The thought sent a shiver down her spine. There was a chance, no matter how small it was, that her sister would never again experience fresh snow. Or the brilliance of a sunset over autumn leaves. Or the scent of budding roses in spring. Or any of things she loved.
She stopped in her tracks, her mind racing as the impact of those thoughts hit her. What if she was too late? It was possible. The witch had said as much. If Grandmother had saved her sister, there was no way in oblivion that Emma wouldn’t have waited for her to wake up. No matter how ill she was, she would have been there.
The deep, throaty call of a raven dragged her from her thoughts. It soared through the sky directly before them. Surprisingly, it appeared to be alone.
“Where did you come from?” she asked it.
The raven arched over them. A feather streaked with violet fluttered to the ground before her. Iris plucked it from the ground and held it to her chest. The bird swooped down and landed on her shoulder. It preened itself. She stroked one finger down its head and neck and it cooed in response.
Mr. Wolf growled.
The sound caught Iris off-guard. When she looked down at him, she noticed that his teeth were bared and his eyes were wild. He tracked the raven with his eyes as it took flight once more.
Confused, Iris looked between the two animals. The raven didn’t appear to be a threat. She’d never seen it before and it didn’t act like it wanted to hurt her.
“Stop it,” she hissed at the wolf. “He’s not trying to hurt us.”
Still, Mr. Wolf continued to track the bird. He released a low whining sound each time the raven dipped close enough to Iris that she could have touched him if she’d reached out her hand.
She looked down at Mr. Wolf. “What’s wrong with you?”
Mr. Wolf bounded forward. The raven somersaulted in the air before darting after the wolf, leaving Iris standing alone in the frozen world.
“Well, that’s just great,” she mumbled as she looked around her. Snow drifts formed towers of tightly packed ice.
She took a tentative step. Without Mr. Wolf’s support, her knees buckled and she went crashing to the ground. She pounded her fist in the snow, sending a spray of coldness across her face.
“Tremendous,” she muttered as she crawled forward. Her gown was already soaked through and her teeth were chattering. Having the full length of her body pressed against the icy terrain was just the cherry on top of the dessert.
She knew that if their positions were reversed and it was Emma who was trying to rescue her, a little dampness and cold wouldn’t have stopped her. Not even a swollen, sprained ankle would have kept Emma from coming to her rescue. She had no excuse. She was still alive.
And, she still had hope.

Her fingers were too cold to bleed, even when she broke her nails as she clawed her way forwards. She was numb to the pain. She knew she was moving at a glacial pace. She might freeze to death in the ravine before ever making it to her sister.
She was determined to try.
The ravine echoed with a high-pitched shriek. Her entire body convulsed with pain. She swore she could feel the sound in her very bones. It was as if someone were smacking her with a hammer. Red spots filled her vision. She tasted copper as she bit her tongue.
And then the wailing stopped. It was so sudden that, for a moment, her body continued to shake. She flopped onto her back, taking shallow breaths.
“What, in the Darkness was that?” she hissed through clenched teeth.
Before she could get another coherent thought out, the wailing began again. She clamped her hands over her ears. It did nothing to quell the soul-splintering sound. She thought she was shrieking right along with the wail, but she couldn’t be sure.
She couldn’t be sure about anything.
Closing her eyes, she tried to focus on the way her hands felt pressed against her ears. They were ice cold and dry.
“E…i…we…you…” she mumbled as her body continued to convulse with the wails.
When the noise stopped this time, she couldn’t open her eyes. The thought of exposing her aching mind to the brilliant light of day and glittering snow and anything other than the darkness made her stomach squirm.
Something moved above her.
Her entire body tensed. She bit her bottom lip to keep herself from whimpering.
Something pointy and sharp raked across her cheek. Heat flowed over her skin and the poignant stench of blood caught her off-guard. Her eyes flew open.
A pallid, blue-skinned woman floated above her. Her dark hair streamed behind her. Her tattered dress had barely enough fabric to cover her breasts.
“Who….dar…o?” Iris muttered.
Her eyes fluttered closed again, the attempt at speech zapping all her energy.
She couldn’t let this be it. She couldn’t let herself be murdered by a light-sucking banshee in the middle of the woods. What kind of a death was that? Not a very good one, that was for sure.
She had just enough control over her hands that she began feeling around in the snow for anything that she could use as a weapon. It was a long shot. If she did find something, she doubted she’d have enough wherewithal to wield it. But, there was no way she was letting herself go out this way, especially without a fight.
Her fingers grazed the rough edge of a rock. The woman stared down at her, her eyes shifting from black to green to glowing gold.
Iris tried to form words. “Wha…d…yo…wan…?”
If the creature wanted to kill, she should do it already. Iris didn’t want to be the plaything of a sadistic beast.
She drug herself away from the banshee. She followed, of course, but she remained several feet above Iris. Her eyes darted all around them.
Iris placed her hand atop the rock. It was smaller than she had been anticipating, but it was all she had. Her fingers were stiff from cold and, for a moment, she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to grip it. When her finger finally curled over the rock and it pressed into her hand, she released a long sigh of relief.
She kept inching backwards. The banshee continued to follow. It was like a strange version of cat and mouse, except the cat wasn’t attacking.
A loud crack split the air, sending currents of energy through her. Stunned, she slumped backwards as another jolt of power filled the ravine.
The banshee hissed and opened her mouth to release her unrelenting wail. Iris dropped the rock and covered her ears in anticipation of the sound. The banshee’s throat bobbed, her mouth wide.
Her eyes bulged when no sound came.
Iris ripped the dropped rock from the ground and hurled it at the banshee. It hit her in the chest, leaving a sickening depression just above her breasts. She turned her flickering gaze upon Iris.
She might not have her voice, but she still has her claws. The thought was enough to send Iris scrambling backwards. The banshee swiped at her, her nails raking across her already swollen ankle. More hot blood seeped from the wound, painting the snow dark crimson.
Defenseless, Iris did the only thing she could think to do. She flopped onto her belly and crawled away from the banshee as quickly as her hands and knees would allow. The beast scraped her on the back, the head, the rear. Each new wound was like fire in her veins.
She did not want to die here.
She scooped a handful of snow into her hand and flung it at the banshee. She didn’t turn around to see if the snow had hit its mark. It didn’t matter anyway. She doubted it would have any effect on the creature. But, she was quickly running out of options.
She screamed as the banshee flew low to the ground and sliced her right down the back. There was a flash of burning, hot pain. And then numbness. She slumped to the ground, unable to move.
“No,” she whispered.
Another pulse of power soared over her. The hair on the back of her neck prickled just before the scent of singed hair enveloped her. She coughed, her mouth filling with snow and debris. Half her nose was pressed firmly into the frozen terrain, blocking her airflow.
She lifted her head, but all that succeeded in doing was sending a wave of nausea through her. Her head ached. She couldn’t breathe.
“Tell me who sent you here,” someone said from nearby.
Grandmother.
Her voice was the calmest Iris had heard over the past few days.
The banshee hissed.
“Retrieve her.”
Iris didn’t know who Grandmother was talking to. She didn’t know if she, or the banshee, was the one being retrieved.
She knew who’d sent the banshee. Who was behind it all. She just needed to relax. To breathe. To find Emma.
She tried lifting her head again, tried to see what was happening. Her vision swam, and she was so consumed by nausea that her head fell back into the snow. With her lips pressed against a mound of ice, it was all she could do to swallow the bile that rose up the back of her throat.
No one came.
Grandmother wasn’t saving her. She’d sent whoever her little minion was to retrieve the banshee, not her. Iris knew that if her wounds weren’t mended that she would bleed out. She couldn’t feel her body. Even when she envisioned herself crawling, moving forward, there was nothing.
She sighed heavily. She didn’t know what her sister would do. For so long, she’d lived under Emma’s shadow. She’d been content there, safe.
Dark gray talons clenched at her arm. She didn’t feel the prick of their sharpness against her skin. She didn’t feel anything. But she watched as the same raven from before cocked its head and stared straight into her eyes.
They were silvery-blue.
Never, in all her days spent idling away in Grandmother’s garden, or out in the woods collecting herbs, or searching for rare ingredients, had she ever met a raven with blue eyes. 
Her thoughts pieced together. It was as if the missing link between everything that had happened suddenly clicked into place. The animals in the cages who appeared human. The spell Balkeen used to keep them captive. The young man she’d met in the woods. The raven who’d tried to help her. It was him. It had to be him.
She didn’t know if she would be able to speak. Her lips cracked and bled when they parted. She willed the words to spill from her. She shoved on them, until finally, a single word popped out.
“Liam?”




Chapter Thirty-One
Iris

The raven pressed his head against Iris’s brow.
Tendrils of power crept across her mind like vines. They curled around her memories of Liam’s face, the way his silver-blue eyes roamed over her, the way his muscled body felt wrapped against her own. They formed a network, connecting everything she knew about him with the spells she’d read in Grandmother’s books. It was as if her mind were creating a map—a framework for understanding exactly how Liam had been turned into a raven. The tendrils unfurled with one final image.
She knew how to break the spell.
But he wasn’t only one. She trusted her instincts. She’d seen the animals Balkeen kept caged in his lair for who they really were: his human slaves. Cursed.
Well, she could break that curse.
She could turn him—turn them all—human again.
She leaned towards the raven and stroked his head with her thumb. He leaned into her, his wings fluttering slightly from her touch.
“I know how to save you now,” she said.
Closing her eyes, she let herself delve into the network of magic she found there. She could see how every spell was connected, the ribbons of color, the darkness and the light. They swirled around her. There were so many.
She didn’t know which one to tug on.
All she knew was that this was how she was going to save him—to save all of them. She reached out a hand, and her finger grazed a ribbon of light that was streaking past her ear. It was warm to the touch. Glittering dust burst from the depression her finger formed in the ribbon.
She pulled back her hand in surprise, yet the depression remained. She reached out again, this time wrapping her entire hand around the ribbon of light. A spark burned her fingers as more glittering dust exploded outwards. The stream of light quivered beneath her grasp.
“What are you?” Her words sounded hollow. They reverberated around her. They morphed into an unnatural cry that sent a shudder down her spine. She squeezed on the ribbon, willing it to reveal its secrets to her.
The heat emanating from it seared her hand. She felt something pushing back against her. Gritting her teeth, she concentrated on one single command: break.
Her consciousness slammed into an obsidian wall. The ribbon disappeared into it. She knew this was it. The last obstacle she had to face to break the spell.
Spellbreaker.
The witches from the coven had used that title to shame her, to justify their lust for her blood. They had called her an abomination. They had made her feel like her powers were something to be disgusted by.
But she didn’t see it that way. She felt the panic attached to the human the spell had been placed on. She felt the way they longed to be free from their cage. She’d seen the pain—the horror—the girl left to starve in Balkeen’s cage had shown in that brief moment she’d seen his death.
She could do this.
She could set them free.
She trailed her fingers over the dark obsidian. It was icy to the touch and smooth, as if it had been cut from a single sheet of rock. She searched the wall for any sign of a crack. There was none. Every inch of it was solid, smooth, and strong.
She tugged on the ribbon. It rippled and a faint thrumming followed its movement, but it did not recede from beyond the obsidian barrier.
She rolled up her sleeves. Sweat formed on her brow as she placed both hands on the stone and pressed her ear to its cold surface.
She was instantly pulled into another vision, but this time it wasn’t her own.
A young man with tan skin and shaggy, dark hair had his back turned towards her. He wore a coat made from the snow tiger’s fur. Only Dramadoonian royalty were allowed to wear such items of clothing. The pelts were given as gifts from the majestic creatures and only then when a member of their line had passed into the void. They were treasured by all who received them. He must be a Dramadoonian prince, she thought. He had to be.
He turned to face her, his expression a mask of anger.
“What are you doing here?” he demanded. His brows furrowed and his lips puckered. His hand dropped to the sword hanging from his waist.
Liam. He was younger and more finely dressed than she had ever seen him, but it was him. She blinked at him, her hands trembling at her sides. He had to know who she was. He had to.
“I—”
She faltered when he strode forward and walked right past her without a glance in her direction.
“I asked you a question,” he bellowed, his back turned towards her once more.
“General Valdom sends his regards,” a sharp, mousy voice hissed from the shadows encircling them.
Iris twirled in a circle, searching for the owner of the voice. It sounded familiar, though she couldn’t place it.
“General Valdom will lose when the Dramadoonian forces I’ve been training face him on the battlefield. You can tell him thus” Liam said.
The incorporeal voice laughed. “No, Captain Forseeth. I don’t think he will.”
There was a loud crack and blinding white light. Liam crumpled to the ground in a cloud of smoke. He screamed, his voice piercing her very soul. There was so much agony contained in that scream. All she wanted to do was wrap her arms around him and console him. She reached for him, but her fingers slipped through his form as if he weren’t there at all.
His skin seemed to melt from his body. His bones cracked as they shrank and began to reform. His muscles bulged and convulsed before collapsing in upon themselves. Through it all, there was horror and agony screaming from his eyes. In the end, the snow tiger fur slumped to the ground.
She stood in silence for a moment, breathing hard. He was gone. Everything in her yelled at her to run, to find him. Save him, the thrumming of her blood in her ears seemed to say.
She took a tentative step towards the pile of his clothing when she noticed the fur was wriggling. She clamped her hand over her mouth to keep herself from yelping. She crouched low, unsure of what she was about to encounter.
His black beak was the first thing to emerge from the fur. He was frail and so very, very small. His massive frame had been reduced to something easily imprisoned, controlled, and hurt. He squawked, fear clearly visible in his eyes.
“I don’t think you’ll be helping win battles anytime soon,” the voice hissed.
Iris curled her fingers into a fist. Balkeen had done this to Liam and it was more horrifying than even she had imagined. What had Liam ever done to deserve this fate? Win a few battles? Piss off another kingdom?
Balkeen stepped into the light. His lips were pulled into a crooked grin as he scooped Liam up and tied a silver chain around his ankle. Liam cawed, frantically trying to squirm out of Balkeen’s grasp. It was all to no avail.
“If you ever want a chance at returning to your old life, you’ll follow my every command. You’ll do my bidding. You’ll report back to me on the things you see.”
Balkeen gripped Liam’s tiny raven neck as he stuffed him in a bag he pulled from his pocket. Iris reached out to grasp Balkeen’s arm as he walked by her, but her fingers passed through him as if he were nothing more than air. He disappeared into the darkness beyond where she stood illuminated. A little ribbon of blue light trailed behind him. Without pausing to consider the repercussions, Iris wrapped her fingers around the ribbon of light.
A current of power flooded her fingers and up her arm. It was so hot she almost dropped the ribbon of light. Somehow, she knew if she released her hold on the thread of magic that had trapped Liam in the body of raven, she might not ever be able to find it again.
It pulled her along within the void. Flashes of vibrantly colored images swept along beside her. Liam—the raven version of Liam—was in all of them. They were all terrible. Large armies tearing one another to pieces. Blood spattering walls and small children crumpling on the floor. Magical creatures being persecuted by the Szarmians. Szarmian soldiers impaled on large spikes.
And Liam had been there for them all.
And then, at the very end of the ribbon of light, was her face.
Her features had been softened: her cheeks were rounder, a pale pink blush highlighting them. Her hair was darker and somehow lusher than it was in real life. A smattering of delicate freckles covered her nose and chin, so faint that if she hadn’t known to look, she would have missed them entirely. Her own face glowed so brilliantly within the darkness of his other memories that it was almost blinding.
“I feel the same way,” she whispered.
She hoped she would be able to tell him that in person.
Taking a deep breath, she tugged on the ribbon. She felt it grow taunt. The images around her shuddered, cracks forming in random places in each of them.
“I will save you. I will.”
Her words came in waves as she continued to tug on the ribbon of light. She could feel it weakening, tearing at the seams. Black feathers began falling all around her like snow. They piled at her feet. She kicked at them but did not release her hold on the ribbon.
He screamed. His voice was so full of agony that she felt her fingers slip as she peered around the darkness in search of his face. He wasn’t there. The feathers, his cries of pain, they were all part of the spell’s defense mechanism.
The pile of feathers grew so high that they reached her chest. Her breathing became labored as she continued to grip the ribbon with both hands. She knew that if something didn’t change—if she couldn’t break the spell soon—she would be completely covered by the feathers. She didn’t want to consider what the outcome would be if that happened.
She yelled as she wrenched the ribbon free. For a moment, she thought she would fall backwards as the ribbon went taunt. Her shoulders pulled away from her back, sending pain shooting through her arms. Tears streamed down her cheeks.
“Spellbreaker!” she screamed. “I am a spellbreaker!”
The ribbon snapped, sending her flying backwards. She shot through the memories again and the obsidian wall and the darkness beyond. She fell through what felt like an eternity. There was no beginning or end. There was only her. There was only darkness.




Chapter Thirty-Two
Iris

A blistering cold wind whipped across Iris’s body. She shuddered, and she couldn’t make herself stop.
If she was cold, then she was still alive.
Something warm moved beside her. Skin upon skin.
Her eyes flew open.
And there Liam was, naked and face-down in the snow. His back was crisscrossed with so many scars she couldn’t follow their paths across his flesh.
But he was no longer a raven. He was there. He was human.
Was he alive?
His shoulder shook as he propped himself up off the ground to look at her. The pupils in his eyes were so large, they almost consumed the silver-blue radiance of his irises. He shifted his body so that his face was mere inches from hers. He leaned his forehead against hers, a faint smile tugging at his lips.
They were alive. And they were awake. And they were both human.
A shadow fell over them along with an icy breeze. Iris shifted her gaze upwards. Grandmother stood there. Her golden eyes blazed with contempt.
“You have been a very naughty little witch,” she hissed.
She bent down so quickly that Iris didn’t have time to react. Her talon-like nails dug into the soft spots of Iris’s neck, drawing warm blood. She couldn’t move her arms or her legs, but she could hear the cracking of her bones as Grandmother lifted her from the ground.
For a frail, old hag, she certainly had more strength than anyone was entitled to. Iris spat at her as the witch leaned in close.
She didn’t even react as the glob of spit ran down her cheek and dripped from her chin. She only pressed her forehead against Iris’s, meeting her gaze. Iris closed her eyes, if only to break the mental connection between them.
Grandmother chuckled. “You broke our accord.”
Iris attempted to shake her head, but couldn’t move.
“No,” she managed to croak out.
“No?” Grandmother scoffed. “Honestly, Iris, what do you take me for? I gave you one request: discover who is trying to kill me and I would save your sister. You broke that agreement.”
“I didn’t.”
Grandmother dropped her back into the snow. She heard the loud snap of her body slamming into rock, but didn’t feel the pain. The realization stoked the fear that had been growing in her ever since the banshee impaled her with its claw. If she couldn’t move, she couldn’t save Emma. If she couldn’t save Emma…she didn’t even want to consider the consequences of that.
Grandmother’s gaze shifted to Liam. “Stand up, boy, and face me.”
Iris’s face was turned towards Liam. She watched in horror as he stood on shaky legs. His large, muscular frame towered over Grandmother. Even still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that if they were to fight, Liam would lose. She struggled to move, but nothing responded.
Tears streamed down her cheeks. She’d come too far. She’d come so close. She couldn’t let it all be for nothing.
“Liam,” she rasped.
He didn’t even glance at her.
“Liam, please,” she said again, louder. “Please look at me.”
Grandmother cupped his cheek. He closed his eyes. She pressed her head against his chest. He stood stock-still for a moment before wrapping his arms around her.
“Liam?” Iris whispered. An iron band wound its way around her heart as she watched his face soften at the witch’s touch. It was supposed to be her. He was supposed to love her.
Grandmother snapped her fingers and clothes materialized from out of nowhere. They were like the ones he’d worn the day he’d been cursed: all leather and fur. Everything was there. A sword with a tiger’s face on the pummel hung at his hip. A fur cloak made from snow tigers covered his shoulders. His linen shirt had a deep V in it that accentuated his toned body.
“Liam?” Iris pled.
He didn’t even look at her as he took Grandmother’s hand.
“No,” she repeated the word over and over again. She couldn’t make sense of it. How did Grandmother know him? Why had she told Iris to stop searching for a way to save him? Why was she doing this now?
“I know who is trying to kill you.” It was the only thing she could think of that would stop Grandmother from leaving her in the snow to die. “Let me prove it to you.”
Grandmother glared down at her.
“I saw the coven mark. I could draw it for you. I could help you track them down.”
Grandmother’s brow furrowed.
“Please, Grandmother, don’t leave me here to die.”
Grandmother shrugged. “Describe the coven mark and I’ll consider your request.”
“Heal me first and I’ll tell you everything I know.”
“No.”
“No?” Disbelief swelled within her. Wasn’t this what Grandmother had wanted? “They won’t stop coming after you until you’re dead.”
“They can try.”
Grandmother looped her arm through Liam’s. Although he was smiling, his expression was vacant. He laid his hand atop Grandmother’s and stroked her skin with him thumb. Iris glared at the sign of endearment. That was supposed to be her.
She continued to lie limply in the snow. She was running out of time. She had no choice but to give in.
“Does a silver skull mean anything to you?”
Grandmother ripped away from Liam and crouched down before Iris so quickly that Iris didn’t see her move. She cupped Iris’s cheek, pulling her upwards. She felt the strain of her neck muscles pulling against the rest of her body.
“What did you just say?” she hissed.
There was no point in negotiating. Grandmother had all the power in this situation. Not her. She wondered if she had ever really had any power.
“The matara of the coven bore the mark of a silver skull.”
Grandmother’s grip slipped to her throat, cutting off her airway. Her eyes bulged. She couldn’t struggle against the hold. She gasped for breath, her eyes darting wildly over Grandmother’s face.
Grandmother dropped her hand from Iris’s neck. Her head fell backwards. Cold, slushy water rolled down her face as she sank into the snow.
Grandmother whispered something in Liam’s ear that left a sly smile on his face. He kissed Grandmother on the cheek. Yet still, he did not so much as even glance in Iris’s direction. Her heart sank. She’d done all this for nothing. She hadn’t even saved her sister. She was a failure.
Liam and the old hag turned to leave. Golden smoke billowed around their forms, encasing them in a glittering fog. Their forms slowly dissolved until only their faces were left.
“Don’t worry, dear,” Grandmother said. “The effects of the Banshee’s poison will wear off soon enough. I trust you won’t freeze to death before that happens.”
Before Iris had a chance to respond, Grandmother’s face dissolved into a plume of smoke. It spiraled upwards, leaving a stream of burnt yellow in her wake.
Iris bit her lip to keep herself from crying. She didn’t know how she could have been so stupid. She thought he loved her. She believed him when he told her that he did. He’d been lying the entire time.
Once again, she had played the pawn in Grandmother’s schemes. And, it had nearly cost her everything.
Hot tears spilled down her cheeks. Maybe the silver skull witch—whoever she was—had been correct. She was a plague. She could see how everything was connected—how the web of magic binding spells to their target worked. She could break those bonds, strip away every fiber of magic used to shackle a person to the spell.
She just wished she could do the same for the manacles love placed on her own heart. She lay there, barely feeling the cold anywhere but on her face. Dark thoughts crept along the ridges of her mind.
She was a spellbreaker. She was a dreamwalker. She was a witch. She was failure. She was an aberration. 
And, she deserved the death the silver skull coven so desperately desired of her.
 


A series of howls woke Iris from a fitful sleep. They faded into the dreamworld like stars in the night sky at sunrise. She didn’t know how long she’d been laying in there. Her face stuck to the collar of her tunic where the tears had frozen. A dull pain centered at the base of her head where Grandmother had lifted her by the neck. She rubbed at the spot, massaging away the dull ache.
The realization that she could move again hit her the same moment she realized she wasn’t alone.
“Stupid, meddling girl,” a male voice huffed from above her.
Iris sat up, her body squealing in pain. She could see the frost on her eyelashes as she squinted at the dwarf pacing a few feet away.
“Balkeen?”
Her throat prickled with the word. Her lips, already dry and cracked, began to bleed. She licked at the blood. It was the only warm thing about her. Even her breath felt cold.
He shuffled towards her, his eyes wild.
“You broke the spell to release him, didn’t you?” he demanded. Spit flew from his lips, spraying her in the face. She leaned away from him. “You stupid, meddling witch!”
He slapped her. The sting of the impact sent her head slamming backwards into a large rock. Red and white circles filled her vision. Stunned, she lay there for what felt like an eternity. As if her head were underwater, she could hear Balkeen continue to mutter about spells that should never be broken.
But, no one deserved to have their lives stolen from them. No one deserved to be imprisoned in the body of an animal, forced to do the bidding of a cowardly little dwarf. The murkiness faded away.
“You know what your problem is, Balkeen?”
He paused for a moment. His dark gaze bore into her. His hand twitched, as if he were waiting for the right moment to strike her again.
“You have the same problem Grandmother does.”
She sat up. Her head swam, her stomach following suit. Bile rose up the back of her throat and she thought, for a terrible second, that she would vomit all over the dwarf. Somehow, she managed to keep it down.
“You both always underestimate those you think are beneath you.”
She kicked her feet out, landing them solidly in the middle of his chest. He flew backwards, landing and then sliding across the icy river.
She pushed to standing. “You don’t have the right to turn people into your playthings. You don’t get to own them, anymore, Balkeen.”
She strode towards him. Her bones groaned against the weight of her own body with each step she took. She was dizzy and all she wanted to do was sleep just a little bit more, but she couldn’t. Emma was still out here. She didn’t know if her sister was still alive or not, but she couldn’t stop trying to save her. She couldn’t let Balkeen continue to control the humans he’d imprisoned in animal form, either.
He whimpered. His face was pale and smeared with mud, mucus, and other grime. She almost felt pity for him.
Almost.
“Why did you do it?” she asked. She bent down until she was eye-level with him. “Why did you curse all those people? You stole their lives away from them. Why?”
Blood coated his teeth when he smiled up at her. “They asked me to perform a service, so I did.”
She shook her head at him and snorted. “That’s not a good enough reason.”
She knew what she needed to do if she were going to save the rest of the people he’d cursed. She would never be strong enough to break through all of the barriers he’d left to ensure his spells could never be dispelled. But she’d also sensed that there was another way.
She’d seen it even before she knew what she was.
Spellbreaker.
The image of the girl in the cage pushed to the forefront of her mind. She’d been so frail. Hunger had left her gaunt. Despair had left her shivering in the corner. All of their curses had been broken by Balkeen’s death.
She stared down at him. “Release them from their spells.”
She had never been a killer. Her sister was the one who hunted for their family and ensured that they were well-fed, even throughout the winter. It was Emma who had learned to set aside her empathy for other creatures in order to do what needed to be done.
Iris never had learned that skill.
Balkeen squirmed beneath her gaze. “I can’t.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
She stood to her full height and placed her hands on her hips. Now was not the time for idle threats.
“Release them or I will.”
He laughed at her. It was high-pitched and tinny. She backhanded him. Her whole arm ached from the force of the impact. The sound of his whimpers turned into pleas.
“You can’t release them. You almost died breaking the spell I put on Liam Forseeth. What makes you think you’ll be able to save them all before you expire?”
Iris met his gaze. “I know there’s another way to save them now.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“I will.”
He blinked up at her. She knew her lips were trembling, so she bit her bottom one to hide her anxiety. Silently, she begged him to accept her offer. All he had to do was release them. She cast her mind out to the ribbons of light she knew to be the spells connected to him. They glowed a fiery array of colors in the darkest of night.
He scrambled away from her, kicking at her legs as he went. She stalked after him.
She didn’t have a weapon. She didn’t have any magical abilities that would help her take his life. All she had was the ice beneath her feet and the rocks emerging from the frozen river.
Sweat beaded on her brow as she approached him. He struggled to stay ahead of her. In no time, she had reached him. Gripping him behind the neck, she turned him towards her.
“I can give you one last chance, Balkeen. Release them or I will kill you.”
“I can’t!” he squawked. His darted around her face wildly. She had never seen anyone look so afraid. “They’ll kill me if I go back on my word. They’ll tear me limb from limb until there’s nothing left.”
He began sobbing. He thrashed his arms, trying to break her hold on him. She dug her broken, jagged nails into his flesh. He squirmed in pain as she leaned in close.
“Is that your final answer?”
She knew she was stalling. The thought of killing him made her stomach squirm. She just couldn’t see any other way of saving the humans he’d imprisoned without also harming herself.
He tried smacking her in the face. He kicked at her. He clawed at the exposed skin of her arms.
In that moment, she knew he would never concede to her. He wasn’t afraid of her like he was of whoever had hired him to curse the humans. She knew that, like her, he had been played as a pawn in a much bigger game. It didn’t matter. He’d made his choice. And now, he would have to die with the knowledge of it.
Her entire body shook as she lifted him from the ground. He writhed in her grasp. She didn’t know how, but she was able to maintain her grip on him.
She closed her eyes, grieving the person she knew she would lose if she did. She told herself the outcomes outweighed the costs. Everyone deserved their freedom. Even if they turned against her the way Liam had, they didn’t deserve to be kept as slaves.
She slammed his head into one of the large rocks erupting from the frozen water. His eyes rolled to the back of his head, blood oozing from a wound just past his temple. His lips gaped open and closed.
Her hands shook, and tears streamed from her eyes. She felt the ribbons of light waiver. They were the chains binding the humans to their animal forms. They barely even waivered as Balkeen sucked in one laborious breath after the last. She stole a glance at his face. His features were slack. If it hadn’t been for the blood flooding down the side of his head, she might have thought he was sleeping.
“I gave you a chance,” she whispered.
She smashed his head against the rock again. Blood sprayed her face, mixing with the tears running down her cheeks. His body went slack. He didn’t move when she dropped him to the ground. She searched for the ribbons of light once more. They flickered and then went out.
Iris balled her hands into fists as she trembled. She was just as bad as Grandmother. She had served as judge and jury. She’d decided that her desire to free the humans from their curse was more important than his life. She’d snuffed it out like it meant nothing. He had done terrible things, but now, so had she.
Shaking her head, she turned her back on his prone body. She couldn’t sense any of the spells he’d placed anymore. All of them had shattered with the ending of his life. She told herself it was worth it. She told herself there was no other way to save them. She told herself she’d done the right thing.
All she could hope was that she wasn’t too late to save Emma.




Chapter Thirty-Three
Iris

Clumsily, Iris pressed her hands against the wound on Emma’s back. Her hands came back coated in blackish blood. It was everywhere. Streaked across her face. Matted in her hair. Staining the snow.
“Emma?”
She pressed her lips against her sister’s brow. Emma didn’t stir. Her skin was cold to the touch. Her cheeks no longer held their rosy complexion. She was pale. Paler than Iris had ever seen her.
She nudged Emma’s arm, shaking her softly as she begged for her to open her eyes. She’d come so far. This couldn’t be happening. Emma couldn’t be dead.
She clutched her sister’s wrist, checking for a pulse. Her fingers were numb, frantic. She couldn’t feel anything over the erratic beating of her own heart.
“Please, Emma, you have to wake up. Please.”
She stroked the hair from her sister’s brow. Her face was streaked in dirt. She could see the trail left behind from her tears. How long had her sister been out here? How long had she suffered?
“It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.”
She cradled Emma to her chest as she wept.
“I don’t think she’s dead.”
The male voice behind her made her jump. She turned to face him, placing herself between her sister and the man.
She screamed. Dark hair, dark skin, hazel eyes. A band of tattoos covered his biceps. Scars covered his body. There were so many of them, Iris wasn’t sure where one ended and the next began.
A Szarmian.
She’d heard the stories. She’d read the histories. Szarmians hated everything and everyone who possessed magical abilities. They killed on site. They took pleasure in the pain of their victims. They bathed in their blood.
“What do you want?” she hissed.
He held up his hands, palm out, as he crouched down and inched his way towards her.
“Please, I think I can help,” he said.
“Stay back!”
She looked him up and down. He wore only a thin pair of breeches that were torn on the hems. They were ill-fitting. Seams were beginning to pop from being stretched too far across his body. He didn’t even have shoes. He would be of no help. Her sister was already gone.
He didn’t approach further. He just stood there, his hands held out before him, shivering from the cold.
“Please, listen to me, Iris. I’ve seen this before. I know what to do. I—”
“How do you know my name?”
She glanced down at her sister. Her lips had begun to turn a frosty blue shade. Gritting her teeth, she turned back to the Szarmian.
He looked past her, right into Emma’s face. There was something almost familiar in his hazel eyes. There was longing there, and something akin to love.
“Who are you?” she asked. This time, she tried to keep the accusation out of her tone.
He shook his head. “I don’t remember.”
She cradled Emma closer. “But you remember us? You know our names?”
“Please, Iris, there isn’t much time. There’s still a chance I can save her.”
She bit her bottom lip, considering. Her sister’s lifeless face, battered, bruised, and swollen, stared back. She wasn’t ready to lose her.
She nodded, and he rushed forwards. He plucked Emma from Iris’s hands and laid her flat on her back. Pressing his ear to her chest, he closed his eyes. Iris watched him work. Every move he took made the hope he’d generated in her begin to ebb away. She couldn’t believe she was trusting a stranger—much less a Szarmian—to save her sister’s life.
A smile spread across his face. “She still has a heartbeat.”
Her chest tightened. Her nails dug into the palms of her hands as she watched him pull a small phial of glowing purple liquid from his tattered trousers.
“What is that?” she asked as he tipped Emma’s head back and uncorked the bottle.
“An antidote.”
She didn’t question where he’d gotten it. If it helped her sister survive, it didn’t matter. She would be grateful.
He tipped the contents of phial down Emma’s throat. For a moment, she didn’t respond. Iris found herself leaning forward, sweat running down her back as she waited. She sent a silent prayer to the Creators for their protection of her sister. She promised she would dedicate her life to serving them, if they would only let her sister live.
They’d never answered her prayers before. As a child, she had begged them to reunite her and Emma with their parents. Even though they’d abandoned them in the woods, she missed them. She missed her life with them. The Creators had not answered.
As they grew older, she’d prayed for the Creators to protect them from Grandmother’s wrath. Still, Emma had been the victim of countless moments of tyranny. She’d been beaten. Hurt. Knocked down. The Creators had turned a silent ear to Iris’s pleas for protection.
She had no reason to believe that they’d save her sister now. Still, she prayed.
“We have to get her someplace warm.”
The Szarmian’s words tore her from her thoughts.
“We can take her back to Balkeen’s mountain.”
His face paled.
“You know him?”
He nodded as he wrapped Emma in his arms. He cradled her to his chest. His movements were gentle, almost loving.
“How? How do you know him?”
He turned his hazel eyes upon her. They reflected the towering, icy walls from behind her.
“I suspect you already know the answer to that question,” he whispered. There was no malice in his tone. Just sorrow and pain.
She grasped for the tendrils of power she felt melting away from him, the residue of a longtime spell slowing being washed away. It coated him the way molasses does, clinging to every inch of him. She ran a single finger down the magic’s wavering tendrils. Her mind filled with the image of a wolf.
The wolf.
She took a step back, shocked. She should have guessed. The moment he emerged from out of nowhere, she should have known.
“How did you get the antidote?” she asked.
He began walking, carrying Emma. She clasped her hands around her sister’s as they made their way down the valley path. Her legs cramped, and she walked with a limp. She was still so cold. But she was alive. And, if they could make it back to the cave, she had every hope that Emma would survive, too.
It took him several moments before he finally responded. When he did, his voice was husky and rough.
“When I found the dead animals in the passageway, I knew what it was that had attacked them. I’d seen it before.”
He paused, adjusting his grip on Emma’s body. Her head lulled to the side. Her cheeks were edged with pink, but her lips were still tinged with blue. She squeezed her sister’s hand.
“I knew Balkeen kept a room full of antidotes for all sorts of ailments, including cockatrice venom. I knew that if we found it, it would be her only hope of survival.”
“But how?” she asked before she could stop herself. “I mean,” she fumbled over her words. “You didn’t have hands… or a place to put a phial.”
He chuckled at her. “Balkeen’s other prisoners and I have had years of practice obtaining what we need to survive. He was a cruel master.”
“So, what, your plan was to carry that phial to Emma and hope that I somehow, miraculously knew what to do with it?”
“Pretty much.”
She smiled at that. It was her first genuine smile in days.
They passed the place where Balkeen’s body lay on the ground. Iris turned away from the grisly sight, her stomach roiling. Mr.Wolf—she didn’t know what else to call him—stared down at the Balkeen, his expression blank. She thought about asking him more questions about why the dwarf had turned humans into animals. Her chest tightened at the thought of discussing what she had done.
Her thoughts drifted towards Liam.
He and Mr. Wolf had worked together, hadn’t they? She had seen the raven lead Mr. Wolf to Emma. Maybe he knew about Liam’s relationship with Grandmother. Maybe he could give her the answers she so desperately needed. The ache in her chest hardened into a solid resolve.
She would figure out what had happened to Liam—to them all.




Chapter Thirty-Four
Emma

Emmaleigh Valka always hunted alone. It’s what she had always done. It’s what she thought she would always do. She was the huntress. She always would be.
She stirred from her dream with a jolt. It had been so real. The attack of the beast in the woods. The pain of the black, inky blob crushing her with its weight. The shock of being stabbed by the cockatrice’s talon.
And the wolf who had been there with her for it all. He’d hunted with her. He’d fought with her. He’d protected her. She didn’t think she would ever forget those mournful, hazel eyes.
“Emma!”
Her sister wrapped her arms around her shoulders before Emma had a chance to utter a single word. She hugged her so tightly that she found it difficult to breath. Her body was sore—more than she had ever felt before.
When her sister finally pulled back, there were tears streaming down her sister’s cheeks.
“What’s all this fuss about?” Emma asked.
She patted Iris’s back. Bruises she didn’t remember getting covered her arms. Iris’s lips trembled. She, too, was covered in bruises.
White, hot anger boiled in her.
“What happened to you?” she hissed. “Did Grandmother Rel do that to you?  Tell me the truth, Iris.”
Her sister blinked at her, eyes wide. She opened her mouth to speak, but then abruptly shut it again.
Emma cocked an eyebrow. “What, exactly, is going on?”
“You don’t remember?”
“Remember what? Where’s Grandmother Rel?”
She looked around the room and noticed, for the first time, that they were not in their room in the cabin. This place was covered in crudely cut stone. A wooden chandelier hung from the ceiling, candles dripping wax onto the ground as they melted. A blazing fire crackled close to the bed, sending sparkling cinder into the air along with tendrils of smoke.
“Iris, tell me what’s going on.”
Instead of answering, her sister leaned down and kissed her on her brow. She wiped Emma’s hair from her cheeks, where they’d been plastered to her sweat-covered skin. Tears glistened in Iris’s eyes.
Whatever this was, it wasn’t normal.
There was a soft knock on the door and large man with dark hair and skin entered the room. The sleeves of his tunic were cut off at the shoulders and tattoos wrapped around his arms.
She sat up too quickly. Her head swam. Iris tried to push her back down. She cooed softly in Emma’s ear. It didn’t matter. She needed to protect her sister.
He was a Szarmian. He would kill them both. Even though neither of them had demonstrated magical abilities, he would kill them. Szarmians were barbarians. They sought to kill everyone and everything that went against their fanatic beliefs. She would not let herself or Iris become their victims.
She was the huntress. Not them. Never them.
He bowed his head at her and showed her his palms.
Still, she needed to find a weapon. She needed to protect them both.
“Let me go!” she yelled as she thrashed against her sister’s hold on her. “He’s a Szarmian, Iris! Can’t you see that? He’ll kill us!”
Her heart beat wildly in her chest.
She shoved her sister away from her and grappled with the blanket wrapped tightly around her legs. Her fingers felt numb as she furiously worked at untangling herself from the cloth. The Szarmian didn’t approach them. He kept his head bowed, his hands held out before him.
“He doesn’t mean us any harm,” Iris said.
She glared at her sister in disbelief. What had this Szarmian swine done to convince her sister that he wasn’t a threat? She bared her teeth at Iris. Her sister was weaker than her. She always had been. And now, she was a threat to their safety.
She rolled off the bed. Her legs wobbled beneath her weight and she nearly fell to the ground. The Szarmian caught her.
He was warm. And firm. And gentle as he helped her stand. Before she could stop him, he cupped her cheek in his hand and stroked his thumb down her flesh. His touch was shocking. It was as if a thousand miniature heatwaves were washing over her.
She shook her head and knocked him away from her. The moment his fingers left her face, she felt coldness seep into her very bones. It was as if she had lost a part of herself.
She couldn’t understand. She didn’t know this man. She’d never met a Szarmian before.
She looked back at Iris, who was huddled against the wall, her face pale and her eyes darting between her and the Szarmian. He knelt before Emma, his palms face up.
“What, in the Darkness, is going on?” she hissed, stumbling backwards. She leaned against the bed, breathing heavily. Her head felt like a fog had overtaken her. Everything was tinged in a blurry haze, as if smoke had filled all her senses.
“Emma, why don’t you lay back down?” Iris patted the pillow.
“No. Don’t do that. Don’t patronize me. Don’t make me feel like a little girl, Iris. Just tell me what’s going on.”
Iris’s cheeks flushed, and she dropped her gaze down to her hands.
The Szarmian sucked in a loud breath, drawing her attention to him. He stood, his shoulders hunching as he whispered, “I should leave you.”
He paused for a breath of a moment, as if hoping she would tell him to wait. She didn’t. He strode from the room without another word.
Emma whirled on her sister.
“Who, the void, was that?” she demanded.
Iris sank into the chair beside the bed.
“There’s so much I need to tell you,” she whispered. “I can’t believe you don’t remember.”
Frustration flooded Emma as she stared down at her cowering sister.
“Honestly, Iris, just spit it out. I don’t have time for lackadaisical approach. Where are we? Who was that man? Where’s Grandmother Rel? Why are we covered in bruises?”
Once she began, she couldn’t stop the questions from pouring out of her.
Iris placed a hand on her arm, stilling her questions.
“I’ll explain everything,” she said. “I promise. Please, just sit down.”
Emma sighed.
“Fine.”
 


Emma wandered the lair’s corridors in silence. She believed her sister’s story. Parts of what Iris told her aligned with the dream she’d had. But it still didn’t feel real. There was a haziness to everything that she couldn’t make fade.
She was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t notice the Szarmian until she ran into him. He caught her as she fell. Warmth flooded through her at his touch. Surprised, she pulled herself out of his grasp. Even after everything Iris had told her, she still couldn’t make sense of how she felt about him.
He looked down, staring at his feet. She silently willed him to meet her gaze. When he didn’t, she reached up and gripped his chin between her fingers. Stubble she hadn’t noticed before prickled roughly against her skin. A faint smile played across her lips as she lifted her chin until their gazes met.
Hazel eyes.
She could never forget those eyes. She’d dreamt about them every time she slept. He was her friend. He was her protector.
But, he was also a Szarmian.
He leaned into her touch, and his eyes began to smolder. A faint smile curled on his lips. She felt elated and nervous and scared all at the same time. His skin against hers was all energy and desire. She wanted more of him. She wanted to trust him.
She just couldn’t.
He was a Szarmian. He was their enemy.
“They called me Micah,” he said. His voice was deep with a faint accent. “Iris has been helping me remember. She says it can take a while for the memories to return. She’s been helping the others too.”
Emma dropped her hand from his cheek. Iris had mentioned that there’d been others—like Micah—who had been imprisoned in animal form by Balkeen. Her sister had killed him to set them free. She was something called a Spellbreaker, but Emma wasn’t really sure what that meant.
She just knew her sister was a lot stronger than she ever thought she could be. She’d fought a banshee. She’d killed an enemy threat. She’d saved her life. Emma had never seen her physically fight before. She’d always viewed her sister as the quiet one—the one who was tender and kind and innocent.
She didn’t know how to view her sister now.
Like Micah, Emma’s memories were slowly coming back to her. So far, the fight with the cockatrice was the most vivid. If she concentrated, she could even smell the foul odor of carrion when she pictured the beast. She could feel its hot breath on her skin as it crouched over her. She heard its baleful cawing. It’d had a one-track mind: destroy her and then take out her sister and Grandmother Rel.
It might not have been so bad if the beast had succeeded in killing the old hag.
She didn’t know what to say to him. She felt connected to him, but she didn’t know anything about him.
He caught her hand in his own as she turned to walk away.
“Stay.”
The single word hung in the air between them. She didn’t know how to tell him that she desperately wanted to be near him, that she felt completely safe in his presence. But she also feared him. Her feelings were too jumbled for her to decide what she wanted. It was better if she figured it out on her own.
She left her hand in his for a moment longer, savoring the warmth shared between them. His eyes reflected her face, a tender smile caressing his lips. He bent towards her, his free hand coming up to take her cheek.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, tugging her hand out of his, and shouldered past him.
He didn’t say a word to her until she was at the end of the corridor.
“When you’re ready, I’ll be right here waiting for you.”
She paused. The words filled her with hope. Maybe it didn’t have to be just her and Iris. Maybe, just maybe, there was room for someone else.
She turned to tell him that she might just take him up on that offer, but he was already gone.




Chapter Thirty-Five
Iris

Iris busied herself with helping those she had saved remember who they were. Her goal was to reunite them with their families. For some of them, that would be possible. But for others, it was becoming increasingly apparent that they had been trapped in their animal forms for hundreds of years. Everyone they knew—everyone they loved—would be dead. There was no going back for them.
No matter how busy she was, thoughts of Liam were ever present at the back of her mind. She would find herself imagining his silver-blue eyes staring at her with such sorrow that it nearly broke her heart. She felt his strong arms wrap around her waist and tug her closer to his side. She smelled his distinct amber and honey scent.
No matter what she felt or saw or smelled, none of it mattered. Every thought of him ended with his cold, blank gaze as he took Grandmother’s arm and went away with her. He’d chosen the witch over her. He’d abandoned her to die in the ice and snow.
And he hadn’t even spared a glance back at her to let her know that he cared.
She ground her teeth as she tried to force herself to stop thinking about him. The memory of him was like a drug. She hungered for more. She longed for him to return to her. She’d been too afraid to enter the dreamworld after her encounter with the silver skull witch to search for him. In truth, she wasn’t sure he’d find her there. She wasn’t sure he’d want to find her.
“I can tell you about him, if you’d like,” a voice said from behind her.
She spun to find Micah standing in the doorway to the room she’d selected in Balkeen’s lair. His face was sullen as he slunk into the room and collapsed into the overstuffed armchair she’d placed close to the fire. He’d visited her a lot over the past few days.
His memories, unlike those of some of his peers, were coming back quickly the longer he spent time with her delving into his past. So far, they’d discovered that he had been a Szarmian prince, but they weren’t sure when. There wasn’t enough context in his memories. They just knew that he was not the heir. He’d been allowed too many freedoms for that.
“Tell me about who?” she asked, feigning indifference.
She turned her back to him, busying herself with shelving books on the old case she’d found and drug into her quarters. Emma had help her lug the countless books she’d discovered stashed throughout the lair to her room.
He sighed loudly, and she turned to face.
He had one eyebrow cocked at her, his lips pressed into a thin line.
“Don’t think I haven’t noticed how you’ve been moping around here. You saved everyone here from a fate worse than death. You did that,” he said.
She shook her head. It didn’t mean anything. Not really. They’d escaped Grandmother’s grasp just to end up in a new form of terror: having a coven of witch’s seeking their death.
He shook his head. “Liam and I were friends, you know. I mean, we didn’t always get along, but we were turned around the same time. We’ve been through a lot together and I can tell you one thing: he would not have chosen Myrella Dimata over you.”
“But he did—”
He held up his hand, indicating for her to stop.
“I can’t believe that my friend, who fought to protect you even after he’d been explicitly commanded not to, would choose that old hag over you. Not unless he’d been placed under some sort of spell.”
Iris’s shook her head. It wasn’t that she hadn’t considered this. Of course, she had. But, she hadn’t felt the cord of power stretching from him to Grandmother. She hadn’t seen the tether of magic that all spells had.
She clenched her hands.
“No,” she said, turning away from Micah again. “You can’t make me feel better about this, Micah. He made his choice. It just wasn’t me.”
They remained in silence for several moments. The only sound between them was the crackling fire. Iris breathed heavily. There was no point in hoping. She’d told herself this so many times over the past few days that she’d honestly lost count of their number. It was true now as it was the first time she’d said it to herself.
Liam had chosen Grandmother. He’d made his choice. He didn’t love her.
She just needed to figure out a way to accept this truth.
“How I feel about Liam is the least of our problems,” she said, coming over to sit in the chair opposite Micah. “There’s still the threat of the coven that’s been hunting not just Grandmother, but also me.”
Micah tapped his chin, his eyes narrowing as he contemplated her words. They’d talked extensively about the mark she’d seen on the crimson-eyed witch’s body. So far, neither he nor any of the other people she’d saved from Balkeen’s spell remembered a coven seeking Balkeen’s aid in disposing of Grandmother.
“If you think they’re a threat, then we shouldn’t stay here. It’s too risky.”
They’d had this exact argument the night before—and the night before that.
“You know we can’t leave right now. Where would all the others go? Some of them were cursed for so long that their families aren’t alive anymore. Others still don’t remember who they are. Are we just supposed to send them out into the winter to fend for themselves?”
She knew her tone was scolding, but she didn’t care. She was tired of people only looking out for themselves.
He twiddled his thumbs. She’d learned that this was a tell-tale sign that he had something he wanted to say, but wasn’t sure how to broach the topic with her.
“Just spit it out,” she commanded. She rolled her eyes at him. At this point, he should be used to telling her everything that was on his mind.
“I think I may know a place we can go.”
Her hands dropped from her lap. She stared at him. They’d had so many discussions about where to do, what their options were. She cocked her head at him.
“And you’re just telling me about this now?” she asked.
He shrugged. “I didn’t remember the spot until this afternoon.”
“Okay,” she said. Heat crept up her neck. If they left, would Liam be able to find them?
She hated herself for coming back to this thought. It was the same one that had been plaguing her for days. What if she’d been wrong about there not being a spell put on him? What if he really did love her? What if he came back for her? She knew now how confusing it was for them to be returned to their human form. He might have been dazed. He might not have known what he was doing.
“I understand why you have your doubts, Iris,” Micha said. “I do.”
Iris rolled her eyes at him.
He cleared his throat and continued. “I know you think that Liam might come back here to find you. But you know what will happen if he does. We’re lucky Myrella hasn’t tried to contact you yet. We’re lucky we’ve been given this reprieve. I don’t know why she took him, Iris. I can’t answer that for you. But, she won’t just let him leave. If I remember one thing about my life spent as a wolf, it was that she was a force to be reckoned with. She does not take losing well.”
Iris nodded. She already knew this about the woman who had raised her. There had been times when she’d thought Grandmother was kind, almost loving. But those moments were far outweighed by the cruelty she had showed to both her and her sister.
“It just doesn’t make sense,” she said. “Why did he leave with her? I couldn’t have just imagined the way he felt about me. It…”
She paused. She hadn’t explicitly told Micah about her feelings concerning Liam before. Somehow, he’d just known. He seemed to know a lot of things.
“It was real.” His words were soft.
Iris glanced up at him. His hazel eyes carried a sadness in them that only one who has lost someone they loved deeply could understand.
She nodded. “It was.”
“Then you have to keep trusting that he’ll come back to you. Liam is a fighter. I don’t know why he would have gone with the witch, but if he did, he must have had a reason.”
They sat in silence for a moment. It was comfortable, like it always was between them.
“I want him to come back to us just as much as you do,” he said. “But we can’t put ourselves and everyone who trusts us to take care of them in danger. We can’t stay here, Iris. There are too many threats that know this location.”
He was right. She’d known he was right the first time he’d broached the subject of leaving the lair. It had just taken her this long to come to admit it to herself.
“Tell me more about this secret place we can hide,” she said.
 


It’d only been three days since Micah and Iris had decided staying in Balkeen’s lair was too perilous and they had already organized their departure from the mountains. In total, there were twelve people traveling with them. The rest of Balkeen’s captives had elected to venture out on their own when Iris had told them of the real threat they would face by staying with her and her sister. They’d divvied up the gold and jewels they’d found in his lair and given each of the groups that left enough supplies to last a month.
Iris could only hope they would be safe as they continued to remember their previous lives.
She was just packing up the last of her clothing and selecting the books she would take with her when there was a sharp knock on her bedroom door. Emma entered without waiting for a response.
“I don’t think we can trust him,” she said, her voice quivering. She clasped Iris’s hands as she spoke. Her eyes were lined with silver.
“You never cry,” Iris said.
Emma shrugged.
“I’m scared, Iris. I still can’t remember anything that happened to us. I know you’ve told me a hundred times, but it still feels more like a terrible nightmare than reality.” She looked down at their clasped hands. “I don’t trust him, Iris.”
Emma still didn’t see the way he looked at her when she wasn’t paying attention.
“He means us no harm,” Iris said.
“You don’t know that.”
“I do. I trust him, Emma. And you should too. He saved your life countless enough times.”
Iris’s gut wrenched the moment the words left her lips. She hated that her sister couldn’t seem to grasp what had happened to them. She hated that she was forced to be the strong one—the fighter. She had been so used to leaning on Emma’s strength that, now that the tables were reversed, she almost felt a grudge towards her sister’s ignorance.
Emma’s face was contorted into an expression of pure shock and betrayal.
“I’m sorry,” Iris whispered, but it was already too late.
“I can’t make myself remember, Iris. Just like I can’t make myself trust him. He’s a Szarmian. One day, when you least expect it, he will turn on us. I just hope that we’re strong enough to fight him when the time comes.”
“I don’t think he will betray us, Emma.”
It was all she could think to say.
“Fine,” she scoffed. “I’ll go with you. I’ll follow you, wherever you lead. But I want it go on record that I think this is a bad idea.”
Iris couldn’t help but smile at her sister’s tone. Even when she was worried and angry there was a jauntiness to her sister that she admired.
Emma shook her head, her eyes flashing. She turned and strode from the room without another word or glance between them. Iris felt her sister’s departure creep across her like the winter wind. She loved her sister. She would fight for her sister. She could protect her with every last breath she had in her. She already had. But, she would not let Emma disparage Micah just because she was afraid of what he was.
Szarmian or not, he loved her sister. He had been willing to die to protect her. He nearly had on more than one occasion. She just wished Emma could remember that—and that she could remember how she had felt about Mr. Wolf instead of the man he had turned into.
She sank into the chair by her fire. All the frustration and fear and anxiety that had been building in her erupted in a torrent of tears. She bent her head down, cradling her knees on her chest as she let herself cry.
By the time she was done, her head ached and her body felt weak. She missed her time spent working on potions and idling away in the garden on warm spring days. She missed the familiarity of Grandmother’s home. And of her sister’s smile when she returned to the cottage after a long day of hunting in the woods. They’d lost so much over the past few weeks.
And for what?
Some rivalry between Grandmother and a coven Iris had never met before. She ground the heels of her hands into her eyes as she tried to make herself stop crying. There wasn’t any point to it. It wouldn’t change anything.
This was their new reality.




Chapter Thirty-Six
Iris

It was their spot.
Firebugs danced in the trees, guiding Iris through the winding paths of the forest. Somewhere, in the distance, a mountain river gurgled. It was warm here. No snow or ice or blistering wind interrupted her as she crept through the brush. The delicate scents of wild flowers filled the air.
But he wasn’t there.
She peered up at the starlit sky. She had thought—she had wanted to believe—that he would find her in the dreamworld. If he had loved her at all, he would have sought her out.
But he wasn’t there.
Grandmother had warned her not to fall in love with him. She had told her to not follow him into the abyss. She had counseled her to stay away from the mysterious boy in the woods.
She had been right.
Loving Liam had been a mistake. Risking everything for him had been a mistake. There were so many things she needed to do. There were so many things she wanted to achieve. She hadn’t done them yet.
“I will rise up,” she whispered.
Tears streamed down her cheeks as she lifted her face to the glow of the sister moons. Their light blotted out the stars in the heavens. They seemed to call to her. To whisper secrets on the wind as it caressed her cheeks and dried her tears.
“I can’t keep doing this. I can’t keep hoping that you’ll come back to me.”
A sense of calm settled on her as she continued to peer in to the night sky. All the worry she’d been carrying since Liam had left with Grandmother slowly melted away. She knew she couldn’t hold onto him forever. He’d made his choice and it hadn’t been her.
But there was something she could do to continue pushing forward. She could admit what she was. She could finally say that she was a witch. A dreamwalker.
A spellbreaker.
The silver skull coven was wrong. She wasn’t an abomination. She was good. She wanted to use her powers to save those who couldn’t save themselves. She might fail. She might die in the process. She might not even make it to the haven Micah had described to her.
None of that mattered.
She was a spellbreaker.
And she could save the world.
The End.
The story continues in Starseeker…
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