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Chapter 1
First Encounter


It had been two weeks since Rakel last saw another human (and a full month since she had spoken with anyone), so she thought it was forgivable that when she encountered Oskar, her “attendant,” in the great hall of her ice-castle, she was both surprised and irritated.

She was surprised because any glimpse of anyone was a rare occurrence, and normally it happened only by chance instead of by someone actually seeking her out.

Has King Steinar finally ordered that I be put to death, or does he want to cast me out of the country entirely?

“Princess,” Oskar said. He had dark circles under his eyes, and the stoop in his tall stature whispered defeat. Oskar, ten years her senior, had served her since her exile began twelve years ago. Rakel often wondered what the handsome attendant had done to deserve the post; all other servants were rotated through, serving for only two to three years. During their brief encounters—he was usually the chosen spokesperson if the guards had any news that needed to be communicated to her—he always wore an expression of good cheer. The wrinkles of worry that lined his forehead were unusual.

“Yes?” Rakel asked, keeping her voice calm and dispassionate. She moved into her preferred stance when meeting others: clasped hands pressed to her belly, straight posture—like a noble, but lacking their haughtiness—and downcast eyes. She had cultivated the gesture to echo the harmless piety of a nun, and more often than not it seemed to reassure whatever poor soul had the misfortune to run across her.

Sadly, it didn’t seem to be working today.

Oskar’s bright green eyes were grim. “I ask that you would give me leave to speak to you.”

Rakel studied his bowed head. “Usually I receive a written request for an audience.”

“It is an emergency, Princess,” Oskar said.

“You may speak,” she said, her voice echoing in the emptiness of her frozen palace. She walked the perimeter of the room and paused at a window—which was little more than an elaborately fashioned hole in the wall. She gazed outside at the frozen courtyard and noticed two soldiers—who moved with the caution usually afforded to tip-toeing through a snow bear’s den—stationed just inside the immense wall that surrounded Rakel’s palace of ice. The walls and the soldiers were supposed to keep her in, as if wood and weapons could suppress her powers.

Oskar smiled. “Thank you, Princess. I appreciate your kindness.” His red hair was a bright spot among the muted grays and blues of the ice-castle.

Rakel fought the desire to quirk an eyebrow at the man. He is clearly addled. Maybe that is why he was exiled with me.

“The emergency, Oskar?” she asked as she strolled toward the icy door at the back of the room, wondering about the soldiers. Why are they inside? They always stay out of eyesight. Oskar would not deliver me into their hands to be killed. He’s too noble—he’s even pleasant to me, after all.

She had spent every day of her exile trying to prove to her guards—her prison-keepers, really—that she was harmless. No one, besides Oskar—whose mental clarity was questionable—believed her. Not that she could blame them. She reeked so strongly of magic, even if one wasn’t aware she was the disgraced and exiled princess of Verglas, they would still be able to point her out as one touched by the unnatural.

She supposed her hawkish nose and high cheekbones gave her an elegant and severe air, but her eerie, snow-white hair and glacier blue eyes marked her with the disgrace of her power. Her appearance was reminiscent of the forces of nature she could bend to her will: ice and snow.

Here in Verglas, and in the surrounding countries, magic was something to be feared and held in disdain. Continent-wide, humans cursed with such powers were exiled, slain, or forced into slavery.

As Rakel opened the icy door and stepped outside, into the snow-covered grounds, Oskar drew up his shoulders. “Verglas has been defeated, Princess.”

Incredulous, Rakel said, “I beg your pardon?”

The soldiers cowered, as if she had brandished her magic instead of spoken.

Oskar frowned at them and returned his attention to her. “The invaders—did you not know of them?”

“No.” Who would have told me?

“They entered Verglas late last spring.” He leaned back on his heels as he recalled the details, appearing relaxed in spite of her presence. The two soldiers, however, stood as if they had iron stakes for spines, and they gripped their weapons—one had a spear, the other a crossbow—with an almost tangible fear. “They swept across Verglas and captured all but Ostfold when winter came. Ostfold held out until two weeks ago when the invaders took it in the middle of a snowstorm. Since then, they’ve captured almost all of the last few outlying villages.”

Rakel thought back over the past year. While she had no way of knowing about the invaders, she should have suspected something was wrong. When her father died and her younger brother Steinar was crowned king, he tripled the guards watching her—as if they, and not Rakel’s keen desire to be forgiven for possessing magic, kept her imprisoned. But their ranks had been thinning recently. Given that Steinar clearly still feared her, she had assumed there was some sort of natural disaster or ongoing conquest. But invaders?

Recalling Oskar’s exact phrasing, Rakel repeated “Almost all of the villages?”

The wind mussed Oskar’s red hair. “Your home and Fyran—the village that houses the soldiers and me and supplies your food—are still free. For now.”

Rakel held in a frown. “I see.” It was a shock to learn her homeland was almost no more. “From what country does our enemy come?”

“Not a country, but an organization.”

“Of whom?”

Oskar tapped his chin. “Wielders of magic—though they have armies of foot soldiers who have sworn allegiance to them. Reports say, however, that the armies are mostly made up of mercenaries, bandits, and other such ilk. It’s the magic users who rule.”

Rakel’s knees buckled, making her take a step forward to keep from falling in a heap.

Magic users? People like me?

“My request, Princess, is that you would save Fyran. The invaders have sent a troupe of soldiers—no magic users, just mercenary foot soldiers. They intend to march on it tonight. If it is not properly defended, the mercenaries will rip the citizens to shreds, and the village will be destroyed,” Oskar said.

A war raged in Rakel’s heart.

I should leave them to reap their rewards. They treat me like a monster when all I have done is strive to be unthreatening.

She remembered her lonely childhood, the fear that her family would order her put down—like an unwanted animal. Above all, she could still hear the whispers. Monster. Freak. Darkness-touched.

The soft part of her heart—the side that pushed her to appear as unassuming as possible, the side that longed for acceptance, pulled in the opposite direction. But if I help them…things might change.

Oskar cleared his throat, drawing Rakel from her thoughts. The temperature of the air had dropped under her unconscious influence. Oskar exhaled silvery puffs, and the soldiers now pressed themselves against the wooden wall. The one holding the crossbow shook as he held his weapon aimed in her direction.

“No,” Rakel said, her deliberation over. “I will not aid Fyran.”

Oskar tilted his head and studied her with an uncomfortable amount of scrutiny. “The villagers are innocents, Princess. They will be slaughtered in the most brutal of ways.”

The soldier possessing a spear lowered it into a fighting stance, fortifying Rakel’s decision. No matter what good I do, I will always be feared. “I’m afraid whatever sympathy I had has long since turned to ice in my prison. I will not risk myself for a people who despise me.”

“They despise you because they fear you.”

“And whose fault is that? What terrible acts have I committed—besides having the misfortune to be born?”

“Nothing, Princess,” Oskar said, brutally honest. “I’m aware the request is asking a great deal of you because you have done nothing. But it’s my home. The mindset against magic is the only thing Verglas—and the continent—has known. The invaders—”

“Yes. The magic-using invaders. What of them?” Rakel asked, her snark piercing her armor of apathy.

Oskar was unperturbed by the bitterness in her voice. “They ravage whatever they touch, no matter if they fight against soldiers or civilians.”

“It sounds to me they are likely paying back whatever treatment they encountered before banding together,” Rakel said dryly. “Perhaps I should come with you to Fyran so I can welcome my kindred with open arms.”

“They are not like you, Princess. They seek to kill and destroy.”

She hesitated, caught off-guard by the observation. Everyone in Verglas thought she was a creature of darkness. Why did he disagree? Wasn’t his pleasantness to her just a mark of his character? She took two steps closer to him, studying his open expression. “Do you—”

Click.

Rakel’s ice magic barely reacted in time, raising a spike of ice that intercepted the crossbow bolt aimed for her heart.

The bolt quivered, half-buried in ice, and Rakel looked from it to the petrified guard who had taken the shot.

He slumped to his knees, and his brother-in-arms stepped in front of him, determined to defend him even as he sweated in fear.

Oskar’s charming smile was gone. He had taken several steps towards her and then frozen, staring at the column of ice. He turned to look at the soldiers. Whatever his expression held, it made the one with the crossbow tremble.

Rakel breathed deeply. The cold air made her lungs ache. “Leave.”

“Princess—”

“Just leave,” she hissed.

“As you wish.” Oskar retreated, following the soldiers out of the enclosure. When the wooden gate swung shut behind them, Rakel let herself cry.

She didn’t howl or scream in her grief, even though her heart wanted to. Instead, she sank to the floor and slumped against the wall, her magic a cold comfort as a few tears slid down her face and froze to her cheeks.

No matter how many times people had tried to kill her, the realization that they wanted her dead never hurt any less.

I’m glad for the invaders, she thought darkly. I hate this land!
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At dusk, Rakel stood on the balcony of the smallest tower in her self-constructed ice-castle. The temperature dropped with the winter sun, but she wore only a Bunad—a linen shirt, black wool skirts, and a black vest—and a black cloak that fastened at her neck and fell to her thighs. Her massive castle sat nestled against the peak of the mountain, and pine forests spread around it like a dark blanket, but she could see the gap in the treetops where Fyran stood.

She exhaled and stared at the pale, pastel sky. “Even if they say my magic is evil…I do not see it.” She watched the light from the pink horizon play in her prismatic ice towers. “It must be me, not my magic, that is dark.”

Rakel was still pondering the thought when the first scream pierced the air. She winced, for it sounded like a child. A few moments later, other shouts and yells ripped the silence of the mountain.

She clenched the ice-forged hand railing, trying to block out the noise. Screams of terror rang in her ears. She studied the wooden wall that surrounded her ice fortress like a fence, her gaze lingering on the wooden gate that, for the first time since she arrived on Ensom Peak twelve years ago, stood open.

If I do nothing, I am as despicable as they believe me to be.

Rakel abandoned her post and hurried through the maze of her castle. When she reached the outer doors, she trotted to the open gate of the fence, slowing down when she stepped through. It was no different outside than inside, but she could have sworn the air smelled fresher.

Another scream jolted Rakel, and she sprinted through the pine trees—their needles scratching at her as her skirts and cloak swirled around her like a black snowflake.

It only took a few minutes to reach Fyran—the increased volume of the screams and the smell of smoke alerting her well before her arrival. She kept to the trees, peering through pine needles to get a glimpse of the fight.

There were thirty or so Verglas soldiers, and the civilians fought side by side with them, carrying pitchforks, pikes, and bows. Armed as they were, it wasn’t enough.

The invaders moved in a professional unit—dressed in black and crimson—and greatly outnumbered them. They snatched up young girls—who kicked and screeched—and slaughtered men, women, and children. They set buildings on fire—or they tried to; everything was too saturated with snow and ice to flame up—killed animals, and coated the white snow in red.

Previously, she had only known a cold world filled with the purest hues of white and blue. The greedy orange of the all-consuming fires and the metallic scent of crimson blood were not welcome changes but a brutal assault. She had never seen Fyran up close, but she had read about villages enough in books. The ghastly sight before her was nothing like the stories.

What are they doing? This isn’t how one treats fellow humans—this is a massacre!

“Mommy!” a child screamed.

“Gerta! Gerta, no!”

Rakel watched in paralyzing horror when two invaders ripped a little girl from her mother.

“Don’t hurt my baby,” the woman sobbed. An invader bashed her face with the flat of his sword, sending her crashing to the ground. He stabbed his sword at her, but she rolled away just in time.

“Mommy!” the little girl screamed, lunging at her mother’s tormentor. The soldier holding her yanked her backwards. He swung his sword at her—the edge of the blade gleaming in the light of the fires. He was going to kill her.

The mother realized this, too, and she jumped at him, knocking him off balance so he released the little girl. “Gerta, run!”

“I won’t leave you,” the little girl sobbed.

“You must—no!” the woman screamed when the mercenary walloped her on the head. She fell in a heap, blood trickling down her temple.

“Mommy!” the little girl said, scrambling to her mother’s side.

The invader raised his sword again, and the little girl huddled against her unconscious—perhaps even deceased—mother, crying. He laughed as he chopped down at her.

“No,” Rakel said. Her eyes narrowed as she extended her hand and clenched it into a fist. A wall of ice at least a hand’s-length thick shot out of the ground, erupting between the girl and the mercenary. The sword shrieked, and the invader cursed when the weapon bounced off the surface. He dropped the blade and clutched his hand.

Rakel stepped out of the tree-line, drawing closer as she gathered her magic at her finger tips, making them glow silver and blue. I’ll have to use a mere thread of my magic, so the villagers won’t die of fright. But even a sliver would be enough. “Leave,” she ordered.

The mercenary shoved a thatch of his greasy hair back under his helm and spit. “This village is ours.”

“Not yet. Leave,” she repeated.

He threw a dagger, but it bounced harmlessly off the wall of ice that sprouted in front of Rakel, protecting her. He cursed and reached for the crying little girl, yanking her off her mother.

Rakel hissed, gathered the edge of her flapping cloak, and flung it behind her. Spikes of ice as thick as a child and as sharp as a sword erupted from the ground, nearly impaling the invader. “Release her!”

The mercenary cursed and stumbled backwards. Rakel pushed him away with a gust of wind, pelting him with icy shards. He let go of the little girl to recover his balance, and Rakel tapped her ice magic, coating the ground beneath his feet. When he slipped and fell, she formed a large block of ice and slammed it into him, sending him flying from Fyran.

Rakel nodded in satisfaction and turned to face the rest of the village. The pleasant chill of her magic pumped through her body as she studied the invading force. Only a few had noticed her. Those that did faced her, their faces pinched with fear and indecision. The rest continued to fight and ravage like animals. It seems Oskar was right. There are no magic users present—or none, at least, who are using their powers. She flicked her fingers, separating them from the villagers with spikes and walls of hardened snow.

She coated their weapons with layers of ice, making them heavier and cloaking the blades and sharp ridges. When this made them howl in rage, she iced over the greaves of their armor and edged their beards and helms with crystalline hoarfrost. She created walls of packed snow that lined a path out of the village, and then funneled a horde of the invaders within. As she started closing the massive walls in, the invaders fled, deciding the fight was not worth being crushed.

She froze the feet of the men attacking the Verglas soldiers, searing them to the ground, and staked them with icy spikes.

She drew blood, but she was careful to kill no one as she drove them from Fyran. As she glanced at the clear sky, the winds picked up and clouds formed, dropping balls of ice and sharp snowflakes that pelted the invaders’ eyes and faces, but left the villagers untouched. Her shoulders were stiff. She worried a fellow magic user would suddenly burst out of the ranks, but it seemed that Oskar had accurate information: only mercenaries had been sent to destroy the small village.

The snow that already blanketed the village began to move, snaking along the ground like a living thing. It twined around the remaining invaders, pulling them down, covering their eyes, and plugging their noses.

The screams of the villagers stopped, and soon, it was the yells of the invaders that pealed in Fyran.

The Verglas soldiers shouted a war cry and ran forward, falling on invaders. The civilians rejoined the fray, thrusting their weapons at the enemy.

When Rakel lifted her arm straight up, extending a finger, and a huge glacier started to form behind her, the invaders fled.

Rakel smiled—a real smile, not one of bitterness—and lowered her arm. Her icy magic twined around her like a cat as she dismissed the snowstorm she had called up and fractured the walls and spikes of ice and snow she had wielded like weapons.

When she turned her eyes to the villagers and Verglas soldiers, the joy that thumped in her heart shriveled and died.

The villagers cowered against their homes, their eyes glazed with terror as they stared at her. The soldiers stood in front of them, their weapons still out, even though the invaders were gone. Their stances were stiff and their faces grim.

“Princess,” Oskar said, from somewhere in the group of soldiers.

One of them took a step forward, and Rakel flinched. She heard the scrape of a sword blade and threw her arms in front of her, summoning a gust of wind laced with sharp shards of ice. With the wind to cover her back, she retreated to her castle, her ears straining for any sound of pursuit. When she reached the safety of the wooden wall, she threw herself inside, shut the gate, and reinforced it with ice.

“Try to kill me now,” she gasped for air. She gave the gate one last appraising glance and staggered inside.

No matter what I do, she thought as she slipped past the cold but safe walls of her castle, they will always fear me.


Chapter 2
Gerta & Kai


Two days later, Rakel was perusing a book when she heard a thud, followed by an “Ow!”

She was so surprised she set her book down and listened to the usual silence of ice and snow. That sounded like it was outside…

She left the library and slipped out of her castle, staying behind the low walls of ice she had made when she’d fashioned her ice garden years ago. She followed the sound of raised voices, her stomach squeezing oddly. When she found the home-invaders, she was struck dumb.

Just inside the walls of her fortification were two children. One was a little boy. He sat on the snow-coated ground and rubbed his back as he squinted in the bright sunlight. His companion—a little girl, the one she had saved—hung from the top of the wooden wall, her bottom wriggling and her feet kicking as she tried to get a foothold. Neither of them could have been older than ten.

“Just drop down.” The little boy adjusted his blue scarf. “It doesn’t hurt too bad. There’s lots of snow.”

“Catch me!” the little girl laughed.

“What?” the boy said, his brow puckering. He looked up in time to watch the little girl land on him, knocking him back into the snow with an “Oomph.”

“You’re right; that wasn’t so bad,” the little girl said in satisfaction.

The boy groaned.

“Let’s go find her,” the girl said, crawling off her friend.

Rakel considered slinking back into her castle—she didn’t feel like facing their fright and hearing their shrieks of terror—but it would be faster to face them immediately and end the game. “Whom do you seek?” She stepped out of the shadows, joining them in the sunlight. She clasped her hands together to keep from self-consciously reaching for her hair. She had braided only the sides, allowing the rest of her hair to tumble like puffy white clouds. The style was a great deal less work than braiding all her hair, but it unfortunately shattered her attempts to appear harmless with its wildness.

“Ah, Princess!” The little girl threw herself into a clumsy curtsey. The boy bowed. “How good of you to see us,” she recited, as if repeating words she heard adults speak without understanding what they meant. “We wanted—er, wished—to speak with you!”

“And you are?”

“I’m Gerta; he’s Kai.”

The boy bowed again. “Pleased to meet you, Princess…” he trailed off with a frown.

“Rakel,” she said, surprised by their manners. I thought they would run screaming at the sight of me, not act like miniature court officials.

“Pleased to meet you, Princess Rakel. Will you listen to our request?” Kai asked.

Rakel raised an eyebrow and considered them. Why would they wish to speak to me? “Very well. Follow me.” She led the way into her castle, taking them through the maze of silver corridors and passing through ice-blue rooms.

“This place is so big,” Gerta said, giving a frosted spiral staircase an awed look. “It must be bigger than the royal palace in Ostfold!”

“Perhaps,” Kai said.

Not knowing what to say, Rakel awkwardly kept her silence. She’d built her castle over years and years of reading architecture books and testing building methods with ice. She had no way to gauge her castle and compare it to others—she could barely remember what the Verglas royal palace looked like, much less know how big its innards were. She had, however, built it to be quite large in comparison to the architecture plans laid out in the books and was quite proud of it. Resting just atop the mountain, it was built out of ice so pure it glowed the gold of the sun, and its shadows were the blue of the sky. Many of the castle towers were topped with pinnacles—icicle-like caps—and were supported by flying buttresses.

The inside of the castle was ornamented with painfully constructed archways; precisely cut support columns that glittered like crystal; and snowflakes and reindeer that were artfully carved or beveled from the ice walls depending on the room.

Rakel led the children deeper into her castle, taking them to her small library, which was packed with books, models, and maps.

“Wow,” Kai said, gawking at a model of a Ringsted ship encased in a bottle.

Gerta was more entranced by a number of flowers Rakel had preserved in ice. “Pretty!”

The library was one of Rakel’s favorite rooms. Not because it was a masterpiece—she had other quarters that she had made a thousand times more exquisite—but because the library was the only thing that proved, on a distant level, someone cared about her. Why else would she receive a monthly shipment of books and novelties to study? It was this distant token of love that had pushed her into becoming a prodigious reader.

Someone had even gone through the trouble to give her several books about the history of magic users. Reading of the horrors her fellow users were forced to experience made her appreciate that her parents and brother allowed her to live, even if she was alone and isolated.

Rakel watched the children, waiting to see what they wanted. “Has Fyran recovered?” she asked after waiting for several minutes.

“Not yet,” Gerta said, hopping away from the flowers. “They were still repairing homes when we left.”

“They buried the dead yesterday,” Kai said in a much more subdued tone.

Rakel warily studied Gerta. “Your mother…?”

“Hurting, but she’s awake. She’s very thankful you saved us,” Gerta said, nodding vigorously.

“I see,” Rakel said, not believing her for a moment. “If the village is well enough, why, then, have you sought me out?”

Gerta clasped her hands together and bowed her head. “Please save Vefsna.”

Rakel blinked. “Who?”

“It’s a village,” Kai supplied, pulling himself away from the model ship. “It’s on Ensom Peak, but it’s more than halfway down the mountain.”

“My grandmother lives there,” Gerta said.

Rakel placed her hand on an ice sculpture of a reindeer—it had taken her months to learn how to get the antlers right—and tapped its back. “Vefsna was taken over by the invaders?”

Kai nodded.

“Can you free it, like you kicked the invaders out of Fyran?” Gerta asked, moving in alarmingly close to Rakel.

“No,” Rakel said. Privately, she considered the idea. Could she? How hard would it be?

“Why not? Does your magic not work off mountains?” Gerta asked.

“Vefsna is still on Ensom—it’s only near the base,” Kai said.

“It has nothing to do with my magic.”

“Then what is it?” Gerta crowded even closer.

Flustered by the close scrutiny, Rakel took a step backwards. “It’s because I’m not going to embark on a campaign to save all of Verglas.”

“But you’re the princess,” Kai said.

“In title only.”

“What does that mean?” Gerta asked.

“It means I’m not really a princess.”

“Your parents weren’t King Ingolfr and Queen Runa?” Kai asked, scandalized.

“They were, but they discarded me.”

“And that means you can’t save Verglas?” Gerta asked.

“It means I won’t,” Rakel said, even as she continued to weigh the possibility. Without Oskar there, would the villagers kill me once I rescued them? It seems fairly likely…

“But the people need you!” Gerta argued, waving a mitten-clad hand in the air. “Mommy says all the other villages are a lot worse off than Fyran. She says the invaders have got their teeth in our throat.”

“So many have died,” Kai said in a small voice. “You can’t do anything?”

Rakel remembered the crossbow bolt and the scrape of the sword. She didn’t want to die like that. “No.”

“You saved my mommy…why not my grandmother?” Gerta asked, her voice shaky with unshed tears.

Rakel exhaled, knowing she wouldn’t be able to explain her reasoning. “I will show you out,” she said. She led the children all the way to the wooden gate of the wall. With a flick of her finger, the ice barring the gate fractured, allowing Rakel to push it open.

“Thank you, Princess,” Kai said as they left.

“Yes, thank you,” Gerta said, drooping like a wilted flower.

“I’ll go get the sled. You stay here,” Kai said.

“Alright,” Gerta agreed.

When Rakel closed the wooden gate behind them, she could hear them no more. They weren’t, however, so easily banished from her thoughts.

She sighed. “I wish the world were the kind of place they think it is.”
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Hours later, Rakel was laboring over a fox ice statue—an attempt to quiet the racket her mind was raising—when she heard a man shout “Princess?”

She was so shocked someone had ventured deep enough into her castle that she could hear them that she almost yelped.

“Yes?” Rakel clutched the fox to her. She belatedly realized it could be viewed as a weapon and thrust the sculpture onto a table, rapidly backing away from it as Oskar and a gruff man she recognized as Captain Halvor—another person who had likely angered someone powerful, for he had served as the captain of her guard for five years instead of the usual three—entered the library with four villagers on their heels. Captain Halvor stood out like a wolverine among chickens. He was much shorter than Oskar as well as a few years younger, but he was more wiry and tough. His ash blond hair gave him a bland appearance that his perpetual shadow of whiskers belied.

Rakel inspected the villagers and placed the woman with a bruised face and bandaged head as Gerta’s mother.

What is she doing here?

“Princess, have you seen two children today—a little boy and a little girl?” Oskar asked. He smiled at her, dripping of charm and goodwill.

“Gerta and Kai?” Rakel brushed slivers of ice from her dress.

Oskar’s smile widened. “They’re still here, then?”

“No. They arrived late in the morning and left shortly after.”

“Did they say anything to you?” Oskar asked.

“Yes.” Rakel reflexively clasped her hands together and held them against her waist. “They wanted me to free Vefsna.”

Gerta’s mother cried out like an animal in pain.

“They left in the morning, you said?” Oskar’s pine-green eyes were grim and hooded with worry.

“Yes. The boy said he would go get their sled.”

“I was afraid of that,” Oskar said, running a hand through his normally well-groomed hair.

“They must have gone on alone,” Halvor rumbled over the sobs of the woman. His voice was gravelly and rusted, but warm. “If we leave now, we might be able to reach them before the invader scouts.” The captain left—his fur cape curling behind him—and the villagers scurried after him.

Rakel turned her attention to her attendant, who had stayed behind. “You cannot find them?”

“No. We suspect they went down the mountain to Vefsna,” Oskar said. “They spent the morning asking soldiers and other villagers to band together to free it.”

Their loyalty to Gerta’s grandmother is touching, though I’m not surprised I am a last resort. Aloud, Rakel said, “I see.”

“Gerta is as brave as a windstorm, and we knew she was plotting—last night she and Kai begged us to bring them to you—but with all the rebuilding and clean up…” Oskar sighed.

Rakel pushed her hands together until they shook and her knuckles turned white. It’s not my responsibility. It’s not my— “Take me with you.”

Oskar looked up. “I beg your pardon?”

“You will go with Halvor?”

“If you wish me to.”

“Then take me with you. You can bring soldiers, if you must, to guard against me—”

“The guards aren’t necessary, Princess. They would be an insult to you—they’ve always been an insult to you—but after Fyran…I think everyone would agree it is unnecessary to guard you.”

Rakel didn’t believe a word of this but thought it was clever of him to pretend it was so. “Thank you. Will you inform Halvor?”

“I will, and I’ll order the sleigh to be brought around. Thank you, Princess.” He smiled warmly and made a quick exit from the library. “Halvor!” Oskar shouted.

Rakel watched him go, thinking, the sleigh?


Chapter 3
Vefsna


Rakel sat in a tiny sleigh, crammed in behind Oskar, who snapped the reins and kissed at the two reindeer that pulled them.

“I was unaware Fyran kept reindeer,” she said, unable to keep her tongue still in her shock.

“Halvor had them brought to Ensom Peak,” Oskar said. “He got them so they could pull the supplies between Fyran and your home.”

“They are army animals?”

“Of a sort. They’re listed as supplies.”

Rakel hesitated for a long moment, thinking through her request. “Could I get a reindeer?” she finally asked.

Oskar twisted around to offer Rakel a smile. “I can promise that softy Halvor is already planning to buy you one since he saw that charming smile of yours when you set eye on these proud beasts.”

Rakel stared at him and wondered what her smile had to do with anything as he tugged on the reins, redirecting the reindeer so they more closely followed the sled in front of them—the one Captain Halvor occupied.

It was an hour or two from dusk, but birds chirped and sang as they settled into their nests. It had taken them the better part of the afternoon to arrive, but they were nearly to Vefsna. (Rakel had spent the majority of the ride gawking. Even though the trees all looked the same, the mountain trail was an unfamiliar sight to her starved eyes.)

Captain Halvor pulled his sleigh to a stop and leaped out to approach a man who had scouted ahead. They held a heated exchange, then Captain Halvor trudged to Rakel and Oskar’s sleigh.

“We’re too late,” he said, directing his comment to Oskar. “Snorri picked up the trail of their sled. They came straight down the mountain, beating us by a long shot. Judging by the tracks, they were intercepted by an invader and dragged off.”

“How do you know?” Oskar asked.

The captain hesitated, and then gestured for his scout to come forward. The scout offered up the blue scarf Kai had worn that morning. The scarf was crusted with snow and frozen blood.

Oskar took the scarf, his eyes crinkling with sorrow. “Captured,” he repeated. The single word was frost-bitten with defeat. “Will you mount a rescue?”

Captain Halvor flattened his lips.

“You’d like to,” Oskar guessed.

“Yes.”

“But you don’t have enough soldiers. If Fyran isn’t attacked again, it will be a miracle,” Oskar said.

Captain Halvor bowed his head.

“Where is Vefsna?” Rakel asked, sliding from the sleigh. She had a cramp in her legs and almost staggered when she was free of the heavy—and unnecessary—furs Oskar had given her.

“Southwest, Princess,” Oskar said, his brow furrowed and his voice distracted as he pointed out the correct direction.

“I don’t like abandoning citizens,” Captain Halvor said.

“Neither do I, but can we risk it?” Oskar asked.

“No.”

Rakel turned in Vefsna’s direction and listened to the whisper of the breeze and the rustle of snow. Her head and heart ached from the chaos.

It’s just another thankless job that might see me harmed in restitution. “But they’re children,” she whispered. She brought her chin up, gathered her black cape close, and started walking across the snow.

“Princess?” Oskar asked.

“I’m going to get them,” Rakel said.

Silence met her ears.

She recognized that this would normally be the time where a person would object, insist it was too dangerous, but she could tell—as their hands crept over the hilts of their swords, and they nervously shifted—her retinue was thinking back to the night in Fyran.

She wasn’t surprised. She had always been careful to never use her magic in front of others. If it weren’t for her ice-castle, they would have no reason to believe she used her powers, much less suspect that she practiced with them daily.

“Very well, Princess,” Captain Halvor said. He retreated to his sled to snatch up a crossbow and quiver of arrows. The soldiers behind him started to similarly arm themselves.

“Do you have a plan, Princess?” Oskar asked, pulling a sword out of their sleigh.

Rakel pushed a tendril of her snow-white hair behind her ear. “I didn’t think one would be necessary.”

“Any magic users, Snorri?” Captain Halvor asked.

The scout shook his head and spoke, but his words were quiet and mumbled; Rakel couldn’t make out any of them.

“You’re mumbling again, Snorri,” Oskar chided.

“No magic. Soldiers only,” Snorri said, speaking as if it belabored him.

“The way you cleared Fyran will work fine,” Captain Halvor said, tugging on thick, fleece-lined, leather gloves. “Assemble,” he said to his men.

Rakel took a few steps towards Vefsna until a soldier blurted out, “Wait! You’ll need these, Princess.” He held up a pair of snowshoes.

Rakel stared at the soldier for a moment, recognizing his face. He had tried to shoot her during Oskar’s appeal for Fyran. “Why?”

He flushed red. “The snow won’t hold up to your weight. Although there’s a crust, it’s not deep enough.”

Rakel looked down at the snow beneath her silver-buckled shoes. She had been wandering around in snow ever since her exile, and she had grown accustomed to letting her power seep through her feet, freezing everything she walked over so she could go where she pleased without plunging into snow. Judging by the way the jittery soldiers already treated her, the reason for her disregard of the snowshoes would go over poorly.

“What good fortune,” Oskar said, following Rakel’s trail. “It seems the snow crust thickened overnight. We won’t have to use the snowshoes after all.”

The soldiers looked to their captain, who hooked his snowshoes under his sleigh and joined Oskar and Rakel.

The soldiers reluctantly followed Captain Halvor’s example, and soon Rakel was leading the group, careful to move her silvery magic below the drifts so they would not see it at work, hardening the snow to hold up to their weight.

When Rakel had been a little girl, imprisoned near her family’s royal palace, she was taken to the gardens once every year for her birthday. There she got to see flowers and plants and a little pond. Any disturbance cast ripples across the pond. Rakel felt that was what her magic was doing—sending out ripples of power to manipulate the snow and cold.

It was good practice. As they walked along, Rakel’s powers stirred and spun, following her thoughts and actions. It moved with her like an old friend.

“How many of the enemy?” Captain Halvor asked.

The scout mumbled, but Rakel made out, “Double what attacked Fyran.”

The captain shifted so he could face Rakel. “You must move hard and fast. We’ll protect you, but you are the only hope of driving them from the village.”

She could feel the soldiers’ stares hammering into her back, weighing on her like an avalanche. Ho-ho-ho, you think I’ll fight with your fine soldiers at my back? No, thank you! “That is unnecessary. I will enter Vefsna alone.”

“No,” Captain Halvor said.

“Out of the question,” Oskar added.

Rakel narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

“Because you are royalty, and I cannot have you taking such an unnecessary risk,” Captain Halvor said.

“We could take half the soldiers—four—including Halvor and me—instead of all eight of us,” Oskar said.

Halvor scowled at the attendant. “All eight of us go in.”

Rakel shook her head. “I refuse. If I must have an escort, I will allow Oskar and you, Captain Halvor. That is all.”

Captain Halvor’s shoulders hunched up, and he appeared about to lay a scathing glare on her, but Oskar raised his hand and stepped in between them.

“Why?” he asked.

I wonder—maybe it’s because one of these guards has already tried to kill me? In a fight in which I’ll be using my magic, the trust of the fearful and ignorant is a commodity I cannot afford.

Rakel cleared her throat and regained a solid grip on her emotions. “I have my reasons.”

“Alright,” Oskar agreed, taking a step closer to Rakel.

“It is not alright, attendant,” Captain Halvor snarled, catching Oskar by his cape and yanking him backwards. “I will not have a member of the royal family—exiled or not—waltzing into the middle of an enemy stronghold with only you and me to protect her.”

A frown as thin as a snowflake settled on Rakel’s lips. “While I appreciate the esteem, Captain, I’m afraid I will not agree to your demands this time.”

“Then you do not enter Vefsna,” he said.

“You would sacrifice a village because I refuse to take a guard with me?”

“Yes.”

“And you think you can stop me from entering Vefsna?”

“No.”

Rakel blinked. If he knew all of that, why was he making such a fuss?

“Halvor, buckle on this one,” Oskar said. “It will pay off. I promise.”

The captain scowled at him and puffed his chest up with a big inhale. “Stand down, men,” he finally ordered.

The soldiers saluted him and took up positions behind bushes and other cover. The mumbling soldier—Snorri, Oskar had called him—scurried up a tree.

With only the captain and attendant as her audience, Rakel glided across the snow, following the captain’s hushed directions to Vefsna.

Vefsna was larger than Fyran, and Rakel could see hints of the idyllic villages often drawn in the few storybooks she had in her library—it was in the wooden carvings that adorned doorways, support beams, and roofs—but besides the hints, the village was a ramshackle. The invaders had done a great deal of damage, judging by the ruined shutters, broken doors, and buildings blackened from fire.

It was also unnaturally quiet. No animals bleated; no one puffed laughter or shouted in indignation. The invaders, ugly puddles on the white snow in their black and crimson uniforms, filled the streets like a murder of carrion crows.

Most of the villagers were out of sight, but there were a few out, wearing bruises and fright as they carried food and drinks to the invaders.

One of the laborers was an older woman. When she slipped and dropped a plate of ham, a soldier kicked her in the ribs.

Rakel rubbed the tips of her fingers together, igniting the cold spark of her magic. Snow began to swirl in the middle of the road that ambled through the village. Ice grew up from the ground, forming and shaping under Rakel’s magic. Glancing at the invaders, she molded the sculpture until it grew into a life-sized replica of an invader—perfectly detailed, down to the insignias on their uniforms.

The invaders exchanged glances and moved towards the statue with reluctance, as if it would come to life and brandish its icy pike at them.

“Um, Princess?” Oskar asked. “You are quite talented, but is this really—”

Rakel snapped her fingers. A giant sword of ice dropped from the sky, impaling the sculpture in the neck. The ice statue’s head slid off, hitting the ground with an ominous thud.

One of the invaders yelped, and the rest of them gripped their weapons, turning to scowl at the villagers.

“Who did that?” an invader roared, his voice harsh like a metal dagger shaving ice from a block. “Show yourself!”

Rakel glanced at Oskar and Captain Halvor, worry creasing her forehead. I suppose it doesn’t matter if they end up fearing me, she thought with regret. Vefsna needs—

Rakel’s thoughts stopped when an invader grabbed a man by the throat. “Was it you?” he demanded. The man struggled, pulling on the invader’s wrist as his life was strangled out of him.

With a roar, Rakel’s magic flared to life. She extended her hand, and spears of ice thrust up from the ground, almost impaling the invader.

He dropped the villager and scrambled backwards. “To arms!” he shouted.

“Too late,” Rakel said as she approached Vefsna, the wind flapping her cape and wildly flinging her hair.

When the invaders ran at her, their weapons raised, Rakel attacked them with pin-point precision, covering their arms and torsos with armor-like ice at least a finger-length thick. Unable to move their arms, wrists, or weapons, they toddled, knocked off balance.

She raised a wall of ice behind them, formed thick blocks of ice and slid them across the iced ground, knocking the men into the wall. She didn’t release her magic but instead kept pushing. When they groaned and yelped, Rakel weakened the ice they were pinned against, so they smashed straight through it.

If an invader raised a weapon, Rakel formed a block of ice around his hands so he could not rotate his wrists or change his grasp. Then, she encircled the blades with massive chunks of ice that weighed them down so heavily, it yanked their owners to the ground.

“Leave this village!” Rakel shouted above the howling wind. Her cape snapped, and Captain Halvor stepped in front of her, his sword extended.

The invader that had kicked the old lady and almost suffocated the village man was back on his feet. “Regroup!” he shouted, trying to organize his battered men. When he rallied a group of ten, he led a charge, galloping towards Rakel.

Captain Halvor slid forward, intercepting the leader.

Rakel focused her attention on the other soldiers, freezing their arms to their sides. “Oskar,” she said.

Oskar smiled. “I can handle them, Princess.” He ran at the invaders, slamming into the first one—who fell straight into the next soldier, who fell into the next invader, until all of them toppled like blocks.

Halvor and the invader-leader fought. The invader snarled and leaned on his weapon, using his larger girth and height to his advantage.

Halvor resisted masterfully, looking for all the world as if he were parrying the blow of a child. As the leader strained, Halvor lashed out with his knee, hitting the man in the gut. He knocked him backwards, throwing him to the ground. His sword flashed, and Rakel hastily turned away, her stomach rebelling and her heart sickening with the necessary evil.

The invaders didn’t even call a retreat. With the death of their leader, they scrambled to leave Vefsna. Rakel kept their withdrawal smart by snapping shards of ice at their heels.

Captain Halvor ghosted after them—probably to assure that they had indeed run.

“We should work our way through the village—to make sure they’ve all left,” Oskar said.

Rakel nodded—pelting one of the last invaders in the back with a chunk of ice.

Together, they walked the perimeter of the village. They found two more invaders—both pinned by huge chunks of ice. When Rakel freed them, they ran, their eyes popping with fear when they looked back at her.

“I believe that’s all of them,” Rakel said as they lingered in the center of the road—near her sculpture of the beheaded invader.

“Well done. All that’s left is to find the children and wait for the captain to return—Princess!” The tone of Oskar’s words changed from approval into a cry of alarm.

Rakel spun around and, fearing another invader, raised her hand. A shield of ice shot out of the ground, swallowing up the dagger that a man—the same villager that the invading leader had almost killed—was attempting to stab her with.

“Monster!” the villager said, trying to pull back. It was no use; the ice shield had formed around both the dagger and his hand.

Rakel stared at him, his words echoing in her mind.

“You should have left us to the invaders—they would have been better than an atrocity like you!” he spat. When he realized the ice wasn’t going to give, he reached into a pocket of his coat with his free hand and held up another dagger.

“Princess, get back,” Oskar shouted.

Rakel didn’t hear him. She glared at the villager, her fury—and worse, her bitter disappointment—growing.

Again, they try to steal my life and gape at me with horror! I should not have to fear death from those I save. Enough of this!

Rakel raised a hand—her ice magic snapping like a hungry wolf at her fingertips. She readied herself to unleash it.

“No!” a child shouted.

Gerta and Kai skidded onto the road. Kai slipped and almost fell, but he managed to plant himself between Rakel and the villager. He held his arms up with his back to Rakel. His knees shook with fear, but he glared up at the villager. “Don’t hurt her!”

Gerta threw herself at Rakel, her arms ringing around her waist. “You’re the monster! She saved us!”

Rakel froze in place due to a combination of shock and horror. Horror because she couldn’t believe what she almost did, what she would have done if not for the children.

Monster, she thought. But even this grim musing couldn’t hold up against her awe as Gerta squeezed her, like she was afraid Rakel would run away.

For the first time since her exile, another human was touching her. Gerta’s hug was strong but foreign—better than she remembered, warmer than she remembered.

Rakel couldn’t think, but her hand hovered for a moment over Gerta’s head until she dared to smooth her hair. Gerta didn’t flinch, and instead gave Rakel a smile that used her entire body. “You came,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

Rakel opened her mouth to say more, but she jumped when Captain Halvor appeared in front of her, plucking the dagger from the villager’s fingers.

“Idiot.” He head-butted him, and the man went down, held up only by his arm.

When Rakel released the wall, he hit the ground with a splat and was out cold.

“Are the invaders gone?” Oskar asked, stepping up to Rakel’s side. Although his words were light, his eyes swept the crowd with an unusual intensity.

“They fled the mountain,” Halvor answered.

“Do you think they’ll return?” Oskar asked.

“For certain, though I do not believe it will be for the villagers, nor do I believe they will come alone.”

Rakel clamped her hands around her pale hair, attempting to keep it from flapping wildly. “You think they will seek me out.”

The captain said nothing and eyed the villagers.

Few celebrated like Gerta and Kai. Most watched Rakel with wary eyes, murmuring and whispering to each other as they pressed away from her.

Though she was loath to, Rakel nudged the little girl away. “Is your grandmother safe?”

Gerta’s smile dimmed. “She didn’t get hurt, but the soldiers scared her.”

“Real bad,” Kai added.

“I’m fine, children. There is no need to act as if I am tottering upon death’s doorstep,” someone chuckled. A pudgy, elderly woman with a button nose, gray hair, and beautiful, vivid blue eyes stepped out of the house. “My name is Hilda—this little trouble-maker is my granddaughter. Princess, I thank you for saving us. No one else could have driven them out.”

Rakel blinked, surprised. “You’re welcome.”

“While I cannot repay your generosity, I ask that you would stay in my home for the night.”

“It is getting awfully late to travel,” Oskar said glancing at the pink sky. “Do you want to go get your men, Halvor, or should I?”

“No,” Rakel said. She cleared her throat and repeated in a calmer tone, “That is unnecessary. I mean to return home tonight.”

Oskar stared at her. “You want to drive in the coldness of the night instead of sleep in a warm bed?”

“The path is clear, and with the moon shining on the snow, one can see clearly,” Rakel said.

“I won’t deny that, but are you certain?” Oskar asked.

Some villagers shifted behind her. “I am certain.”

“Halvor, help me reason with her,” Oskar said.

“As you wish, Princess,” Captain Halvor said, bending in a bow.

“You two have picked the most inconvenient time to join forces. Halvor, I’m going to hold you responsible if she catches a cold or chill,” Oskar sighed.

A chill? Me? In spite of our many years together, he has odd notions of my supposed humanity.

“At least allow me to give you food for your journey,” Hilda—Gerta’s grandmother—said.

“If you are willing, we would have you accompany us, Mistress,” Captain Halvor said.

“To watch the children?” she guessed.

Captain Halvor inclined his head.

“Very well. If you can haul my old bones up the mountain, I have no objections—though I still insist you let me gather food.”

Captain Halvor turned expectantly to Rakel.

Rakel blanched when a villager shifted his grip on the sword he had swiped from one of the fleeing invaders. “If you wish. I will wait for you at the sleighs,” she said, moving to get her back to a wall.

“I’ll see to Granny and the children. You’ll go with the princess, Captain?”

Captain Halvor nodded. “If you will follow me, Princess.”

Rakel trailed the captain out of Vefsna with relief, glancing over her shoulder. The villagers said nothing in parting, and they watched her go with grim mouths and lowered brows.

Sadness threatened to stab her heart, but Rakel shook it off. I should be used to it by now, after all these years. Perhaps, for once, the terror everyone beholds me with will work to my advantage, and the invaders will leave Ensom alone.
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Farrin Graydim tapped his fingers on his desk as he listened to a soldier repeat his report of the attack on Vefsna.

“She’s like, like an avalanche, sir,” the soldier reported, shivering. “She’s wild…and powerful. I ain’t never seen raw power like hers.”

“She killed no one?” Farrin asked, struggling with the idea.

“Yes, sir. Our only casualty was Major Efisco, and one of her guards killed ’im.”

Farrin narrowed his slate-colored eyes. What sort of powerful magic user doesn’t kill their enemy?

“Did you know Verglas had a pet magic user, sir?”

Farrin made a note on a scroll. “No, though I heard rumors.”

The soldier hesitated a moment when he didn’t continue. “About what, sir?”

“The Princess of Verglas locked in a tower of ice on a mountain peak,” Farrin said. Was King Steinar hiding her from us? Though my scouts returned with stories and local legends, they never collected a solid report of her.

“Sounds like a fairy story, sir, but…”

Farrin, sensing his soldier’s unease, leaned forward. “Yes?”

“But…she was beautiful, sir. The most beautiful, ever. And she held herself like a queen.”

Farrin leaned back into his chair. “If the rumors are right, she should have been.”

“Sir?”

“Thank you, Ensign. You’re dismissed.”

“Yes, sir!” He saluted and left, leaving Farrin to his musings.

A powerful magic user and possibly the rightful heir. I wonder…would she join us?


Chapter 4
The Allegiance Of The Chosen


“Princess, there is a request for you,” Oskar said, cornering her when he and Captain Halvor delivered her dinner—a steaming bowl of stew and fresh bread.

“I’m not rescuing another village.” Rakel stared at her dinner, thankful that her stomach didn’t choose to embarrass her with an inopportune growl.

“Yes. Unfortunately this request does not come from anyone of Verglas.”

Rakel ripped her gaze from her food and stared at Oskar. “I beg your pardon?”

“This request is not being posed to you by a subject but by a bottom-feeder—the lowest of the low—who has quite a bit of nerve, I must say, to come all the way here with only a few guards.”

Concluding that Oskar wasn’t going to make sense any time soon, she turned her attention to Captain Halvor.

“An invader representative wishes to speak to you,” the captain said, giving Oskar a look of disapproval.

“ ‘An invader representative.’ Where’s the poetry in that description?” Oskar complained.

“In its simplicity,” Rakel said. “Do you know what he wishes to talk about? Do you think he will demand our surrender?”

Captain Halvor shook his head.

“The captain and I suspect he is mostly interested in you.”

Rakel stared at the prism-like ceiling—it had taken her months to get the cut of the ice just right for that effect. “I see. You think I should agree to his request?”

The captain shrugged, and Oskar said, “The choice is yours, Princess.”

“Make the arrangements—I will see him.”

“Very good. He’s waiting just outside the gates.”

She stood, a frown twitching on her face. “You chose not to open with that information because…?”

“I said he came ‘all the way here,’ ” Oskar said as Captain Halvor led the way outside.

When she passed through the entrance of her castle, Rakel wondered how she missed the invaders’ arrival. They were camped just outside the wooden walls of her enclosure, like squatters. They even had a small tent pitched.

Most of Halvor’s soldiers were gathered around them, crossbows trained on them.

When the invaders saw her approach, one of them stepped forward to pull aside a drape of black cloth, giving Rakel entrance to the tent.

She stepped inside, but glanced over her shoulder when she realized Oskar and Captain Halvor weren’t going to follow her.

“Please, Your Highness, sit,” said a man—the only other occupant of the tent. His hair was the shade of black tea—a glossy mixture of black and brown. His eyes were slate gray—like a wet rock. He was tall—not quite as tall as Oskar the stork, though—and sported a lean build and skin tanned by hours in the sun. His features were pleasing and handsome, but he had a white scar that followed the tops of his cheekbones and sliced across his nose, giving his face a hardened edge. He wore the invader uniform, and the large, two-handed broadsword that leaned against the table was most likely his.

He had to be a magic user. His appearance was too different to be untouched.

Rakel raised an eyebrow. “I do not sit with those I do not know. You are?”

The man bent at the waist in a shallow but respectful bow. “Farrin Graydim. I am a colonel of the Allegiance of the Chosen Army, Your Highness. I lead the First Regiment.”

“Allegiance of the Chosen? Pretty name,” Rakel said, keeping her voice cold and detached as she seated herself.

Farrin sat in the other chair and said nothing. Instead, he studied her, his eyes taking inventory of her body. Rakel knew it was not a passionate gaze, but more similar to the stable boy when he’d inspected the reindeer after their joyride to Vefsna.

Am I pretty enough to join your army? Although her thoughts were caustic, she made certain not to betray her irritation and kept her face impassionate. She waited in silence for two minutes before she stood and turned to leave.

“I apologize, Your Highness, for my conduct,” Farrin said. His voice was a soothing, musical tenor. “You are an…unexpected find.”

Rakel settled back into her chair. “You mean to say you haven’t heard of me.”

“Only whispered rumors.”

“You didn’t believe them?”

“No.”

“Hm.”

“That doesn’t surprise you?”

She refrained from shrugging—she wouldn’t give this man the pleasure of making her sink so low as to exhibit body language that could give away her mind. “Though I was exiled, many royal families would have had me killed as a child. It’s no surprise they attempted to keep my existence a secret,” she said, reflecting on her life of alienation. As miserable as it was, she was still alive. That was more than could be said for many other magic users.

“Perhaps, but I also found it unlikely that a magic user of your caliber would submit to being ordered about.” One corner of Farrin’s lips curled up, and he shook his head once—as if shoving a thought away.

Rakel stifled the desire to shift. “Why did you seek me out, Colonel Graydim? I doubt it was because you wished to hear my life’s story.”

Farrin pulled his dark-eyed gaze from her and shuffled through a small stack of papers. “The Chosen mean to shape a better future for magic users.”

“By taking over my country? If you are seeking sympathy, you will be spectacularly disappointed.”

“Long have magic users been mistreated and slain for our abilities. If we are not killed immediately after our powers manifest, we are forced into slavery, beaten, starved, or exiled. Though we are human, we are called monsters and are regarded with hatred and fear. We seek to change that.”

“You wish to take over our land to create a safe haven for magic users?” Rakel guessed.

“For people like us. Yes. That is why we are so named: we are a collaboration of those who have been blessed with the gift of magic.”

It is a worthy idea. A country built for those who can wield magic would be an escape for all who are mistreated…or isolated. Furthermore, nations would think twice about attacking it. There is a potential problem, however, besides the horrible name.

“What will you do with the citizens who already live in the lands you claim?” Rakel asked.

Farrin’s stoic demeanor cracked just long enough for Rakel to witness a short-lived frown. “Enslave them, of course.”

It took all of Rakel’s self-control to keep from recoiling. The idea sickened her so much her stomach churned and her throat ached.

“They will serve us—as we have been forced to serve them for years,” he continued, as if this plan was natural. “I was instructed to visit you today to ask you to join us. Though we have begun with Verglas, we mean to expand and create more than one such country. You are the true queen—the eldest child of the royal family. If you join us, you would be the legitimate ruler.”

“If I were queen, could I order the freedom of all regular civilians?”

“No,” Farrin said, his fingers twitching. “My leader would never allow it. Too much blood has been spilled for them to be forgiven.”

So much for the true queen. Rakel uneasily tugged on her magic, seeking its cool reassurance. “I see.”

Oskar was right. The invaders were truly evil. They were brutal to innocents; they planned to enslave others, and she didn’t believe for a second that they were in Verglas to claim territory. To begin with, Verglas was the least vicious in their treatment to magic users—particularly since she had been born. It was no longer a death sentence to be born with powers. Magic users were still horribly mistreated, yes, but on the entire continent, Verglas was among the least wretched. It made no sense to begin with Verglas—which would further alienate the other countries.

Farrin poured a red drink from a silver pitcher into a goblet and offered it to Rakel.

“No, thank you,” Rakel murmured.

I know better than to take sustenance from the opposition. Also, not five minutes ago you told me no one believed I existed, and now you want me to be queen? They cannot possibly care about lands or ruling. There is something this Chosen Army wants, and it’s here, in Verglas. What they really want to come out of this meeting is for me to stop opposing them.

She kept her face still, as if it had been carved from ice. “I regret to say I must decline your offer.”

Farrin, who had taken the goblet for himself and sipped from it, blinked. “You do not wish to be the monarch of a country that is rightfully yours?”

“That is not my concern. What I cannot—and will not—agree to is the proposed treatment of the civilians.”

Farrin’s air of tranquility evaporated as he leaned forward. The pressure with which he loomed over her made Rakel certain he was a very powerful magic user. The planes of his face hardened, and his eyes were sharp as knife blades. “If the rumors are correct, your own parents cut you off from the outside world. You were denied your birthright and exiled. You were attacked in Vefsna after repelling my army. You wish to let these kinds of people go unpunished?”

Rakel filed away his admission that he knew she was attacked—she would have to tell Captain Halvor there was a spy about. “If we attack them and force them into the savage treatment we encountered, we will be as bad as they believe,” Rakel said.

“You are an idealist.”

She chuckled. “Hardly. I am perhaps as hard-hearted and unforgiving as you. But if we reverse the roles, nothing will change. Civilians will still hate us, and we will hate them. Additionally, I cannot stand the thought of allowing another human to be imprisoned as I have been. Quite frankly, that reflects poorly on your organization.”

“It seems we are at an impasse.”

Rakel stood and spoke in a voice as frigid as a blizzard. “Perhaps, but I will be clear. If even one of your men sets foot on this mountain, I will come for you, and I will crush you.”

“Your words are brave, considering you would face an army of magic users,” Farrin said, his eyes glittering dangerously.

“Yes, but you forget. It is my country you stand in. Though I do not rule its people, I certainly rule its land. Good day to you, Colonel Graydim,” Rakel said. A bit of her anger got the best of her and kicked up the wind, sending snowflakes spiraling through the air. It snapped her cloak, making it fan around her as she glided from the tent.

Rakel scowled, irritated with herself for letting some of her magic slip from her control. She stalked to her enclosed castle, barely noticing Captain Halvor and the soldiers that hovered around her. “Make certain they leave the mountain,” she barked.

One of the soldiers—Snorri, she thought—saluted, and melted into the shadows of the forest. The rest followed her past the wooden walls. She was beginning to wonder why, when she almost collided with Oskar.

“What did they have to say, Princess?” he asked.

“Ugly, unacceptable things,” she grimly said, pausing at the entrance of her castle. She looked back to see Farrin standing just outside his tent, watching her. “After today, if there is even a sign that one of their soldiers has been on any part of Ensom Peak, I wish to be notified. Immediately.”

“Yes, Princess,” Captain Halvor said.

“So you will not join them?” Oskar asked.

Rakel turned to Oskar in surprise.

The attendant shrugged. “It was not hard to guess. Much of their army is composed of magic users, and you are a magic user.”

She stalked into her castle. “I will never side with them.”
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Rakel was walking to the library—intending to reshelf her book on flowers—when she passed a window and saw a pack of children giggle and run around the courtyard. She froze, copying the stillness of one of her ice sculptures as the children tumbled past. They spotted her through the window and stopped long enough to give her short, choppy bows and curtseys. Next, one child dropped snow down another child’s back, and they were off, racing around the corner of the castle.

Rakel placed the book on a sideboard and rerouted for the shortest path outside. When she slipped out of a side door, the sun was bright, and a whisper of a breeze stirred the chilly winter air. Normally, this would amplify the stillness of Rakel’s castle and home, but so many people meandered in and out of the grounds, Rakel wondered if this is what a festival felt like. Why, there must be at least twenty people present!

She set her back to a castle wall and watched—with clasped hands—as Gerta’s grandmother talked and chatted with another village woman, knitting mittens and scarves as they watched children careen around the snow-covered yard and ride the life-sized reindeer ice sculptures Rakel had made when winter first visited.

“Oskar,” Rakel called when the red-haired man strolled across her path, holding a book in one hand and a sword in the other.

The attendant smiled. “Good morning to you, Princess. I trust your morning has been pleasant?”

“It has. Please explain why the number of castle residents has jumped significantly.”

Oskar twitched his shoulders up and down in a shrug. “If I had to guess, I would say it’s a combination of the open gate and your heroics.” He gestured to the wooden gate, which was tied open.

Gerta and Kai, crammed on their sled, flew down the roof of a lower ice building and landed in a large pile of snow.

“I am not convinced such trivial acts would make this significant of a difference,” Rakel said, watching the pair climb from the snow with rosy-cheeked grins.

“Saving their home was not a trivial act, Princess,” Oskar smiled. “Although, it might also have something to do with the villagers knowing you won’t side with the invaders.”

“Oskar—there you are,” a soldier shouted, waving his hand in the air as he passed through the courtyard. “I thought you might be in the library—books pull you like fat calls to cats—but you weren’t there—Princess.” He threw himself into a deep bow, but not before Rakel recognized him as the snowshoe/almost-killer soldier.

“Princess, please allow me to introduce you to Knut, one of your loyal guards,” Oskar said. He kept his voice so light and genuine, Rakel almost doubted her memory.

She glanced at Oskar and caught him eyeing the soldier, his face a cold mask of warning. When he realized she was watching, the expression flickered, and he smiled again and nodded at her encouragingly, knowing what he was asking of her.

“Good day, Knut,” she said.

“It sure is, P-Princess,” Knut said, offering her a weak grin. His smile was crooked thanks to a gap between his front teeth, but he had pleasant and easy manners that, she supposed, gave him an extra dose of charisma. He struggled to swallow, but with obvious effort, he planted his feet and asked, “Did you two hear about the Chosen scout?”

“No. What happened?” Oskar asked.

“Snorri caught sight of one halfway up the mountain. He’s telling the captain now, but I reckon the meaning is clear: they won’t leave us alone.”

“Princess,” Captain Halvor said. He approached her with one of his soldiers—Snorri, she thought. “May we speak in private?”

“A scout was spotted on the mountain,” Rakel said.

Captain Halvor gave Knut a disapproving glare. “Yes.”

“They will try to take the mountain again?”

“Most likely.”

Rakel nodded and watched the children play in the courtyard. Her vow to refrain from saving another village had weighed on her mind since her meeting with Farrin. The children playing in her castle didn’t deserve enslavement…but neither did those who grew up in other parts of Verglas. In a way, she was thankful Farrin sent his snooping scout. Now she had an excuse.

But, if she was honest with herself, she wasn’t going to throw herself against the Chosen just because they were carrying out evil acts. It was also because she fostered a deep-seated hope that maybe, if she was heroic enough, the citizens of Verglas would see beyond her powers and welcome her.

“Captain, if I were to use my…talents, do we have a hope of casting them out of Verglas?” Rakel abruptly asked.

“Yes,” he said without a moment of hesitation.

“Very well. If that is so, I wish to go to war. What do you advise?”

A smile—the first smile Rakel ever saw him wear—spread across the captain’s face. “I prayed for this day, Princess.”

“Thank you. I hope I am not too late.”

“Never, Princess,” Oskar said, shaking his head in mock disapproval.

“Knut, get Aleifr and the Fyran elders,” Captain Halvor said.

“The captain has been planning this for days,” Oskar said, winking at Rakel as he escorted her inside. “Is the library a suitable place to meet, Halvor?”

“Yes. Snorri, go to my quarters and retrieve my map—”

“I already have many maps—of the continent and Verglas,” Rakel said.

Oskar sighed wistfully. “Yes, I envy your collection.”

“The first step will be to build a war council. Our supplies and numbers are limited. After we are organized, we need to concentrate on freeing additional troops,” Captain Halvor said. (He was not about to be distracted now that his hopes were coming together.)

“They didn’t slaughter our soldiers?” Rakel asked.

Captain Halvor shook his head. “They killed many, but they took great pains to capture troops.”

“They probably want fighting slaves,” Oskar said grimly.

Captain Halvor bowed his head in acknowledgement.

“Very well. Where is the nearest place in which our soldiers are being kept?” Rakel asked as they entered her library.

“There is a garrison not far from the foot of the mountain. Here.” He pointed to a map she brought to him and then paged through others, searching for a different one.

Oskar, meanwhile, strolled past the shelves. “Did you enjoy all the books, Princess?”

“Yes.”

“Even though it seems like most of your collection is nonfiction?”

“There are a few collections of fairy tales, but in truth I enjoy informational books the most. I employed many of the methods outlined in the architecture books when building this castle, and I was grateful for the knowledge the history books imparted.”

“I’m glad.”

“Here. Namsen, another village, is between Vefsna and the enemy garrison. You will probably wish to clear it first, but I doubt you’ll encounter much opposition. The real difficulty will be the garrison. My soldiers and I can—”

“No,” Rakel said.

Captain Halvor blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“Neither you nor your men will accompany me while I fight. Once I push the garrison out, you are free to reclaim the Verglas soldiers, but I will not allow anyone to stand with me while I fight.”

Captain Halvor scowled.

“It’s not wise to fight alone, Princess,” Oskar said, his voice gentle.

Rakel knew his words were wise…but the garrison was so close to the mountain that if she studied her geography, she could possibly manipulate a partial avalanche. The last thing she wanted was for Oskar and Captain Halvor, who had treated her with something akin to kindness, to see what she was capable of.

If they do, they’ll know how unnatural I am.

“I am aware my demand is risky.”

Captain Halvor snorted.

“However, it is the only way I will face the garrison.”

Oskar and Captain Halvor exchanged glances. The captain flattened his lips in displeasure, but Oskar clasped a hand on Halvor’s shoulder. “She is the princess,” he said.

“After taking out the garrison and reclaiming Verglas soldiers, where do we go?”

“Our end goal should be Ostfold—the capital. It’s been occupied for several weeks, and it has a large number of Verglas soldiers,” Captain Halvor said, pointing to the dot that marked the map.

“And my brother,” Rakel said.

“Yes.” The amount of care and studied nonchalance the good captain could put on one word was incredible.

“I agree we must free Ostfold as swiftly as possible, but shouldn’t we open up other pockets first?” Oskar asked.

“Yes,” the captain repeated—this time with relief. “There are several settlements and fortifications we should take out first. Depleting them will make it harder for the enemy to regroup and try to recapture Ostfold, if they are so inclined.”

“I see,” Rakel said.

Knut stomped into the room; another soldier—a younger man with a ruddy complexion and easy smile—followed in his wake. “I’ve brung Aleifr, and the elders have been notified. What next, Captain?”

Captain Halvor smiled—miraculously—a second time. “We go to war.”


Chapter 5
The Robber Maiden


“You are certain all the Verglas soldiers are in those four lean-tos?” Rakel asked. She had defeated Namsen with ease an hour or two ago.

Snorri—her guide to the Chosen’s garrison—spoke, his words quiet and indiscernible.

Rakel hesitated. “Could you repeat that?”

Snorri spoke again, his words still mumbled. Normally Rakel would take this as a sign of fear of her, but the man rarely spoke at a regular volume.

“Speak up, Snorri. A badger gargling a mouthful of bees would sound clearer than you,” Oskar said.

Rakel eyed the pair, but when Snorri spoke, this time she could understand him. “The guards are changing, so no one of Verglas is working. When they aren’t working, they are kept in the lean-tos.”

“Thank you. You two should return to help the efforts at Namsen,” she said.

“Are you so anxious to ditch me, Princess?”

“Oskar.”

“As you wish. Come, mumbler. Let me hold your sleeve, or I will lose track of you. Why can’t you make noise and leave tracks like a normal man?” Oskar sighed as Snorri led him away.

Rakel watched—she wanted to be certain they left—until they had disappeared from sight for several long minutes. She flicked her fingers, and snow rose off the ground and covered her dark blue cap and her green dress, coating her in white and making her much harder to discern among the snowdrifts.

Sufficiently camouflaged, Rakel—giving the garrison a wide berth—crept around to the other side, putting her much closer to the lean-tos that housed the captured Verglas soldiers.

She glanced up at the mountain, feeling for the deepest pockets of snow. She dared not touch the top of Ensom Peak—it was the tallest mountain of the range and housed the most snow—but a third of the way up the mountain, there was a promising pocket of snow that, with a little prompting, would serve as a small, controlled avalanche.

She mentally traced its path and double-checked her predictions as she started calling up her magic. Using the avalanche would make for an easy win, but it would be difficult. She couldn’t let the snow get away from her, or it might flood a village, and she had to be careful to sweep Chosen soldiers away—not to bury and suffocate them.

“It can’t be more difficult than building an ice-castle,” she murmured. She set her shoulders and took a deep breath.

Now.

Rakel’s magic leaped to life with the ferocity of a windstorm. It swirled in her veins and twined around her fingertips.

Under her direction, ice wrapped around the lean-tos, strengthening them and sealing them from snow but leaving gaps at the top for air. The earth rumbled, and a wave of white snow rushed down the mountainside.

Some of the invader guards and sentries gaped at the storm of white gushing at them like water. The noise summoned additional soldiers from the barracks. A few tried to run; others began to climb the walls of their temporary buildings, but all of them yelled when the snow hit them. They yelped in confusion as the snow buoyed up, pushing them to the top instead of burying them. Rakel watched with satisfaction as most of the garrison was swept away in the river of snow, which carried them out past the foothills and dumped them a fair distance away.

Rakel boxed in the weapons and supply storehouses with walls of ice—no sense wasting weapons that could arm Verglas soldiers—and fought the rushing snow to keep the buildings standing, even the ones that several enterprising Chosen soldiers had taken refuge on.

As the snow settled and the avalanche subsided, Rakel sauntered towards the encampment, hardening the snow under her, so she would not plunge into the drifts that were now well over her head.

A young man—probably in his late teens—stood on the building closest to her. His copper-colored hair stood up like a patch of weeds, and he waved his arms and stared at Rakel with great concentration.

A storm cloud formed above Rakel, and rain began to pelt her face.

Rakel stared at the magic user and wondered if he was that stupid or if he was just inexperienced. Judging by his baby face, she suspected it was the latter, but she almost felt bad for him when she fed his storm and made it bigger and bigger.

When it spanned a mile, Rakel brushed raindrops from her face and flicked her magic, pulling the temperature of the storm down, turning it into a stinging snow.

The young magic user gawked at her in dismay, his regret clear when his lips formed the vowels of “Oops.”

Rakel smiled and funneled the snowstorm over the few remaining Chosen soldiers.

“Bluff!” one of them shouted.

“Sorry,” Rakel’s opponent said.

Rakel shook her head and flicked ice off her. She splayed her fingers, and a wave of snow tossed Bluff from the roof. She made a slide of ice and sent the young magic user down it. He jolted and spun around as it carried him far away from the garrison, off to join the rest of his compatriots.

She saw the slide throw him into the air one last time, then he disappeared from view. She barely had enough time to raise an ice shield when she noticed the first arrow.

Five arrows stuck the wall, quivering and digging almost all the way through. Rakel hissed when she inspected the barbed heads. If she was serious, so were they. Deadly serious.

Rakel dismissed the storm—it took more concentration to keep it running than it was worth—and flung snow into the soldiers’ faces. She was about to start cornering them with spikes of ice when a loud yodel echoed down the mountain.

“WOOOHOOO!”

A young lady who appeared to be a little older than Rakel—perhaps in her late twenties—zoomed down the thick layer of snow on a tiny, red sled. As she whooped, the sled launched her precariously into the air, making her dark brown hair levitate. She kept her seat, and the sled landed, taking her surging past Rakel and towards the soldiers.

“I’d move if I were you,” she called as her sled hurtled her straight up to one of the buried buildings. The soldier standing on it gawked at her, missing his chance to flee. When the sled smacked into the roof, the woman flew into the air and crashed into him.

“That was a thrill,” the woman said, peeling herself off the stunned soldier. “A fast ride and a soft landing—how perfect! It was even better than riding a water serpent. Thank you, soldier, for your worthy sacrifice,” she said, bowing to the mostly unconscious soldier. She brushed off her pants and smiled when she caught Rakel’s eye. “You, there, beautiful lady. You must be the fabled Princess Rakel?”

Beautiful? That is such a poor lie it must be a joke. Rakel warily eyed the woman’s unusual wardrobe—she had never seen any of the village women wear pants—and collected a chunk of her magic. “I am.”

“I, Your Highness, am Phile Silver-Step—the Robber Maiden. I am here to offer you my services.”

Noticing one of the soldiers had recovered and was nocking an arrow in his bow, Rakel threw a boulder-sized snowball at him, flattening him. “If you mean to rescue me, allow me to assure you it is not necessary.”

“Of course not,” Phile said, sounding scandalized. “You are a strong, independent woman—or I wouldn’t offer you my services. I choose not to reward sniveling girls who make no attempt to rescue themselves—you don’t want to reinforce such behavior, you know.” She made big gestures and held an oddly shaped dagger in her right hand, which she stabbed when she wanted to make a point.

“No, I don’t,” Rakel said, snapping her wrist.

A Chosen soldier shouted in dismay when the arrow he was trying to load froze to his crossbow.

“Don’t worry. I will teach you about it later—you’re sure to come across many sniveling girls in your campaign for Verglas. I imagine they’ll snivel extra when they see how pretty you are. King’s earwax—your parents must have been a gorgeous couple. But, enough! For now, I will reassure you that I am an ally!” Phile spun around and parried a blow from the soldier she had previously knocked over. Her dagger glinted in the sunlight as she leaned into him.

Rakel couldn’t watch the fight; too many of the soldiers had recovered from the avalanche and the shock of meeting the Robber Maiden. She concentrated on subduing them and pulling them into the deep snow where they floundered.

A soldier yelped like a puppy. Rakel saw Phile’s opponent drop, his hands covering his eyes.

“Behold, the powers of Foedus—fear its ugliness,” Phile crowed, holding her dagger up as she launched herself from the roof and landed on her sled, which took her careening off to the next roof. “Try to corral them together, Your Highness—then we can take them captive,” Phile shouted.

“I doubt they will be inclined to do so after you just shouted the plan for all to hear,” Rakel said.

“Regardless of whether they know our plan, do you honestly think they can counter your powers?”

“I see your point,” Rakel said. She drained the avalanche snow away until the snow crust was just a little deeper than it had been before she had arrived, and the doors of the buildings could be opened and closed.

The Chosen soldiers abandoned their rooftop posts and ran towards Rakel with sabers and pikes raised.

Rakel, in response, melted the snow, then froze it again so it formed ice thick and slick enough to skate on. The soldiers slipped and fell.

“Very precise work,” the self-proclaimed Robber Maiden said as she darted past them. She bailed out of her sled to avoid crashing into a building and leaped onto the nearest soldier.

In five minutes, the girls had the soldiers rounded up. Rakel encircled them with walls of ice twice the height of the tallest soldier and too thick for any of them to break through.

“What a pleasurable fight. Our opponent was not savory, but you are highly skilled with your magic. It is a joy to behold,” Phile said, drawing closer.

When inspected from head to toe, Rakel could see that Phile was a concoction of loud colors and foreign notions. She was not from Verglas, for her skin was a warm shade of olive. Her dark-colored hair was pulled back into a wild ponytail and covered with a brilliant, red kerchief. She wore white linen pants tucked into brown boots, and a thick, red coat the same shade of red as her kerchief. As Rakel watched, she slipped on a pair of white, leather, fleece-lined mittens.

“Thank you,” Rakel said, tilting her head to study her from another angle. It was possible this was a trap, and Phile was sent to attack her. “Are you a magic user?”

“ ’Tis a shame, but no. I was most disappointed as a child when I realized it was so. I am as I said—a Robber Maiden. My mother is the venerable Leonia, the famed leader of the biggest gang of thieves in Baris—the Dishonorable Knaves,” Phile said, twirling the tips of her hair. “I am also the bearer of Foedus—the world’s ugliest dagger,” she added, holding the weapon out for inspection.

Foedus was indeed ugly. It was shaped to resemble a bizarre, misshapen insect, with the cross-guard serving as the head, and the blade—which was unusually straight on one side and curved on the other—jutting out from the bug’s head like a massive horn. If the shape wasn’t bad enough, the bug had gaudy green jewels for eyes, and the grip was wrapped in repulsive reddish-orange leather.

Rakel twirled her fingers, chipping away at the ice enclosing the Verglas soldiers in the lean-tos as she studied the unusual girl. Nothing about Phile made her wary, but she found it hard to believe the skilled fighter just happened to find her. “And why should I trust you?”

Phile folded her arms and twirled her oddly shaped dagger in spite of her thick mittens. “I thought you might ask that, so I gathered a token when I visited Ostfold. You see, I came to Verglas because of you.”

Rakel blinked. “Pardon?”

“Well, that’s not the whole truth. I never much cared for countries invading other countries, so I came to bother the Chosen troops a bit, but then I intercepted a communication from one officer to another. They were requesting additional troops to come north because they suspected they would soon be facing you—the famed Princess of Isolation and the Monarch of Winter, Princess Rakel,” she said as she started digging through her coat.

“I was isolated because of my magic. I hardly think that would make you want to meet me.”

“It did, actually.”

“You don’t fear me?”

“Why would I? Back in Baris, Six-toed Ori can hit the center of a target, blindfolded. My mother can jump from three stories and land without breaking a bone or slowing down. How is that any different from manipulating snow?”

Rakel was about to open her mouth to tell her exactly how different it was when Phile slipped something shiny out of her jacket.

“Here you go. Here is my token of loyalty,” she said, handing the object over.

Rakel stared at the mirror shard, which was as big as her thumb and dagger sharp. “What is this?”

“I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s important. The leader of the Chosen forces—Tenebris—and three of his underlings each have one…or had one. I swiped this one from the illusionist, Kavon,” Phile said.

“It’s magic based,” Rakel said, holding the shard in her hand and feeling the slippery, oily presence of another power. The surface was too warped to study, and the shard was too small to use for anything magic related, but Rakel could feel the pulse of a foreign magic.

“Yes,” Phile acknowledged. “But it seems to be more of sentimental value than useful. I followed Kavon around for two days to confirm he never used it for anything. In any case, I thought it might help you learn why the Chosen are attacking Verglas.”

Rakel raised her eyebrows. “You don’t think they’re here to take over the country?” she asked, her estimation of the young woman rising.

“It’s a flimsy cover of an excuse.” Phile shook her head. “There are countries much riper for the plucking than Verglas. They’re here for a concrete reason, not for wish-fulfillment.”

Rakel narrowed her eyes and studied the Robber Maiden, tapping her ice powers. They cleared her mind with a crisp gush. Oskar and Captain Halvor can decide if she is trustworthy. Although, I do not think she will harm me. “I agree,” Rakel said as she removed the last bits of ice blocking the lean-tos. “Would you mind telling your findings to the head of my guards?”

Phile tossed Foedus in the air and caught it. “Not at all.”

“Excellent. I suspect he will be along shortly.”

The freed soldiers peeked out of the lean-tos, their nerves and unease clear in the way they eyed Rakel.

Rakel fixed her posture and addressed them. “I am Princess Rakel—daughter of King Ingolfr and his Queen Runa, sister of King Steinar. You have been freed, but the battle for Verglas has just begun. Captain Halvor will arrive soon, and he will see to your needs.”

Phile strolled up to the nearest bunch of soldiers. She cocked her head and twirled her ugly dagger. “No cheering or celebrations?”

The Verglas soldiers murmured to one another.

“Not even a bow?” Phile asked.

No one moved.

“Ingrates,” Phile pronounced.

A lean-to groaned and creaked a warning as it started to collapse.

“Look out!” Rakel shouted, throwing her arms out in front of her. Her ice magic roared, and a thick shell formed—sheltering the soldiers as the lean-to caved in.

When the last board fell, the freed soldiers ducked out of their icy shelter.

Rakel cringed—she had been hoping to avoid them seeing much evidence of her magic.

The soldiers, surprisingly, did not puff up in anger or fear. Instead, they solemnly stared at her, making her uncomfortable.

Phile approached Rakel and slapped her on the back. “Good show.”

“Princess.”

Rakel’s shoulders almost slumped with relief. “Captain Halvor, please…deal with your new recruits.”

“Certainly.” Although the captain agreed, he planted himself by Rakel and eyed Phile.

“Ah, this is Phile Silver-Step.”

“The Robber Maiden,” Phile added.

“Phile, this is my advisor, and—for all general purposes—the leader of whatever troops I am with: Captain Halvor.”

Captain Halvor bowed.

“I like this one,” Phile said, looking the gruff soldier up and down.

“Is Oskar coming?” Rakel asked.

“With the Fyran villagers, yes,” Captain Halvor said.

“Excellent. Let me know when you want to see the captives.”

He perked with interest. “Captives?”

“It was Phile’s idea.”

He raised his eyebrows and gave Phile a second, appraising glance. “I will seek you out once the soldiers have been assembled and organized. If you’ll excuse me, Princess.” Rakel motioned him away, and he strode towards the soldiers. “Who are the highest ranking officers? Report in!”

Phile whistled. “He’s certainly easy on the eyes.”

“Easy on the eyes?” Rakel repeated as she made for the abandoned encampment.

“Fun to look at,” Phile said, hurrying after her. “What are you doing?”

“I’m testing the structural integrity.” Rakel placed a hand on a building and flooded its exterior with ice, testing the strength of its support beams and searching for cracks.

Phile folded her arms behind your head. “You’re moving your encampment from Ensom Peak to here, aren’t you?”

Rakel refrained from answering and moved to the next building.

Although she was originally against it, Oskar and Captain Halvor managed to brow-beat her into approving the move of Fyran to the garrison’s camp. Oskar said Fyran wouldn’t last without her. No one would send it any supply shipments as she was the only reason there was a village so high up the mountain.

Rakel had tested half of the buildings when Phile whistled again. “And here comes another strapping lad. My, oh my. The scenery you have!”

Rakel looked back to see Oskar leading a caravan of Fyran villagers.

“Princess, well done!” Oskar said, tugging on a line of reindeer. “You can hardly tell a battle was held here. The villagers will be glad to use the buildings. Are they safe?”

“As best as I can tell, although I have not seen to all of them.”

“I will tell them. If you’ll excuse my manners, who is your lovely new acquaintance?”

“Phile Silver-Step, the Robber Maiden. Phile, this is Oskar.”

Oskar took Phile’s hand and kissed it. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Phile. I am the princess’s attendant.”

“I’ll bet,” Phile said.

Rakel observed the interaction with some confusion. Oskar’s manners were always pleasant and warm, but he usually kept a proprietary distance…at least he did with her.

“Snorri, the captain has you scouting the enemy for their reaction, yes?” Rakel asked, stepping around the pair to address the inconspicuous scout.

Snorri nodded.

“Good. I tried to dump them over a mile from here, where the foothills end. Please be careful; I slickened the path back to dissuade them from returning.”

Snorri saluted Rakel, mumbled something, and loped off, leaving Knut and Aleifr.

“You did a tidy job, Princess. Right, Aleifr?” Knut asked. His voice didn’t shake, and he even grinned at Rakel—surprising her with his growing bravery.

“Ah, ma’am!” the younger soldier stammered when Phile leaned into his personal space.

“I’ll give it to you, Your Highness, you have excellent taste. Did you surround yourself with a multitude of handsome men on purpose, or was it merely good fortune?” she asked. Her close scrutiny made the already ruddy-faced Aleifr turn crimson.

“I do not care what kind of physical features my allies possess,” Rakel said.

“If I ever start a robber gang like my mother did, I’m going to follow your example and give entrance only to handsome men. I mean, a girl could get used to all of these wonderful muscles.” Phile reached out, as if to measure Aleifr’s biceps with her hands.

“Please refrain from molesting Verglas soldiers and civilians,” Rakel said, “or you will soon rival me for most uncomfortable presence in the country.”

“Princess Rakel!”

Rakel was almost knocked off her feet when Gerta and Kai threw themselves at her.

“This is so exciting!” Gerta said.

“It is the first time either of us have been off the mountain,” Kai reported. “It is much flatter than I thought it would be.”

“But it’s so pretty!” Gerta added, burying her face in Rakel’s waist.

“Well now, who might you two little angels be?” Phile asked with a dashing smile. (As soon as her attention was diverted, a relieved Aleifr snuck away.)

“I am Kai.”

“And I’m Gerta! Rakel is our hero.”

“Gerta!” a woman hissed. She stalked up to Rakel and the children, her hands clenched.

Rakel’s hackles rose, and she drew up her shoulders.

“Gerta, control yourself and apologize,” the woman ordered.

“Why?”

“Because you are hugging a princess!” The woman performed a sweeping curtsey. “Please forgive my ill-mannered child and her friend, Princess. It seems I gave birth to a barn animal.”

Phile released a great gust of laughter.

“There is nothing to forgive. I am glad for their informality,” Rakel said as the children giggled.

Beyond her stood Gerta’s grandmother and a pale-faced woman who stared at her in horror.

“Oh, mother!” Kai said, releasing Rakel. He ran across the ice, slipping and sliding. “Come meet the Princess Rakel,” he said. His mother offered Rakel a curtsey, took Kai by the hand, and led him away.

As he trooped after her, Kai looked back and waved farewell, wilted.

Gerta’s mother sighed. “I worry about that one,” she said.

“Why?” Phile asked.

“Her husband died in the war, and she has no other relatives besides little Kai. Me and my husband try to look out for her, but she is a fragile thing… Oh, but forgive my prattle, your majesty—and my impudent offspring. I am Inga. It was my mother, Hilda, that you saved. If you have need of food, or a seamstress, please seek me out. It would be an honor to serve you.”

Rakel opened her mouth to refute the lady, but Oskar intervened. “As much as I hate to interrupt your conversation, Princess, it is unavoidable. What structures have you tested and found true?”

“If you’ll excuse me, Mistress Inga,” Rakel said.

“Of course, Princess,” Inga said, curtseying again. “Gerta, come.”

“Goodbye, Princess Rakel,” Gerta said, skipping after her mother.

“Farewell, Gerta. This way, Oskar.”

“Thank you, Princess.”

“Yes,” Phile said. “A most excellent retinue.”
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“She trounced me, sir,” Bluff said, scooting his chair closer to the fire grate. “She didn’t just use my own magic against me; she swallowed it up whole. She’s real good, probably just as skilled in her powers as you are. She might even be better. She’s just as beautiful as the rumors said she was, too!” Bluff ended the sentence with the sigh of a lovesick fop.

Farrin Graydim tapped his fingers on his desktop. “How intriguing.”

“That she’s so beautiful?”

“That she’s skilled.”

Bluff adjusted the blanket in which he was swaddled so it covered his head. “Maybe her parents made her learn.”

“No. Rumors say she was locked up in an effort to smother her magic.”

“Then she must have practiced on her own.”

“But how? All the free-study in the world shouldn’t get her to that sort of skill level.” Farrin rubbed his eyes, trying to blot out the horrific practices he was subjected to. Someone must have taught her. Either that or Bluff—blinded by her considerable beauty—is overestimating her. Skill like that comes only with incredible diligence or great darkness.

“Either way, it won’t matter. Even if she’s brilliant, she won’t ever beat you,” Bluff said, sipping a hot cup of tea.

“That’s not what you said a moment ago.”

Bluff scoffed. “She might have more power and skill, but all the magic in the continent couldn’t beat you. You can hold your own against just about every one of us in the Chosen army—especially one-against-one.”

Farrin raised an eyebrow. “Your enthusiastic image of me, while flattering, is not practical,” he said dryly.

Bluff flushed and scuffed his boot on the ground. “I’m sorry, sir.”

I need to be more moderate, Farrin thought. He’s barely more than a cub and appears to be a poor judge of humor. Or maybe I’m just that frightening.

Farrin traced his scar and recalled his confrontation with the princess. She didn’t fear me, and I suspect she is every bit the idealist Bluff is. It’s a shame. If she keeps fighting us and does not flee, Tenebris will… He planted an open hand on his desk. “Next time she is seen in battle, our foremost goal is to capture her—alive.”

“Yes, sir!”


Chapter 6
Forging Friendships


Rakel shut her eyes and tossed a snowball from her palm, throwing it in a random direction. She spun, opened her eyes, found the snowball, threw wrist-thick icicles at it—obliterating it midair—raised an ice shield to catch the remains of the snowball, and then crushed the loose snow with a second slab of ice.

She checked the tightness of her braid—it was coiled in a bun today—and studied the dusting of snow that remained of the snowball. My aim is improving, although tossing and hitting more than one snowball will be the real test.

Dawn crawled over the horizon, making the snow glow orange and scaring off the extra chill of the night. Rakel’s practice area was a fair distance from the encampment. She took pains to practice early in the morning when the villagers were too busy to wander off. She suspected that, in spite of her assurances to Oskar and Captain Halvor that she was embarking on a morning walk, Snorri or one of the other scouts shadowed her—but they had to be watching from a distance, as Rakel had purposely chosen a flat area with no outcrops or shrubs to hide behind.

She closed her eyes and, using her magic, flung a dozen snowballs in the air. She opened her eyes and shattered the snowballs with icicles, then crushed the falling snow between slabs of ice. She hit all twelve snowballs.

Rakel allowed herself a moment of satisfaction before closing her eyes and repeating the process—this time with twenty snowballs. She hit all of the targets but did not catch every flake of the falling snow. Her magic stretched and romped under her control as she flexed her fingers.

“That was pretty impressive!” Phile crowed.

Rakel jumped and made a spear of ice. When she saw who it was, she discreetly tossed the spear aside, where it cracked and shattered into tiny pieces.

“Thank you.” Rakel clasped her hands together and pressed them against her stomach. Though the Robber Maiden had done nothing suspicious, she still hadn’t earned Rakel’s trust. She was far too friendly.

“No, I mean it. I think the Dishonorable Knaves could rob a king if you worked with ’em,” Phile said, following the trail of light footprints Rakel left. “Do you mind if I join you? I could always use practice tossing daggers at moving targets.”

She is mad. Who would willingly wish to be subjected to magic? “I fear I have just finished,” Rakel lied.

Phile sighed and leaned against the life-sized horse snow sculpture Rakel had made as her warm-up. “That’s too bad. It’s a pretty thing to watch you work.”

Rakel furrowed her brow in disbelief.

“It is,” Phile insisted. “It’s like a leaping deer—no, that doesn’t properly describe your abilities. Hmm…seeing you work your magic is like, like watching a wolf sing. That’s what you are, a little wolf!”

“I suppose it is appropriate,” Rakel said. “Wolves are creatures to be feared.”

Phile rolled her eyes and set her gloved hands on her hips. “You are too dreary. Has anyone told you that? Why do you cast yourself and your magic in such an ill light?”

“Because society has placed us there.”

“Society is a horrible source,” Phile snorted. “Besides, it seems so natural when you wield it. What does it feel like?”

Rakel blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“What does it feel like to wield magic?” Phile tested the sturdiness of the snow horse and then wriggled on its back so she rode it. She leaned over its neck and propped her chin up on her arms. “You’re the first magic user I’ve officially met—though I observed a bunch of those stuffy Chosen officers. So, what is it like?” She wore an open, earnest expression, and her dark-colored eyes were bright with curiosity.

I…I think she really wants to know.

Rakel crouched down and picked up a scoopful of snow with her bare hands. She let it trickle through her fingers as she thought. “I suspect the feel of the magic is unique to each individual. Mine is cold and crisp. It can be sharp when I need it to…and occasionally overwhelming.”

“Like ice and snow. That would make sense. Is that all you feel when you handle magic?” Phile asked, inching forward on the snow horse.

“No, it’s only the flavor of the magic. Handling magic itself…you’re aware of something you shouldn’t have, but you do. When I draw upon it, it’s like a wild animal that grows tame because it sees me. It knows my secrets, wishes, and fears…and it allows me to move and wield it as I will. It’s like a hundred feathers brushing every part of me, but it also is like a thousand fangs, waiting to descend.”

“It sounds much more personal than I imagined,” Phile said. “I thought it was something you just used—like your eyes or your sense of smell.”

“No. My magic is always there, but it’s not so integrated. It can calm and reassure me. My sense of smell can’t do that.”

“It sounds beautiful,” Phile said, her words edged with wistfulness.

Most times, I think it is.

“As stuffy as the Chosen are—the name, it’s so awful!—they have a point,” Phile continued. “Those with magic really are gifted.”

Rakel snorted before she realized she was doing so.

“I mean it—or everyone would have magic. It’s an opportunity given to a few, to see how they will use it,” Phile said. “I’m glad that you love your magic so much. That is what makes you so good at it, and so powerful.”

“I do not love my magic,” Rakel forced the words from her mouth, though they tasted of lies. I cannot let the truth be known, or I’ll be feared even more!

“Right. In any case, I thank you for your honest answer,” Phile said, sliding off the horse. “Are you all finished practicing? Because I won’t lie, since I don’t have magic, fighting with yours is about the closest I’ll come. And I suspect it will be a pretty good substitute. So, could we spar?”

Rakel checked her braid again just to give her something to do to cover her shock. “Why do you wish for magic?”

“Because I see beauty and the possibility to love others, where the rest of the dunder-heads on this continent are blinded by their ignorance.” The Robber Maiden smiled with her whole being, making her hair and skin glow with the power of her feelings.

“Very well,” Rakel said, giving in. “You said you wanted to practice on a moving target, yes?”

“Yes! This is so great—we’ll have bonding time every morning during our sparring sessions!”

“I beg your—every morning?”

“Don’t think I didn’t figure out how you creep away and practice in secret. If we’re going to face the Chosen together, I’ll have to get used to working with your magic.”

“I did not agree to a daily practice session,” Rakel said stiffly.

“Oh, soften up. We’re friends! That’s what friends do in times of war—or when they’re training to rob a king.”

“I am not going to rob a king!”

“That’s fine, as long as you practice daily with me.”

Rakel was filled with the mad desire to reach out and strangle the frustrating thief. Phile, as if she knew her thoughts, gave her a sly smile and winked. “We’re going to have such a beautiful relationship, Little Wolf.”

Disarmed by the affectionate nickname, Rakel stared wide-eyed at her. Eventually a small smile cracked her features. “If I am a wolf, you are a weasel.”

“An ermine would be a kinder term, and no, that’s Oskar—though at first I wanted him to be a marmot. Marmots are so cute!”

“Why not a marmot, then?”

“Because he’s too cunning. The night I arrived, he cross-examined me so thoroughly, that handsome captain of yours had only a single additional question for me. Talk about protective. Now, throw some snowballs, Little Wolf! It isn’t long until breakfast, and I at least want to begin the long tradition of glorious practices.”

Rakel hesitated to show her magic for a moment. I should…no. She called my magic beautiful, and she feels genuine. She pushed aside her nagging fears of worry and judgment and threw a snowball into the sky, making Phile whoop with joy.
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“Makes me sick, seeing her walk around. As if she was like us!”

Rakel hesitated in the shadow of a temporary building.

“Not so loud, Unnr. Someone might hear you!”

“And who cares if they did? She looks evil, with that bone-colored hair and them dark eyes. Must have broke our queen’s heart when she realized she gave birth to a monster.”

The voices drew closer, but Rakel found she couldn’t move. The words held her like a hunter’s trap.

“She’s reclaimed a number of villages and outposts.”

“Because Halvor and that attendant hold her leash. Mark my words, one of these days she’ll turn on them and ravage us all. And then where will we be?”

“That pants-wearing Baris girl, shameful as she is, could off her if that happened. And the monster spends most of her time surrounded by young, capable soldiers—they could put her down, too.”

“Beauty does tame the beast,” snorted the abrasive woman. Several other ladies joined her chuckle.

“Unnr!” another woman scolded, although she also joined the laughter.

When the village women—four of them—turned the corner and found Rakel standing square in their path, they fell silent. Three of them shrunk with fear, but one woman—a tall, gruff female—puffed up like an angry cat.

No one said anything, although the cold wind tugged at their clothes and wraps.

Rakel clenched her teeth to keep her chin from trembling as she stared at the village women. Her magic stirred angrily, but she pushed it down, instead trying to recall the captivating warmth Gerta and Kai gave off when they hugged her. She forcibly turned her stiff body and started to walk away.

“Do you think she heard us?” one of the women whispered.

“Only proves I’m right. She’s more animal than human.”

Rakel forced herself to keep walking. She didn’t think of where to go; she just wanted to get as far away from them as possible.

Must have broke our queen’s heart when she realized she gave birth to a monster.

Rakel’s throat ached, and her magic thrummed at her fingertips as the woman’s words rambled through her mind like a bad dream.

“Rivers flood your home, Oskar! You’re doing this on purpose.”

“Of course not! That would be pretty despicable, don’t you think?” Oskar’s voice was warm, jovial, and heard easily above the grunts and thuds that accompanied training.

Rakel made her way to the practice field numbly—hoping her curiosity would drown her thoughts—as Oskar, Aleifr, Snorri, and Knut drilled the villagers who had volunteered to fight.

Oskar was in a display sword match with Aleifr, and it sounded like he was getting the best of the younger man.

“But even if I was intentionally aiming for that spot, if a person hits you in the exact same place for eight consecutive matches, perhaps you should pause and think. Do you have a deficiency of defense in that area?” Oskar asked.

“I don’t! You just focus your strikes there,” Aleifr complained.

“Nonsense! I would never do anything so cruel. Well, if you don’t believe it’s a problem with your form, maybe it is what you eat. Do you have a mineral deficiency?”

“A what?”

Whack!

“Oh, look at that. I’ve won again!”

“OSKAR!”

“Point,” Snorri said—the equivalent of a forceful yell for him.

Knut raised a finger and addressed the recruits. “Oskar just demonstrated a time-tested tactic: distraction. A distracted enemy is an enemy half-beaten. Of course, the enemy will be much more difficult to divert than Aleifr. He has a mineral deficiency, after all.”

“I do not!”

The pain in Rakel’s heart eased a little as she watched the light-hearted exchange. She almost jumped when Oskar spun around and spotted her.

“Princess, welcome to our training grounds—though I must beg you forgive the foul-smelling swine for their odor,” Oskar said with a bright smile.

“You are one of the foul-smelling swine, Oskar,” Knut said.

“I didn’t know you were so well versed in combat,” Rakel said.

“To call me well versed is generous, but I do have a decade or so of practice.” Oskar admired his wooden practice sword, and then tossed it to a villager.

“Was it required for your post as attendant?” Rakel asked, wondering if she really wanted to know the answer to that question.

“Not at all. It was sheer boredom that propelled me to first pick up a sword. Once I ran out of books to read, I had little else to do besides join my cohorts in their practices.”

“I see,” Rakel said. The new recruits watched her with big eyes and drew closer to her. She cleared her throat and said, somewhat awkwardly, “I thank you in advance for your service.”

“Oh, it’s our pleasure, Princess!” A big man—the blacksmith of Vefsna—said.

“It’d be a poor reflection on us if we sent ya into battle alone all the time,” another recruit from Namsen chimed in.

Rakel was so shocked by their manners—a big change compared to her poisonous encounter with Unnr and her friends—that she could only stare at them, baffled by the unexpected kindness.

“Princess!”

“Princess Rakel!”

Gerta and Kai performed half-hearted bows and then scrambled for her hands. “Princess, Phile says she needs to see you, ‘immediately,’ ” Gerta said.

“Did she say why?” Rakel asked. Seeing the Robber Maiden was a double-edged sword. Rakel’s unwanted practice sessions with Phile had taught her that Phile was skilled in combat and an asset to bring when raiding villages; however, her small talk was mortifying.

“She said, ‘it is greatly important to your mission, and you must come with an open mind and an eye for art,’” Kai recited.

Irritation flooded Rakel, causing the air around her to drop in temperature. She just wants to search for the most handsome man in the camp again. “Come, Gerta, Kai. Let’s see what your grandmother is doing.”

“What about Phile?” Gerta asked.

“She’ll survive.”

“Gerta, Kai! You found her!” Phile shouted. “Your timing couldn’t be better. We have important business to discuss.”

Rakel sighed. “Phile.” She greeted the Robber Maiden with a stiff nod.

“Don’t you give me that. Come!” Phile said, throwing an arm over Rakel’s shoulders.

The nonchalant gesture almost made Rakel stumble and fall. Besides Gerta and Kai, no one touched her, so the unexpected contact felt strange, but very warm—much like Phile herself.

“What are you doing?” Rakel asked as Phile dragged her away.

“Taking you away so we can discuss our business. Thank you, children, for finding her!”

Recalling Phile’s usual definition of “business,” Rakel pressed her lips together in disdain. “We cannot possibly have anything to discuss.”

“Of course we do.”

“I think I’ll come with you,” Oskar said, falling in line.

“We are, too,” Gerta decided.

Kai launched himself at Oskar’s back. “Yeah!”

Oskar coughed and veered unsteadily until Kai clambered into a more secure position on his back. “So a friendly outing, is it? Where are we going?” Oskar asked.

“To the barracks,” Phile said. “There’s a soldier who has a gorgeous—”

“There are children present,” Rakel hissed.

“Naughty princess! I was going to say dagger. I wanted to compare it to my own lovely,” Phile said, her hideous dagger appearing in her hand, which happened to be uncomfortably close to Rakel’s throat.

Oskar eyed the unusual dagger. “Exactly where did you purchase…”

“Foedus,” Rakel said.

“Yes, Foedus,” Oskar finished.

“Foedus was given to me by an old man who told me—with his dying breath—to avenge his daughter’s death at the hands of a pirate,” Phile said in a hushed tone.

“You told us your father brought it over the Chronos Mountains in a camel caravan for you when you were little,” Kai said.

“Right. Back to the dagger!” Phile said, ignoring the implied accusation. “If I can squirm the maker out of him, I’m confident I can steal one for myself.”

“Couldn’t you just buy it?” Rakel asked.

“Where’s the fun in that?”

“Stealing is wrong,” Gerta announced, “as is lying.”

“Right you are, youngster,” Oskar said.

“I particularly want you to see the dagger, Rakel. I think you’d look flashy with a similar weapon,” Phile said, dragging Rakel towards a temporary pole building. “It could be a sign of our friendship.”

Rakel saw her chance to place some distance between her neck and Foedus when she spotted Captain Halvor making his daily rounds. “Captain!”

The captain reviewed the unusual group, his eyebrow raising. “Princess. Animals.”

“It’s better than swine, I suppose,” Oskar said.

Rakel shrugged Phile’s arm off her and once again stood with humble poise. “Don’t you think it is time we discuss our next move? Since occupying this encampment, we have recovered two additional villages. What village is next?”

Captain Halvor again studied Rakel’s company.

Please. Please join us. In spite of her propensity to ogle the captain, Phile seemed to hold him in great respect and would curb her mischievous tongue and—more importantly—refrain from carelessly swinging Foedus around in his company.

“If you will enter my quarters, we can discuss it,” he said.

Relief invited Rakel to relax the stiff set of her shoulders. “Of course. Gerta, Kai, I apologize, but I must ask you to wait outside.”

“Do we have to?” Gerta asked.

“Yes. This is not a conversation for children.”

“We’re almost grown up,” Kai grumbled.

“I hope not,” Rakel gravely said.

“Will you play with us then, Phile?” Gerta asked.

Phile crouched in front of the children and gave them a lopsided smile, making her white teeth flash against her olive skin. “While the sentiment that I have not grown up is charming, I also must attend the meeting—I help with battle tactics and information gathering.”

Gerta and Kai, not quite taking Phile’s word, looked to Rakel, Oskar, and Captain Halvor for confirmation.

“She’s right, children. Phile is nearly one of the princess’s inner circle,” Oskar cheerfully said.

“I do not have an inner circle,” Rakel said.

Phile brushed off her knees and stood up “Sure you do! We’re the ones you trust.”

That is not entirely decided. Rakel turned back to Gerta and Kai. “I will find you when the meeting has finished, and we can feed the reindeer. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Princess,” they sighed.

“Come on. If we help Grandmother, maybe she’ll tell us a story while we wait.” Gerta led the way with Kai moving in her shadow.

Rakel dusted off her wool skirts and slipped inside after Phile and Oskar.

The captain—a man of sparse desires—shared his quarters with Oskar—who was prodigiously clean—so their room was neat and in better order than the library in Rakel’s ice-castle. It possessed several wooden chairs, a table, and two perfectly made cots.

Captain Halvor unrolled a detailed map of the area and lay it out on the gouged, rickety table. “The princess has managed to efficiently and effectively free a number of small encampments. She has secured us extra supplies and soldiers with short battles and no losses; it’s a wonder.”

Rakel studied him through narrowed eyes. “However?”

“It is time we take on a bigger target,” he said. “If Ostfold is our end goal, we will not survive by merely freeing rustic villages. We need a fortified town in a strategic location that will help us regain the capital.”

“It’s a good strategy. What location did you have in mind?” Phile asked, flipping Foedus across her knuckles.

Captain Halvor pointed to the map. “Glowma.”

“Why Glowma?” Oskar rubbed his chin and considered the map. “It’s a large trading town, and it does have walls, but I don’t think many Verglas soldiers are being held captive there.”

“It’s not a strategic location for us; it’s a strategic location for the Chosen,” Rakel guessed as she stared at the map.

Captain Halvor nodded in approval. “It’s their closest fortification to Ostfold. If we take it back first and hold it, their troops will have to come much farther to reach us when we reclaim the capital.”

“This battle will be different and, I am sad to say, more difficult than our previous skirmishes. The scale of the city is much larger; a greater number of Chosen soldiers are stationed there, and there will almost certainly be more magic users. The princess will have to be careful if we want to leave the city standing. It might hinder the use of her magic,” Oskar said.

“We have enough of a force that we can support her, and I’ll dispatch scouts to map out the city and find strategic locations,” Captain Halvor said.

“Excellent! I volunteer to go,” Phile said.

“As predicted,” Captain Halvor said. “You, Snorri, and Aleifr will infiltrate Glowma as a team.

“No,” Phile said.

The captain blinked. “No?”

Rakel was also surprised. “Why not? Normally male company is enough to swindle you into any task.”

“Perhaps, but for this trip, you must come with the other scouts and me.”

Rakel stared, dumbfounded. “Me?”

“Yes.”

“Absolutely not,” Captain Halvor growled.

“While I appreciate that you are trying to involve the princess, her skill set lies more in offensive action than spying,” Oskar delicately said.

“She doesn’t need spying abilities. She’ll be with me.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Captain Halvor said, the ridiculousness of the Robber Maiden’s request pulling more words from him than normal. “If the princess is captured, we will not be able to amass a rescue. She is our army, our sword, and our shield. Without her, all will be lost.”

“Then I’ll just be sure not to lose her,” Phile said.

“There is no reasonable argument for taking the princess with you, I’m afraid,” Oskar said.

“None,” Captain Halvor echoed.

“Of course there is. She needs to learn the layout of the city,” Phile said.

The revelation hit Rakel like an avalanche—not because Phile was right, but for other, more troubling reasons.

“All that means is that you’ll have to take extra care to scout well,” Oskar said.

“That is the duty of the scout,” Captain Halvor dryly added. “You’ll be going with Snorri and Aleifr, or I’ll pull you from the task.”

Rakel flattened her lips and considered the argument. “Phile does raise a valid point.”

“Princess?” Captain Halvor sounded scandalized as he swung his gaze to her.

Rakel settled her shoulders and said, in a very quiet voice, “I’ve never been anywhere near a city.”

Everyone was silent for several long moments.

“I don’t know what sort of layout they have or what kind of things are in them,” she continued. “I was able to get by with the villages because they are so small I can see the entire thing at a glance. But a city with walls? I can’t even begin to think of what the streets resemble.” Her voice faltered, and she fell silent.

Phile’s shoulders heaved. “The exile—it was that bad? You—” she started and stopped. She shook her head and glared at Oskar and Halvor. “And you two just stood by and watched?” She spun around and left the room, slamming the door shut with enough force to shake the temporary building.

Rakel watched her go, shifting uncomfortably.

“Fret not, Princess. She’s not mad at you,” Oskar sighed.

“Surely she’s not mad at you,” Rakel ventured.

“Partially, and I can’t say I blame her for it,” Oskar said.

Captain Halvor shuffled his maps in silence for several awkward, weighty moments. “I’ll go with them. Phile, Snorri, the princess, and I can scout Glowma,” he said.

“You may as well include me. I can’t let you have all the fun,” Oskar said. His smile was worn and thin.

“I apologize that it’s necessary,” Rakel said.

“You have nothing to be sorry for, Princess,” Captain Halvor said with a surprising amount of feeling.

Rakel awkwardly nodded and rested her hands on her skirts. “Will that be all for this meeting? I assume this means you’ll be forced to adjust your plans.”

“I’ll need a few hours. We can discuss the changes with Phile tonight,” Captain Halvor said.

“Very well. Thank you, Captain Halvor, Oskar.” Rakel looked to each man in acknowledgement and then burst from the room, fleeing the dreary atmosphere. Her abrupt exit from the building sent several soldiers lurching away. When they uneasily eyed her and offered her stiff bows, Rakel drew up her shoulders and chin, clasped her hands together, and held them in front of her as she glided away.

My first look at an actual city will be a scouting mission. It’s not the introduction I would have chosen, but not even two months ago, I didn’t think I would ever see outside the walls of my castle. Thinking of the weather magic user and Farrin Graydim, Rakel lifted her gaze to the sky. Even so, I hope I don’t meet another magic user while we’re scouting. It would put our mission in jeopardy, I’m certain.


Chapter 7
Scouting


The night Halvor selected for their scouting party was cold and clear—the kind of night on which Rakel ached to use her magic because the moon would light up snowflakes and ice with the brilliance of gems.

Oskar studied Glowma with a tilted head and furrowed eyebrows. “How will we get inside? The city is built on a hill. They’ll see us coming long before we arrive.”

Rakel fussed with the leadline of her reindeer—the group had traveled in reindeer-pulled sleighs—and relinquished it to Aleifr. “I cannot tunnel us in. The snow is but a few inches thick.”

“You could do something like that?” Phile asked.

Rakel twitched her gray cloak into place so it no longer grappled for her throat and wished she had said nothing. “Yes.”

“How would you get in, Snorri?” Oskar asked.

Snorri shrugged and said something to the ground.

“The city was built for trade—not war or occupation. There are no wall walkways or watchtowers. The only viewpoint in the city is the municipal building,” Captain Halvor said. “There are patrols around the walls, but we can avoid being spotted if we time it right.”

“And what? Scale the walls with our teeth?” Phile snorted.

Captain Halvor eyed the Robber Maiden but had the self-control to refrain from saying anything snippy. “In addition to the large gate, there are a number of smaller ones built for city residential use.”

“They won’t be guarded?” Oskar asked.

A rare bit of anger flashed in Captain Halvor’s placid exterior. “If you two would give me sufficient time to explain, we could be inside by now.”

Rakel studied the city—which wasn’t more than a wooden structure on the horizon. Thinking of Farrin’s revelation about his spy among them in Vefsna, she asked, “You’ve got an inside man paid to open the gates?”

“Yes,” Captain Halvor said, brushing snow from his pants.

“I expected better of you, Halvor, than depending on a cliché like that,” Oskar said.

“The whole point of a scouting mission is to avoid catching attention,” Captain Halvor growled. “If we don’t move, we’ll miss the appointed time. Aleifr, tend to the reindeer!”

“Yes, sir,” Aleifr saluted.

Rakel followed her companions as they hustled to the city, occasionally darting behind embankments when they saw the glow of the patrolling guards circling the building.

“Aren’t you freezing?” Phile asked, staring at Rakel’s clothes. She wore a light blue Bunad and a dim, gray cape.

Phile, on the other hand, was swaddled in cloth and wore at least two scarves, fur-lined boots, and the thickest mittens Rakel had ever seen.

“It’s not that cold,” Rakel said.

“The sun is down. Yes, it is very cold,” Phile growled. “You have snow bear blood flowing in your veins.”

“Silence,” Captain Halvor snarled, darting the remaining distance to the small supply gate. He rapped a strange pattern on the doors, and they swung open. “Hurry!”

Rakel checked to make sure the hood of her cape covered her moon-bright hair as she followed Oskar inside.

Captain Halvor’s man closed the doors behind them, and Rakel got her first glimpse at the innards of Glowma.

While Rakel’s books and written records had described the average dimension and architecture style of houses and buildings, there was so much it hadn’t prepared her for. The air smelled of smoke, manure, and hay, and it was so loud. Even though most of the city was sleeping, store signs creaked; a cat yowled and knocked a bucket over; a group of men laughed several streets down; and a goat bleated.

The books also failed to mention all the dirt, Rakel realized as Captain Halvor led her past a pile of garbage. And the smell. It took most of her self-control, but Rakel managed to keep the majority of her attention on Captain Halvor and took in the sights as they ghosted up a small street sandwiched between the backend of stores.

Phile patted her on the shoulder and smiled in reassurance. When Rakel stared at her, the Robber Maiden glanced up ahead, threw an arm around Rakel’s shoulders, and dragged her—by the neck—into an alleyway, nearly stabbing her in the face with Foedus.

A squad of Chosen troops turned a corner and marched down the lane. Rakel and Phile ducked, crouching among barrels, blending in with the shadows. Captain Halvor, Oskar, and Snorri were nowhere to be seen. The soldiers stopped, the ring of torchlight falling just short of their barrels.

“Come,” Phile breathed into Rakel’s ear.

“Are you mad?” Rakel hissed, peering between the barrels. She was treated to the sight of a Chosen soldier scratching his bum. “Where are the others?”

“They ducked into the other alley. If we steal away now, that handsome Captain-Mother won’t be able to catch up.”

Rakel tugged the brim of her hood. “And what are you proposing we do?”

“You need a better assessment of the city than what your nursemaids are going to give you. Come on,” Phile said, sliding away.

Rakel could see why Phile could call herself the Robber Maiden. Even though she wore at least five layers of clothes, she moved like a shadow—quiet and stealthy.

Rakel hesitated for a moment. What if this is a trap?

Phile gestured for her to follow.

Indecision gnawed at Rakel as she studied Phile—who, she was beginning to realize, had wormed her way past Rakel’s icy interior defenses. Rakel momentarily shut her eyes to collect herself, and then slowly eased away as the soldiers lingered. When she crept from the alleyway, Phile twirled Foedus and flashed her a white grin.

“Perfect work, Little Wolf,” she whispered. She grabbed Rakel by the hand and dragged her along, weaving between closed-up stores. “Right now, we’re in the business section—few people live here, and no one has bothered opening their stores since Glowma was taken,” Phile said. “Still, you don’t want to sacrifice this area if you can help it. People make their livelihood here.” She spoke a little louder now that they were farther away from patrolling soldiers.

“As I shouldn’t throw my magic around in the residential area, using these stores as the place to make my stand might be my only choice,” Rakel said, frowning as she took in the high roofs. Some were thatched, and others were pitched steeply to encourage snowfall to slide off, which was unfortunate. She had been hoping she could boost some of the Verglas soldiers onto the roofs to pick off enemy soldiers.

“You’re forgetting the municipal buildings—though there is only one big one,” Phile said. “And, of course, the barracks.”

“It’s not just the Verglas citizens I wish to spare,” Rakel said.

Phile rolled her eyes. “You are the most righteous hero I’ve ever met—and I’ve seen quite a few!”

“I am not a hero.”

“ ‘Course you are.”

“No, I’m not,” Rakel said.

“Of course you are. Who else would rescue a country that has scorned them? Certainly not villains. It’s this way.”

Phile darted up streets, leading Rakel through the darkened maze of Glowma. A smile as thin as the first ice of winter settled on Rakel’s lips as they left the business area for the residential section, and she was given a chance to see how the city residents lived.

It’s bittersweet, she thought as she lingered in front of a home littered with child-sized sleds. Previously, I couldn’t fathom what I was missing. Now…I’m starting to understand.

When Phile prowled up to a house, Rakel halted. “I’m not breaking into a residence.”

“We’re not breaking in. We’ve got an invite.”

Rakel was as still as a glacier. “You know the owner of this house?”

“Yep! And they know you,” Phile said, pointing to two small wooden carvings—a reindeer and a snowflake—that hung from the door frame on brightly colored ribbons.

“Of course they know me,” Rakel sighed as she drew closer. “I am the scary story parents use to manipulate their children into going to bed early and eating their vegetables.”

“Not these people, and not anymore.” Phile rapped on the door in an uneven pattern.

The door opened a crack, admitting a large eye and a bushy eyebrow. “Phile? That you?”

“Yngvarr, you scamp! Let me in; it’s horrid out here.”

“You are still as carefree as ever. Come in, come in!”

Phile stomped inside, and Rakel cautiously followed her, keeping the hood of her cape up.

“Sit down and pull up a chair,” their greeter, Yngvarr, said. He was a large, gruff man—broad chested and hairy. His chair creaked when he sat down with a thump.

Seated with him were a man and woman. The woman was well dressed and handsome, if not a little broad-faced. Their host’s other guest was an older, distinguished-looking gentleman who was long and thin like a crane, but boasted a deep smile and laughter wrinkles on his face.

“The gent on the right is Tryggvi. He is—was—Glowma’s constable. Pordis is the Glowma leader of the merchant guild. Friends, allow me to introduce the Robber Maiden—and her companion.”

Rakel stood in the shadows, but Phile thumped across the room like an old friend.

“Merchant guild? I like the sound of that.” Phile considered the title as she lowered herself into a chair. “The name’s Phile—and that’s my friend, Kel.”

Rakel raised her eyes to the rafters and allowed herself a small headshake at Phile’s terrible attempt to hide her name.

“Greetings,” Tryggvi—the city employee—said. His smile was tired and worn, but his eyes were kind. “What brings the famed Robber Maiden to Glowma?”

“Sight-seeing, of a sort,” Phile said.

Rakel listened to Phile’s response, but she mostly stood like a tree stump and studied the cheerfully lit house, eyeing the carved knickknacks, the winter gear—skis, snowshoes, and ice saws—and the few children’s toys that dotted the room.

“You’ve picked a poor time to do it,” Pordis snorted. “Everything is shut down—Chosen’s rules.”

“The Snow Queen will come,” Yngvarr said, drawing Rakel’s attention.

The who?

“I would not blame her if she did not.” Tryggvi tapped his fingers on his knobby knees. “But the truth is, if we don’t get the invaders thrown off us soon, we’ll start running out of food in a few weeks.”

“Why?” Phile frowned and propped her boots up on a footstool. “Did Glowma residents fail to prepare for the winter?”

“No, but the Chosen leadership is demanding a food tax.” Pordis scowled. “And even then, we might have lasted if they would let us leave the city to trap, hunt, and ice fish. But they insist we remain under full shut-down. I’m impressed you slipped past their guard.”

Phile removed her mittens and one of her scarves. “I’ll tell Princess Rakel of your plight. If she’s moved, she might come rescue you.”

Rakel stared at Phile. That cheeky, manipulative—I don’t need to be convinced that Glowma should be purged!

Their host stroked his bushy beard. “You really know her, then?”

“ ‘Course! I told you last time I visited that she was my dear companion.” Phile frowned and eyed him as she pulled Foedus out of thin air.

“Don’t you look at me like that, Silver-Step. If you did every little thing you claimed, you’d be a legend by now.”

“You mean to say I’m not?” Phile asked, sounding scandalized.

Rakel held in a wolfish grin, enjoying Phile’s outrage.

“You’re playing in a war-torn country whose only hope is a magic-wielding princess cast out of the royal family over a decade ago.” Pordis rubbed the beads strung to her shawl. “I don’t know if you could ever compete with such epic makings.”

Rakel clasped her hands together so she wouldn’t clap and point at Phile. The Robber Maiden’s face scrunched, like she had been forced to eat an entire barrel of pickled fish.

“Yah,” their host said, adding a log to the crackling fire. “These days, most folks hold the thought of the Snow Queen close to their hearts.”

“Who?” Rakel closed her mouth with an audible click, irritated that her curiosity popped the word out of her mouth.

“The Snow Queen, my dear.” Tryggvi’s thin smile grew gentle. “Haven’t you heard whispers of her?”

When it became apparent he was expecting a reply, Rakel said, “No.”

“She’s Verglas’s greatest tragedy and last hope: the Princess Rakel,” Pordis said.

It took Rakel several moments to grasp the answer. I’m the Snow Queen? While I’ve been worried about supposed allies sticking knives in my back, the country is giving me a pretty title? Reindeer antlers—I’ll never understand them! She held in a weary sigh. Once I free Glowma and they witness my powers, they won’t be even half as friendly or wistful. Oh well.

Phile grumbled. “She’s not that amazing.”

Rakel deliberated for a moment, then drew closer to the seated companions. “Why do you call her the Snow Queen? She’s a princess.”

“There’re different sorts of royalty—the most common being those born by blood,” Yngvarr said. “But sometimes, there’s a special sort of person who’s so noble and honorable in spite of personal tragedy that they deserve the same reverence. That would be our Snow Queen.”

“I know she’s noble and honorable because we are bosom friends.” Phile twisted in her chair to glance at Rakel. She nodded to her, and then cast her eyes back on her conversation partners. “But how do you folk know she’s so good?

“You do not have to know a man—or woman—personally to know that they are good,” Tryggvi said. “We know the Snow Queen is noble, or she would stand with the invaders. No, her actions speak loud enough for the entire country to hear.”

“The title is also a result of her magic; she all but rules winter,” Pordis dryly added. “You are quite poetic considering you’re a woodsman, Yngvarr.”

“Thank you,” he chuckled.

Rakel stood in the shadows and felt like a fraud. Their estimation of her character did not make her feel any more inclined to trust—humans were too disposed towards betrayal for that—but she knew she wasn’t noble or honorable. She had been reluctant to take any action at all.

Phile abandoned her chair. “We thank you for your welcome, but I’m thawed out and ready to continue our tour, so we had best take our leave. Right, Kel?”

“I don’t know why you pretend my thoughts count,” Rakel said.

“There’s that bright nature of yours I love so much! Tryggvi, Pordis, it was lovely meeting you. Perhaps I will call upon you again, soon—especially you, Pordis. The sound of a guild interests me.”

“Take care, Robber Maiden,” the merchant said, a half-smile playing at her lips.

Yngvarr’s chair sagged in relief when he stood. “Frida is gone tending to a sick friend; she’ll be sad she missed you. Any idea when you’ll be by again?”

“Soon,” Phile said, her smile was extra toothy and almost savage. “And I’ll bring more companions with me.”

“We’ll look forward to it,” Yngvarr said, his hand on the door.

“Scouting?” Rakel murmured to Phile.

“Ah, right. I don’t suppose any of you know if there are any particularly empty parts of Glowma?” Phile asked as she put on her mittens and scarf.

Tryggvi frowned. “I can’t say I do…. The municipal building is filled to the brim—it serves as a regional headquarters for the Chosen army.”

Pordis sighed. “Merchant’s Lane is abandoned—’tis a sorry sight to see.”

Yngvarr smoothed his beard. “There’s the stables. When the Chosen first arrived, they shipped most of our horses south. There’s a few domesticated animals left, but they stay with the families that own ’em.”

“The stables, wonderful. Thank you!” Phile said in a sing-song voice. “Take care!” Yngvarr opened the door for her, and she stepped outside. “By the King’s toes—it’s wretched out here! Come on, Kel.”

Phile scurried into the street, hopping and jumping like a sparrow searching for food. “You people are crazy for living in a frozen tundra.”

Rakel offered their host a bow, then followed her. “It’s the middle of winter. I’m not sure what else you would expect.”

“The ability to feel my toes, that’s what! Come on. Let’s go get a look at the municipal buildings and the stables—they’re located near each other, and there are two gates a stone’s throw away from them. It might be a good location for you.”

Rakel fell in line with her and, in a rare moment of pettiness, took care to throw her cloak wide—unbothered by the wind that streamed through her clothes.

“You disgust me,” Phile grunted as they turned up a side street. “And if I lose my nose to frostbite, I’m going to blame you.”

“It’s not that cold. You would have to stay outside for several hours to manage that.”

“I, for once, don’t wish to test that time frame—especially as I am a delicate, Baris desert flower.”

“You have the delicacy of a wild boar.”

Phile gave a honk of laughter. “Did anyone ever tell you that you’ve got a wicked sense of humor when you allow yourself to stop worrying what people think of you?”

Rakel gathered her cape around her, a little uncomfortable with her own forthrightness. “No.”

“Well, you do. You should let it out more often—let it get some fresh air and sunshine. Though up here, you might accidentally let it freeze to death. Careful, now, we’re almost there.”

When they rounded a corner, a small courtyard opened up in front of them—which Rakel eyed with consideration.

“This is it. The big one is the municipal building Tryggvi mentioned, and it’s the one we want,” Phile said, pointing to the structure that crowned the courtyard. It was two-story, painted white, and supported by dark columns of wood. A tower jutted up from the center of the building—although calling it a tower was generous. Rakel didn’t think it was much over three stories high—the tower of her ice-castle reached much higher.

“The other buildings are just storage houses and guardhouses, if I remember correctly,” Phile said. “Well, what do you think?”

“The courtyard is a possibility. Is the municipal building used as offices or sleeping quarters for Chosen officers?”

“I don’t know. We could check it out.”

“It’s both,” a man said.

Phile leaped like a frightened cat and sprinted halfway across the courtyard, hissing as she went. Because Rakel recognized the voice, she was able to hold her ice magic in instead of blindly striking.

“Good evening, Snorri,” she said.

Snorri said what Rakel suspected was supposed to be “Princess,” and bowed.

“What is the matter with you? Don’t sneak up on your companions like that!” Phile said as she stalked back to them. “Although, that was a nifty trick. Think you could teach me it?”

“No,” Snorri said.

“Stingy.”

“You have inspected the interior of the municipal building?” Rakel asked.

Snorri nodded.

Phile fussed with one of her scarves. “Anything of interest?”

Snorri spoke but was incomprehensible.

Phile squinted. “Is he speaking another language?”

“You’re mumbling, Snorri,” Rakel said, her voice regal, but gentle.

“I found the offices of Colonel Graydim.”

It made sense that Farrin Graydim would be stationed here—it was the largest city closest to Rakel and the rebels. “Oh?” Rakel said.

“He was in it at the time. I was…”

“You were?” Phile said when he trailed off into another mumble.

“I was hoping he would leave so I might inspect it.”

“Yet he never did?” Rakel asked.

“He did, about five minutes ago.”

“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go!” Phile said, starting for the building.

Rakel moved so she could stand in the shadows. “Enjoy yourselves. I will remain here.”

Phile caught her by the wrist. “Nonsense! You’re coming with! You can help search through papers.”

“As I know nothing about the work you are about to do, my presence will not aid your mission. I will be a hindrance,” Rakel said, standing firm.

“Yes, but you could spy out the building. Get a feel for it and all of that.”

“To fight indoors with my powers would be a stupid thing. I hope I have the good sense not to do so,” Rakel said.

“Gah, you’re too smart tonight. Fine, do you know why you are going to come? It is because your handsome guard and charming attendant will be quite upset with me if I leave you here alone. I wish to remain in their good graces, so your presence is required.”

After a moment, Rakel realized she was right. Captain Halvor would attach a chain to Rakel if he knew she had wandered around alone, and even Oskar’s civil temper would be tested.

Rakel allowed Phile to start pulling her along. “We cannot stay long. It is too risky,” she warned.

“Don’t you worry none. You’re with a pair of professionals!” Phile said. She almost wiped out on a patch of ice.

“The confidence you inspire is astounding,” Rakel said as they reached the building.

Snorri held a finger to his lips. He pried a shutter barely open, peered inside, then opened it entirely.

Rakel gazed curiously into the room. It was in chaos, with bedrolls piled in the corner and papers stacked on every surface.

Phile—in spite of her abundance of clothes—hopped onto the windowsill and slithered in with ease.

Rakel, unsure if she could copy the physical feat, hesitated. When Snorri cupped his hands together and crouched, it took her a moment to realize he intended to give her a boost. “Are you certain?” she asked. If he did as he offered, he would have to touch her—something that repulsed everyone except for Gerta, Kai, and Phile.

Snorri nodded.

Rakel reluctantly reached out, placed a hand on his shoulder, and stepped onto his hands. She was impressed he didn’t flinch at the contact, and he hefted her up as if she was made of air. She sat on the windowsill and slipped inside. Snorri followed her with a nimble leap.

“This is where they house their colonels? It’s not much to look at,” Phile said as she poked through the papers.

Snorri fastened the shutter. “This isn’t Farrin’s office. His is on the second floor.”

“Oh. Lead on, then,” Phile said, dropping the papers.

Snorri eased the door open and peered into a hallway. He beckoned for them to come with him and slipped from the room.

Rakel and Phile followed him down the plain hallway, their boots adding to the watery puddles left from previous patrols. They entered a stairwell and were about to go up it when a door banged above them.

Phile dragged Rakel to the underside of the stairs, pushing her into the crates and barrels of supplies stored there.

Rakel held her breath.

The staircase creaked under someone’s treading feet. Her heart pounded in her ears as a soldier cleared the last step and strode past them to get to the door.

Snorri held his hand up, motioning for Rakel to stay where she was. He and Phile ventured forward.

“It’s safe. Hurry,” Phile whispered after peering up the staircase.

Rakel abandoned her hiding spot and hurried after them, doing her best to be quiet. At the landing, Snorri again eased the door open. He waited a few moments and then led the way, tip-toeing down the hallway. He tried a doorknob of a door halfway down the hallway; it was locked.

Snorri backed up, and Phile stepped in. “Please, allow me.” She knelt and pulled several strips of metal from her scarves. She peered at the lock and got to work, expressionless in her concentration. After a few long moments, she smiled, and the door clicked. “I love my work,” she said, sighing happily as she waltzed inside the room.

Rakel followed her with Snorri on her heels. He shut and locked the door behind them and turned his attention to a ledger.

Phile pawed through a stack of loose papers, crowing with happiness. “I’ve got correspondences with some of his superior officers here. Talk about the perfect source!”

Rakel circled the room, taking in his spare uniform that hung on a hook, his neatly folded bedroll and supply pack, and the careful order with which his papers were stacked. Only one ornament—a tiny wolf sculpted in jade—occupied a space on his desk.

There’s nothing about this room that would make you suspect a colonel of a bloodthirsty army sleeps here.

She turned to the desk and paged through a set of papers Phile and Snorri hadn’t gotten to yet.

“King’s curses,” Phile said. “They’re going to attack our encampment.”

Rakel was at her side in a moment. “When?”

“Two days from now,” she said, her eyes scanning the paper.

“Bring the orders with us,” Rakel said.

Phile shook her head. “Best not. If possible, I would like to hide our little visit.”

“You think a man as meticulous as this isn’t going to notice that his papers have been moved?” Rakel asked, gesturing to his creaseless uniform.

“We’ll put them back, no trouble. I’m an old hand at this sort of thing, and something tells me Snorri is quite skilled in it as well.” Phile grinned at the quiet soldier.

Snorri ignored her and kept paging through the ledger.

“Farrin has magic,” Rakel said, studying the wolf sculpture.

“I would think so. He’s highly ranked in an army that values magic users above everyone else,” Phile said, studying a new paper.

“Do his papers give you any idea of what it might be?”

“No, they’re all work orders and supply lists. Why, are you worried?”

“I would feel more confident if I knew where his powers lie,” Rakel grimly said.

“I wouldn’t worry about it. You walloped that other mage like he was a bug.”

“Because of the type of magic he had. If Colonel Graydim has another magic—for example, the ability to manipulate fire—we will be much more evenly matched.”

“Or maybe he can manipulate water, in which case you can grind him under your heel like wheat chaff,” Phile said, flipping the paper over.

Snorri mumbled.

“What was that, dear?” Phile asked, glancing at him.

“The colonel’s magic is a speed boost,” Snorri said. “He can move faster than any man—faster than your eye can track, even.”

“How do you know this?” Rakel asked.

“Some of the soldiers you freed from the garrison faced him on the battlefield before they were captured. They said he’s a master swordsman—as good as a knight—but his speed is so superior to all, he can take on five men in a moment,” Snorri said.

With Rakel’s taciturn temperament, she knew she had no right to judge, but she never thought Snorri was capable of speaking so many words and in such a clear tone. Oskar would be flummoxed if he knew.

“Ugh. Sounds rough,” Phile said. She glanced up from her paper long enough to study Rakel with a troubled expression.

“I should be able to beat speed, but it will be difficult if I’m fighting an entire army at the same moment,” Rakel said.

“How can you match him? If he moves, and you don’t raise your magic in time, you’re sunk. No disrespect meant, Little Wolf.”

“Perhaps, but no matter how fast you run, slick ice will shatter your balance,” Rakel said. “If I can keep him away from me, I should be able to corner him eventually.”

“Smart girl…” Phile trailed off, her eyebrows pinching together as she read the paper.

“What is it?” Rakel asked.

Phile hesitated. “It’s about—”

“Shh,” Snorri said, raising a hand.

The trio fell silent as they heard two sets of footsteps thud down the hallway. Someone knocked on the door. “Colonel? Are you in there?”

“Bunny said he was checking in on the patrol leaders,” a second voice said.

“Yeah, but I thought I heard someone in there.”

“Do you need the reports that badly?”

“Mmm, probably. But it’s no trouble. He gave me a key.”


Chapter 8
Fleeing Farrin


Phile scrambled to put the papers on the desk back in order, and Snorri flung open the window shutter.

“Out,” he whispered.

“We can’t! Rakel will break her neck. We’ll have to make a stand,” Phile hissed as the voices continued to murmur outside.

“We must leave,” Snorri hissed.

“Taking out two soldiers is a much better choice than jumping out a window, breaking our bones when we land, and getting caught due to our injuries. Yes, the Chosen will be alerted that there were intruders, but it’s better than getting injured and captured.”

Rakel ignored the whispered discussion and poked her head outside. The street was abandoned, and all the shutters on the building were shut snuggly, except for theirs. Rakel eyed the drop and deliberated.

Should I?

The door knob jingled.

“Darn it, wrong key,” a voice outside said.

Her heart pounded, and Rakel made her decision. She grabbed Phile by the hand and yanked her to the window. “Jump,” she ordered. She flung herself out of the window, falling like a rock. A quick thought, a snap of her magic, and a thick, fluffy drift of snow mounded up below her, cushioning her fall.

Phile snarled and followed Rakel’s example, landing next to her. “You are just as crazy as I am! Couldn’t you have summoned the snow first and then jumped?”

Above them, Snorri climbed onto the outer wall, scrabbling to get the shutter shut. He latched it with the use of a thin dagger blade, pushed off the wall, and let go, creating a puff of snow when he landed.

As everyone climbed to their feet, Rakel smoothed the snow out and blew some of it away, removing all evidence of their passage.

“See, you do have the right skills to be a spy. Now let’s move. We need to find your nursemaids and get out of here,” Phile said, grabbing Rakel by the wrist. “Any idea where they are, Snorri?”

“Halfway to fury-dom, probably,” Rakel said as they scurried across the courtyard and joined the shadows.

“I wasn’t asking you. Also, when we tell them about our findings, I would appreciate it if you left out the part about jumping from a two-story building,” Phile said.

“You don’t think it is a worthy tale that will build up your legacy?” Rakel asked.

“She wishes to see dawn,” Snorri said.

“Exactly so. Now, who wants to guess where they are?”
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Farrin Graydim halted mid-step and turned around. He was making his usual evening rounds and checking in with the patrol leaders—which was little more than a thin excuse to get a breath of fresh air—but something felt…different.

He listened, but besides the howl of the wind and the murmurs of his men, he heard nothing.

“Everything alright, sir?”

“Yes.” Farrin turned north and narrowed his eyes. “You said your patrols were undisturbed?”

“Yes, sir. We didn’t have any trouble.”

“Good.” Farrin started to resume his walk when he felt it again. It was barely more than a flash, like a fish diving into deeper waters, but Farrin was able to identify it: magic.

It was generally believed that wielders of magic could tell when another was using their powers. This held true for roughly half the magic-using population, but the skill and level at which they could decipher the use of magic varied.

Farrin was not gifted at detection. He could tell when magic was in use in the surrounding area, but he couldn’t usually guess who it was, and if they were out of eyesight, they were generally out of his range.

As such, the cool, minty flavor of the faraway magic came as a surprise, and even more shocking was the realization that he knew who it was. “Rakel,” Farrin said. Her name rolled off his tongue and almost made him laugh.

“Did you say something, sir?”

Farrin inhaled as he tried to pinpoint the magic’s location. “There is an intruder in the city—Princess Rakel. She is in the northern part of town. Signal to all gatekeepers to bar their doors, and whistle for backup.”

“Yes, sir!”

“If she is found, capture her—alive,” Farrin said. He pointed to two of the soldiers. “You two, with me.” He altered his path and headed for the nearest stables. Was she trying to catch them unaware? She had no idea what she was up against. Something in him hoped that—with her abilities—she would flee and blast her way out of the city. Farrin glanced north, his eyes obeying the alluring pull of Rakel’s powers. Whatever game you are playing, Princess, I will win.

He allowed himself the personal luxury of letting one corner of his mouth curl up in a barely noticeable smile. “Ready the horses. It is likely this will end in a pursuit.”

[image: ]


“Where are all these soldiers coming from?” Phile demanded. She stiffly pumped her arms like a doll as she ran, thanks to all her clothes.

“Perhaps Captain Halvor and Oskar were spotted?” Rakel asked.

“Not the captain,” Snorri said.

Phile glanced over her shoulder. Though a patrol hadn’t found them yet, it was just a matter of time. Soldiers swarmed the streets, searching alleyways and lanes steps behind them.

Phile hissed under her breath. “Get ready to use your powers, Little Wolf. They’ll catch up with us on the next street.”

The trio darted around a corner, and hands reached out and yanked Rakel back.

Rakel summoned a razor-sharp icicle, and was about to jab it behind her, when Oskar whispered in her ear, “Easy, Princess. It’s just me.”

Her heart slowed as she realized Captain Halvor had grabbed Phile, and Snorri was crouched next to him. Oskar released her, and they backed into a darkened building, swinging the door shut just as a squad of soldiers started jogging around the corner.

“That was close,” Oskar said when they had left. “I think we have just about worn out our welcome. What do you think, Princess?”

“How are we going to leave? The gates will be barricaded,” Rakel said.

“Good question. Any ideas?” Oskar asked.

Captain Halvor rubbed his chin.

“How about a distraction?” Phile asked.

“Explain,” Captain Halvor ordered.

“Our group gets as close to the gates as possible. I’ll show myself and lure the guards away, leaving everyone else free to escape.”

Captain Halvor frowned. “You’ll need backup.”

“Nonsense. I can fare quite well on my own, and if I’m captured, what can they hold me for? Darting up dark alleyways? I’m not recognizable as a Verglas citizen. They wouldn’t charge me with war crimes.”

“Your goal is to evade, not be caught. Snorri will accompany you,” Captain Halvor said.

Phile opened her mouth but seemed to think better of it. She offered the scout a smile. “I suppose I would be up for some company. Do you want to wreak some havoc with me, Snorri?”

“Captain?” Snorri said.

“If we can get out of the city, I’m confident we can evade any pursuers.”

Snorri peered outside. “The closest gate is east.”

“Excellent,” Oskar said. “Lead on.”

The journey to the gate was more frightening to Rakel than all her previous battles with the Chosen army. Footfalls seemed to constantly pursue them, and the soldiers were always just a street away.

When they reached the gate, they hovered in a darkened alleyway and observed the six soldiers guarding the barred door.

“If you can lure three, the captain and I can handle the remaining three,” Oskar said.

“Who do you think I am?” Phile scoffed. She ducked into another lane, Snorri on her heels.

A few minutes later, Phile and Snorri staggered into the main road, spilling empty barrels everywhere.

“ ‘See a city siege,’ you said. ‘It will be romantic,’ you said!” Phile declared at the top of her lungs. “I don’t know about you, but getting chased clear across a city in this horrible wind isn’t romantic—it’s plum foolish!” She kicked a barrel to make her feelings be known.

“We’ll signal the others. Go get them,” a guard said.

When Snorri threw a barrel at the closest guard, four of the six left their posts at the gate and chased after the duo.

One of the remaining two guards blew four times on a silver whistle.

“Such horrible hospitality. No wonder nobody comes here,” Phile said as she sprinted away, her scarves flapping in the wind. As soon as she and Snorri led the four guards around the corner, Oskar and Captain Halvor attacked.

Oskar took the closest guard, chopping on his raised pike with his sword. He threw his weight into the weapon and crushed the soldier against the wall. He kneed him, knocking the air out of the soldier, and then elbowed him in the spine, sending him sprawling.

Captain Halvor felled his foe with a well-placed dagger. “He’ll survive,” he said, noticing Rakel’s gaze on the wounded man as he hurried to open the giant door with Oskar’s help.

When the gate swung open, five soldiers came clattering down the road. “Halt!” one shouted.

“Run. We can’t get it shut from the outside,” Captain Halvor said. Rakel followed him outside, but stopped and waited for Oskar to get through. Just as the soldiers reached the gate, Rakel threw up her hands, and a wall of ice as thick as a human head sprang up, sealing the soldiers inside.

Oskar whistled. “Good trick.” The soldiers pounded on the unmoving ice.

“Come,” Captain Halvor barked.

They raced across the open white field, heading for the trees where Aleifr waited with the reindeer.

“Well, Princess, do you think you’ve had your fill of spying?” Oskar asked.

Captain Halvor cursed when another set of gates opened, and mounted soldiers rode through it.

“Do you honestly have the breath to waste that you can ask me questions while running?” Rakel asked.

“Twelve years, Princess. Things get really boring really fast.”

“Aleifr,” Captain Halvor hissed.

“Ready, sir,” Aleifr said, the small sleighs already turned around and ready to go. “When I heard the noise, I thought you would want a speedy exit.”

Oskar leaped into one tiny, two-person sleigh, and Rakel hurriedly sat behind him.

“Do we leave one for Snorri and Phile?” Oskar asked as Aleifr and the captain climbed into the remaining two sleighs.

“No. The Chosen will find it when they comb the woods. We fly!” Captain Halvor snapped his reins, and his reindeer lunged forward.

Between the moonlight and the light bouncing off the white snow, it was quite bright, so careening around in the middle of the night was not as dangerous as it could have been. The downside, of course, was that the Chosen army could see just as clearly and would have no problem tailing them.

Captain Halvor did his best to lose them. He stayed to the trees and wove in different directions, often leading them astray. Rakel quietly—hoping to avoid drawing attention to another display of her magic—swirled snow behind them, covering the tracks of the reindeer and sleighs. But even with this, she could tell their pursuers were catching up. She could hear the pound of horse hooves above the noises of the reindeer.

Captain Halvor scowled as he looked behind them. “Princess, I’m going to take us over a shallow ditch. When we get to that bridge, I want you to bail out and hide.”

“Won’t they expect that we’ve split up and search the forest?” Rakel asked as she nudged a drift to settle over their tracks.

“Even if they suspect it, they won’t search for a long time, giving you ample opportunity to get away. Besides, they won’t think you’ve separated as long as all three sleighs keep moving together.”

“Are things that bad?” Oskar asked.

“It’s bad enough that I won’t risk her getting caught,” Captain Halvor said.

“Why don’t we take a stand—or have the Princess cover our trail?”

“Because they’ll change tactics and track us through her magic.”

Rakel cut off all contact with her magic so quickly it made her fingers sting. “What?”

“We’re almost there. Prepare yourself, Princess.”

“But I—”

“You must do this, Princess.”

Rakel’s spine tingled with the knowledge that she had placed them all in danger. She wriggled so she hung over the side of the sleigh. “We need to talk about this, Captain.”

“If we make it, I will tell you what I know. Now!”

Rakel pushed herself over the side of the sleigh, clamping her teeth shut to hold in a yell. The sleigh was not high off the ground, and the ditch the bridge spanned was barely wider than Rakel was tall, but the fall was still a good drop. Rakel winced when she hit the ground harder than she had prepared herself for. She rolled under the bridge, swiping her cape behind her to cover her tracks—after Captain Halvor’s words, she dared not use her magic. She slid herself under the branches of a scrubby shrub and wrapped her cloak around herself, its gray color blending in with the pale shades of the forest.

Her teeth chattered and the ground shook as the Chosen soldiers thundered across the bridge. Their mounts’ tack jingled, and they whistled and called to one another.

When the bridge stopped shaking and the noise faded away, Rakel relaxed, but she didn’t move. She waited several seconds, then exhaled in relief.

I’m safe.

No sooner had the thought formed than a man slid off the bridge and landed inches from her hiding spot. “Princess Rakel, you are ill-suited for subterfuge.”

Farrin Graydim.

Rakel slipped out from under the bush and snapped her cloak, raising a fence of jagged shards of ice.

One moment Farrin stood beyond the fence. Rakel blinked, and he was on top of it and leaping down at her.

Yes, he has speed magic alright.

Rakel flicked her fingers, coating the ground with ice as she scurried backwards. Farrin took one misstep and turned it into a leap, tackling her so they tumbled to the ground.

“A fair try,” Farrin said.

Is that praise in his voice? Rattled by the thought, Rakel coughed when his long body pinned her to the ground. She shoved her palms at him.

Thick snow barreled at him, but he rolled away, evading it. In less than an instant, he tapped his magic and was back at Rakel’s side. He grasped her wrist and pulled her to her knees—not roughly, but quickly. He then crouched next to her and grabbed her other wrist.

Rakel breathed deeply and eyed him, forcing her shoulders up.

Farrin shifted, drawing a little closer so Rakel wasn’t yanked forward by his hold on her wrist. “Are you certain you are not interested in joining the Chosen?” he asked. The shattering of the silence made Rakel flinch.

“I would not align myself with the Chosen if it was my only chance at living,” she said, her chin rising.

“It may very well be. You’re strong, Your Highness, and you’re quite good with your magic, but you cannot hope to face an army of magic users.” Although his words were harsh, his slate-colored eyes were unexpectedly sympathetic.

She tried to pull away. “What do you know about my magic?” She yelped when Farrin further invaded her space so he could grasp both of her wrists with one hand.

“Quite a bit. Since you seem unwilling to kill anyone—friend or foe—I have received extensive reports.”

Rakel had to bite back a snort. He thinks I would show off my strongest magic? With all of those villagers and soldiers to see? How dense does he think I am?

“If you don’t want to join us, leave Verglas.” He held tight to her wrists, but he lowered them so they rested on his knee.

Rakel blinked. “What?”

“This land already belongs to the Chosen. You’re fighting the inevitable. Take what followers you have left and leave. With so many people—and with your royal blood—you will not be mistreated, in spite of your magic.” The planes of his face were smooth, and he spoke not with anger or aggression…but sincerity.

Rakel stared at him, confused by his freely given advice. “Why are you telling me this?”

“I would loathe to see you slain merely because you are an idealist.” Farrin boldly met her gaze. The white mark of his scar sliced across his face with stark clarity thanks to the bright moon.

“I am not—”

“You are,” Farrin said. His voice was as firm as rock, but not unkind. His eyes traced her features, like he was searching for something. “Leave Verglas. Try Farset, or Kozlovka if you must have snow.”

“I will not abandon Verglas. I won’t allow you to enslave these people,” Rakel said, her voice shaking with anger.

“It’s too late, Your Highness.” His breath was warm on her face. “Don’t throw yourself away for a beautiful dream.”

“A dream?” Rakel growled.

Farrin slid his free hand under her chin, forcing her to look at him. “A dream,” he repeated. He stared at her for several long moments—his forehead furrowed—and Rakel could see the battle raging in his eyes. He traced her jaw line with a finger before he released her hands with a sigh and stood. “Go, and—if you care for any of the people who serve you—leave Verglas.”

Rakel—unnerved by his touch—gaped at him. “You’re letting me go?” she asked, losing her studied elegance in her surprise.

“I’m allowing you to flee in honor of the care you have used when fighting my soldiers. Next time, I will not hesitate to drag you back to my camp with me.” He flexed the hand he had used to touch her face, frowned, then glanced at her. “Think over what I’ve said, Your Highness.” His black cape swirled behind him, and he was gone, carried away by his speed magic.

Rakel was paralyzed with shock for several long moments. What just happened? What could have moved him to release me? Remembering the intensity with which he studied her, Rakel shivered. She drew her cape around herself and set off in the direction the sleighs had gone.


Chapter 9
Musings On Magic


Oskar leaned back in his chair and tapped his nose. “So they’re attacking tomorrow, hmm? Do they have any reason to think we know they’re going to attack?”

“Not necessarily,” Phile said, her hands planted on her hips. “We arranged Graydim’s office exactly as it was. I’m confident he doesn’t know we visited his quarters.”

“However…?” Rakel said.

“They might change their plans because of our small excursion. It still confuses me that Graydim let you waltz on your merry way, Little Wolf.”

“I do not understand it either,” Rakel said, watching Gerta and Kai run past, dragging a patient reindeer with them by his leadline.

“We’ll set up scouts and prepare for an attack, just in case they decide to rush it. If they do not move today, we’ll set up a trap of our own tonight and catch them on their march to our camp,” Captain Halvor said.

“How can we set up a trap? They could attack from a slew of angles,” Oskar said.

“Perhaps, but there is one route that will be quickest and easiest for them, particularly if we can force them to take it,” Captain Halvor said, looking at Rakel.

“How can we—oh,” Oskar said.

“You want me to make areas impassable?” Rakel asked.

“It would go a long way to fortify our attack.”

Rakel frowned. “If you show me the areas, I will attempt it tonight.” Under cover of darkness. No sense spreading unease amongst our ranks.

Captain Halvor bowed. “Thank you, Princess.”

“Did you uncover anything else pertinent to the attack?” Oskar asked.

Snorri shook his head, but Phile spoke. “Of the attack, no. But I did learn something else.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. Farrin Graydim recently received a letter that outlined the Chosen’s intensions for King Steinar, Rakel’s brother.”

Rakel had been watching Kai race past, riding the reindeer, but at Phile’s words, she snapped to attention.

Oskar glanced at her and leaned forward in his chair. “Are they going to move him?”

“No,” Phile said. “They’re going to kill him.”

The air left the lean-to in which they were huddled, and Rakel felt disembodied.

“When?” Captain Halvor asked.

“In two weeks.”

“Two weeks? We’ll be lucky if we’re occupying Glowma by then,” Oskar said.

Captain Halvor rubbed his eyes. “It’s a troubling situation,” he said.

Phile tipped her head and frowned. “How so?”

“Because they’re working with me,” Rakel said, sensing their inner struggle. “Steinar is my little brother. If I hadn’t been born cursed with magic, the crown would have been mine. As it is, Steinar is captive, and Captain Halvor and Oskar have been acting according to my wishes. They are in an awkward situation, strung between two royals of the same house.”

“He’s your little brother?” Phile frowned. “But he looks older than you!”

“You’ve seen him?” Rakel asked.

“I spied around Ostfold and the palace a bit before joining you at that Chosen garrison.”

“I see. The difference is likely a result of war on his end and magic on mine. Steinar is nineteen. I am twenty-two,” Rakel said dryly. I wonder if Phile could tell me what he is like…

“No—you don’t look a day over eighteen!” Phile declared.

Rakel ignored the observation and shifted her attention to her closest advisors. “Once we get through tomorrow’s attack, draw up plans to rescue him.”

“Princess?” Oskar said, his forehead wrinkled with concern.

“You don’t have to force yourself, Princess,” Captain Halvor said. He hesitated. “We would understand if…”

“Steinar is the King of Verglas,” Rakel said. “I have no ambition to take over the country, nor would the people wish for it.” I’d probably get a knife in the back for my troubles.

Oskar shook his head. “But haven’t you heard, Princess? Although, with Phile at your elbow, I expect you can’t have avoided hearing it.”

“Hearing what?” Rakel asked.

“The people—they call you the Snow Queen.”

Rakel held in a scoff, but she did say, “They are romanticizing me to make themselves feel better about being rescued by a magic user. It means nothing. If you will excuse me.” She was eager to make her escape instead of mucking around such a delicate topic. She left the lean-to and approached Kai and his reindeer. “Kai, where is Gerta?”

“She’s trying to get on her mother’s reindeer. She was going to come here when she made it. She must have fallen off.” Kai scooted forward on his mount’s back.

Rakel affectionately scratched the head of the longsuffering reindeer. “I did not know reindeer riding was possible.”

“Oh, sure. My father used to ride them…before the war,” Kai’s lower lip trembled for a moment. He shook his head and looked Rakel up and down. “If we had a big bull, you could ride, too!”

“A bull, hmm?” Phile stroked her chin.

Rakel glanced at the Robber Maiden, surprised she had followed her. “Did you want something?”

“I do, actually. Let’s walk a bit.”

“Goodbye, Princess. I’ll watch for a bull,” Kai promised. He yanked on his reindeer’s leadline and clucked to it, getting it turned around. It trotted off, unbothered by the child clinging to its back.

Phile led Rakel to the outskirts of the encampment, so they were within sight but out of hearing distance.

“You seem troubled,” Rakel said when Phile folded her arms behind her head and stayed quiet.

“I’ve noticed something about you,” Phile said.

“If you’re seeking to discuss my brother, I’m going to refuse.”

“King’s beard, no! Bother your brother. This is about you. Why are you reluctant to use your magic?”

Rakel stopped walking. “What?”

“Whenever you have to do magic, you try to arrange it so the fewest people possible see you doing it. And even when you do use it, you’re slow and careful.”

“I believe you’re overestimating my abilities, Phile. Magic is born in different strengths. Some are far more powerful than others.”

“Oskar told me how your magic stopped a crossbow bolt and a dagger. If you’re fast enough to catch that, you aren’t using your full abilities when you fight.”

“My life was in danger. Of course I reacted more swiftly. Any person would react similarly,” Rakel said.

“Don’t try to fool me, Little Wolf. I’ve seen your abilities during our morning practices; I know how fast you can move. What I don’t understand is why you are fighting it. Why are you afraid to admit just how powerful you really are?”

Rakel gazed at the horizon, blinding herself on the dazzling snowfield.

“Captain Halvor told me how it was discovered you had magic,” Phile said. “You were three, and you created a blizzard in the middle of the summer that snowed in Ostfold. As a toddler. That kind of power is astronomical, especially given that a magic user doesn’t usually develop their powers until they are at least five.”

Rakel’s control cracked. “What is it you want from me, Phile? An admission that I’m as monstrous as everyone thinks? Will that silence you? Yes—I have an abundance of magic, more than any person has a right to have, and no, I cannot bring myself to hate it!”

“You shouldn’t have to,” Phile said. “I said it before: your magic is a gift.”

Rakel yipped like a dog. “A gift? Is that what they think in Baris? As beautiful as that thought is, the rest of the continent is under the opinion that magic is a curse. The more powerful a person is, the more twisted their soul. It is not a good thing that I am what I am. It is a very cruel life.”

“You cannot believe that prattle,” Phile scowled. “You said yourself that you like your powers. And who says magic users are evil? You’re not.”

“You have no idea what kind of being I am,” Rakel said. “I have a heart of ice.”

“No you don’t. You’re the girl who’s kind enough to save a village because of two kids and noble enough to free her brother when she should be the queen.”

“I AM NOT NOBLE!” Rakel shouted. What grip she had left on her control slipped, and giant spikes of ice shot out of the ground. She shattered them, steeling herself for the familiar looks of fright.

“No, you’re afraid,” Phile said. She shook her head and walked back towards the camp. “And until you accept that you are nothing to be feared, you won’t win this war.”
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Rakel was sitting alone in her simple, nearly empty room. She was perched on a stool positioned close to the fire in the fireplace, not because she wanted the warmth, but because the light it shed was comforting.

Her half-argument with Phile drifted through her mind. She is wrong. Magic is not a gift—she only says so because she isn’t cursed with it.

There was a heavy knock at the door.

Rakel stood. “Yes?”

“Princess,” Oskar said, peeking inside with his usual, generous smile. “If we could have a moment of your time.”

“We?” she asked.

Oskar stepped aside, unmasking Captain Halvor’s shorter, wiry frame.

“Come in.” She waited until they were inside and the door was shut, then seated herself on the stool again. “Please, sit.”

Captain Halvor leaned against a wall, but Oskar took the invitation and eased himself onto an unstable chair placed near Rakel’s stool. “We have come to speak to you, Princess, so Captain Halvor can live up to his word.”

Rakel blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said I would tell you what I know of magic.” The captain rubbed his chin, scratching his stubble.

“Ah, yes. You mentioned the Chosen could track me through my magic,” Rakel said, recalling his words from their flight.

Captain Halvor nodded. His elbows were pinned to his sides, and his shoulders were unnaturally stiff. “It’s possible. Many magic users can sense when someone else is wielding power in their vicinity.”

Rakel frowned. “I don’t recall having ever detected such a thing, even when I was taking care of the Chosen weather-magic user. I know he was using magic because I could see it, and I could sense the tweak in the weather patterns as I do something similar with my magic.”

“It’s not unsurprising,” Captain Halvor said, picking his words carefully, “given your power.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

Captain Halvor rubbed the back of his neck, and Oskar smoothly stepped in. “What Halvor is trying to say is that it’s not a surprise you can’t feel the magic of others. Someone like that weather user has a pond of magic compared to your lake. With that much power at your disposal, it’s unlikely you would even pick up the feeling of weaker magic users. Correct?”

Captain Halvor nodded. “The more innocuous magics are nearly impossible to notice—things like animal taming or cloaking oneself. Big, flashy types of magic that more directly affect the natural world—like yours—are shining beacons when they’re being used.”

“In other words, I would do well to avoid using my magic near the Chosen unless I am launching an attack.” Rakel knitted her fingers together as she pondered the concept.

“Yes,” Captain Halvor said.

“I see. Is there anything else I should know?”

“I apologize, Princess; I know very little. I only happened to hear of such things as magic tracking and the usage requirement through pieces of information my scouts learned,” Captain Halvor said.

“Usage requirement?” Rakel asked.

“Yes, the limit put upon your magic, or the price you pay for it,” Captain Halvor said.

“Price?” she asked, feeling ill-informed when both Oskar and Captain Halvor stared at her.

“Princess,” Oskar started. “Have you never paid for using your magic, or found a limit?”

“No,” Rakel said.

Oskar leaned back in his chair. “Incredible,” he murmured. He glanced at Captain Halvor. “Shall I try explaining this one, as well?”

Captain Halvor nodded sagely.

“My understanding is not as clear as Halvor’s—I know only what he’s told me—but all magic users have either a limit or a price they pay for using their magic. Magics that have limits mean there is a limitation to their use. Some can use only a certain amount of their magic every day; or perhaps they are limited to working their magic on things they can touch, or only one thing at a time. The majority of magic users have limitations. However, there are some magic users who have to “pay,” so to speak, for using magic. They might use vast amounts of energy when using their abilities and feel depleted afterwards. Or perhaps their magic can be activated only with the shedding of their blood. Does any of this resonate?”

Rakel forced herself to sit up straight when all she wanted to do was hunch over. What kind of a monster am I that I have neither a limit nor a price? Aloud, she said, “No, I have never encountered such a thing.”

Captain Halvor pushed off the wall. “It is possible that you have not used enough magic to hit your limit or to be required to pay for its usage.”

“If that is so, you must be cautious in the future, Princess. According to the scouts, you will encounter it,” Oskar promised as he rose from his chair.

Neither Oskar nor Captain Halvor appeared to be frightened that she hadn’t encountered a price or limit on her magic. Instead, the set of Captain Halvor’s shoulders and the lines crinkling around Oskar’s green eyes spoke of worry…for her.

A smile threatened to bud on her lips. If I have received any gift, it is not magic, but Phile’s friendship, and these two men. Rakel tucked the thought away, saving it for a less critical time. “I understand,” she said. “I will be watchful when I build the snowstorm tonight.”

“Ah, yes. I nearly forgot about that. We’ll get ready to head out with you,” Oskar said.

“It’s not necessary,” Rakel said.

Captain Halvor shook his head. “It is only right. Excuse us, Princess. I will have the reindeer sleighs prepared.”

“I’ll go get extra furs. If you build a blizzard, I imagine it’s going to get cold. We’ll be ready shortly, Princess,” Oskar called over his shoulder as he and Captain Halvor made for the door.

“It’s not…I don’t need…” she broke off in a sigh when they left without listening to her. “Yes. A real gift,” she reminded herself. She frowned in irritation until she remembered their worry, and a smile finally won the war. “Enough. I must focus on the present. Tomorrow, we fight.”


Chapter 10
To Battle


Rakel watched the fox with the fascination of a child. While everyone else in her unusual army was silent and motionless, watching the pass for signs of the Chosen army, she gawked at the small animal—the first one she had ever seen outside of a book.

The fox seemed to notice her stare, and it made a show of digging a hole in the snow and thrusting its nose in it.

“Is that normal behavior for a Verglas fox?” Phile asked.

Rakel shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

The fox barked—a strange combination of a scream and a hoarse yodel. “That is an awful noise,” Phile said.

Captain Halvor rustled a branch, and Rakel cringed in guilt. She gave the fox one last curious glance, and turned to peer down the pass.

The previous night, Rakel had coated the land in a layer of snow that almost reached her knees and used impressive drifting to wash out most of the roads and paths. The one area she kept open was the path they guarded—which wove between two steep hills to create a small pass. Captain Halvor had chosen this location as the place they would make their stand.

They had slipped into position hours ago, and while Rakel tried to tweak the air temperature so it was a little warmer, many were cold and uncomfortable from the inactivity.

“Maybe they’ve changed their plans,” she said as the fox barked again.

“Doubtful,” Phile snorted.

“Colonel Graydim likely realized we were in his office. He—”

“There,” Captain Halvor said, pointing to the entrance of the pass.

Armor glittered in the sunlight as the Chosen army marched forward.

“Are you ready, Princess?” Oskar asked.

Rakel uneasily glanced at the snowdrifts and ice coverings she’d made to hide the Verglas soldiers. She was loath to use her magic in the presence of so many, but she didn’t have a choice. The army Farrin was bringing was beyond her abilities to subdue unless she used a substantial amount of her magic—an idea she liked even less.

“Princess?” Captain Halvor asked.

Rakel nodded. She leveled her chin and strode out of the shadow of the pass and into the sun.

Behind her, the fox screamed as Rakel reached for her magic. She glanced at the hills and yanked the snow down their steep sides, spreading it out in front of the pass like a blanket—it would be much harder for Chosen soldiers to attack in a foot of snow.

The leaders of the army yelled and reorganized their ranks—moving their mounted soldiers to the front to break the path. Overhead, the sky grew cloudy.

“They’ve brought the weather mage with them,” Phile announced.

Rakel was studying the sky, trying to decide what would be the best way to use the already stirred weather magic, so she saw the first arrow. “Archers!” She threw her hands up, and columns of ice burst out of the ground and bloomed like trees, shielding the Verglas army.

“They’re expecting our ambush,” Oskar said.

“Archers, take those horses down!” Captain Halvor shouted.

“Little Wolf, the weather mage!”

“Where?”

“Straight out.”

“I see him.” Rakel left the safety of the ice shelter, deflecting an arrow with an ice shield of her own as she stalked towards the weather mage.

She saw him suck his head into his shoulders, trying to hide behind the struggling horses. When he saw that she was prowling in his direction, he yelled. “Farrin!”

Rakel blasted ice at him in hopes of cutting him off, but, as if he had been summoned, Colonel Graydim dropped in front of Rakel’s path, his two-handed greatsword unsheathed.

“I told you, you should have left Verglas.” His handsome features were subdued with regret.

“And I told you I wouldn’t,” Rakel said. Knowing she would have to defeat him fast—or he would be able to keep her occupied for the fight—she created a circle of treacherous ice around her.

“Attack!” Captain Halvor shouted, leading the Verglas troops out of the pass.

Farrin shook his head and pointed to his boots. “Ice cleats,” he said, taking a few steps on the ice slick with no trouble.

Rakel flung an arm out in front of her, throwing a human sized chunk of ice at him. Farrin swung his sword at the incoming attack, meeting it head on.

There were a couple of things Rakel expected to happen. She thought in all likeliness his sword would snap—she had made the ice thick and dangerously cold—and predicted that the ice would smash him to the ground.

Instead, when the flat of Farrin’s sword met the ice, a shrieking noise pierced the air. Farrin carried through with his swing, and the chunk of ice reflected off the sword. It hurtled towards the Verglas troops and hit three soldiers, tossing them to the ground like ragdolls.

Rakel whipped her hand in front of her, dropping a heavy snowdrift over his head. Farrin skidded backwards with his speed magic so he wasn’t under it, and he swung his sword at the falling snow. The shrieking noise tore through the air, and the snow followed the swing of the sword and hit a line of Verglas soldiers in the chest.

As panic clawed at her chest, Rakel formed dagger-sized shards of ice. She spread them wide so they surrounded Farrin on all sides. She clenched her hands into fists, and the daggers pelted towards him.

Farrin was a blur as he parried the shards. Some he broke, and a handful hit him—tearing his uniform—but the majority ricocheted off his sword and flew into the Verglas forces.

Soldiers shouted in pain as Rakel’s ice daggers pierced their armor.

“Do you understand now, Your Highness?” Farrin lowered his sword but kept his stance and expression guarded.

“You have two strains of magic,” Rakel said, her lips numb. “Speed and…”

“Magic deflection,” Farrin confirmed. “Anything you throw at me, I can avert.”

Her ears rang as she stared in horror.

“Surrender, Your Highness. You cannot hope to defeat me,” Farrin said. He took a step towards her but was forced to twist and raise his sword in a block.

Foedus, Phile’s ugly dagger, skipped over the edge of the sword, slicing his cheek. Phile took his moment of distraction and pounced, attacking his open back with a shortsword. Farrin must have heard her, for he spun faster than Rakel could blink and parried her thrust. “Stop letting him intimidate you, Little Wolf. You’re better than this!” Phile shouted.

Farrin knocked the shortsword out of Phile’s hands, but it left him wide open with his sword fully extended, so Phile tried to kick him in the stomach. He caught her foot and flipped her feet over her head.

“Farrin Graydim, is it? More like dim-witted,” Phile said when she righted herself.

Farrin raised an eyebrow. “You insult those you fight?”

“Don’t look so offended. It worked on your cavalry leader.” She must have recovered Foedus, for she threw it again and, like the last time, it skipped over Farrin’s sword, this time slicing a lock of his hair off. “Tsk, you should have been paying attention. Now your hair is uneven—which is a real tragedy, because you are a looker.”

Farrin thrust his sword at her, but Phile somersaulted and avoided it. “Oohh, that made you mad,” she cackled.

“Princess.” Oskar placed a hand on her shoulder.

Rakel flinched. “I’m sorry—”

“It’s not your fault,” Oskar smiled warmly. “But we can’t give up. Keep him occupied and distracted—and stop any other mages if you can.”

Just past them, Phile continued to fight Farrin and crowed, “Careful Farrin Dim-wit! If you let Foedus hit you, it might transfer some of its ugliness to you.”

“Can you do this, Princess?” Oskar asked.

Rakel weakly nodded. She was lying. She couldn’t fight him, not long, anyway. Farrin could kill her at any moment he chose.

“Good girl.” Oskar pulled back just in time to avoid Farrin when he tapped his magic and left Phile in his dust.

Farrin thrust his sword between Rakel and Oskar and swung it at the attendant, aiming for his side.

“Behold, the awesome power of ugliness!” Phile flung Foedus again as the wind howled and rain fell in torrents.

Farrin dodged the dagger, giving Oskar time to escape. “Such a violent youngster. Thank you, Phile!” Oskar winked at the Robber Maiden and slipped back into the thick of the battle.

“My pleasure. Good luck, Little Wolf!” Phile said. She rolled, grabbed Foedus, and popped to her feet. She flung herself at a cavalry soldier, knocking him off his horse and claiming the animal for herself.

Farrin watched Phile flee with narrowed eyes and the slightest hint of a scowl tugging at his lips. His expression cleared when he took a step towards Rakel. She flung her hands up, and ice shot out of the ground under his feet. It moved so slowly, it did little besides upset his balance, and Farrin hopped off the six-foot pedestal of ice with ease. Rakel then broke it at the base and tipped it in his direction.

Farrin caught it with his sword and threw it backwards, but it hit no one. He sprinted to Rakel with his speed magic, and Rakel flung up an ice wall, protecting herself. She looked up when rain pelted her face and frowned. “I need to take care of—”

Her ice wall cracked and then shattered, cleaved by Farrin’s sword. She grimaced and leaped backwards. Farrin leveled his sword at her and opened his mouth to speak—when a cage of ice swallowed him up. It neither touched nor attacked him, so he couldn’t reflect it back. Rakel had made the ice bars of the cage thicker than her wall, so when he struck it with his sword, it did not immediately shatter.

“Superior thinking,” Phile shouted as she rode past on her stolen horse. “You can beat him yet!”

Soldiers yelled, drawing Rakel’s gaze. A small girl, built like a fawn—who couldn’t have been much older than fourteen—hammered her fists into the center support column of the ice shelter that protected Verglas troops from Chosen archers. The column collapsed, and the ice roof groaned and threatened to cave in. Rakel extended a hand, and another tree-like column shot out of the ground, cradling the roof.

Rakel felt a draft at her back and heard the tinkling of ice shattering. She whirled around, throwing a massive spike of ice up as a knee-jerk reaction. Farrin battered it away, and it skid straight for a squad of Verglas archers.

“No!” Rakel shouted, raising a wall of ice to protect them. She yelped when Farrin kicked her in the side, tossing her to the ground.

She glared up at the rainy sky and angrily fed the rainstorm her magic, turning it into a blizzard. Lightning sizzled in the unusual weather conditions, and Rakel scrambled to her feet, barely avoiding Farrin’s stab at her thigh.

She fed the ice shelter more power—popping another column out of the ground—and threw a cloud of loose, dry snow at Farrin. He can’t do much damage with that.

His sword sliced straight through the cloud, and it fell before reaching him. Rakel threw up another cage around Farrin, but this time he was prepared for it and shattered a hole for himself when it reached his knees.

“Isn’t it strange that no one is coming to help you?” Farrin asked as Rakel backed away from him. He traced the edge of his scar—the white one that crossed his cheekbones and bridged his nose—with a gloved finger.

“What do you mean?” Rakel asked warily.

“You’re obviously in trouble. I could take you at any moment, and no one is moving to help you.” Though his words were hostile, he looked past Rakel and studied the Verglas forces with disapproval.

Rakel cast a cautious glance around the battlefield. It was a grim sight. Without her support, the Verglas soldiers were outnumbered. They were fighting valiantly, facing off against the better-equipped Chosen soldiers with fierce cries, but man after man fell, staining the battlefield.

Rakel exhaled sharply through her clenched teeth, making a whistling noise. If we don’t do something we’re going to lose. I have to help! She hauled her magic—grabbing more of it than usual—and snapped. Ice clamped around Farrin’s feet like a bear trap, freezing him in place. Rakel expelled the last of the storm, fixed her gaze on the weather magic user, and hurled a giant chunk of ice at him. It hit him in the head, and he crumpled, falling to the ground. Hearing the ominous noise of groaning ice, Rakel threw up two more support columns of ice without turning around to see the young girl who was trying to crush them.

Panting, she whirled around and pelted ice-covered snowballs at Farrin as he broke free of his ice shoes. He reflected them with ease and would have pelted several Verglas soldiers trying to take down a giant snow bear if Rakel hadn’t thrown up an ice shield in time.

“Surrender, Your Highness. You’re near your limit.”

Rakel wanted to scoff. How does he presume to know my limit? As Farrin moved into close range, Rakel channeled a slice of her frozen magic and blew a blustery, ice-flecked wind. Farrin was so close, he couldn’t angle his sword, so when he raised it, the magic bounced off and hit Rakel. She was braced for it, though, and was unbothered by the cold and bits of ice…until pain bloomed in her arm.

Rakel screamed as a wolf clamped on her upper arm, savagely ripping her skin. She kicked it in the stomach, sending it flying. In mid-air, it turned into a snow bear and, with its longer reach, raked her side with its claws.

Rakel flopped to the ground, her body consumed with pain.

“Bunny!” Farrin snapped. Even in the middle of great pain, Rakel realized she had never seen Farrin so angry before. He drew himself up to his full height and his slate-gray eyes were as welcoming as frigid lakes. “Attacking Princess Rakel was not a part of my orders. What are you doing?”

“You ain’t pushing her hard enough. While fightin’ you, she took out Bluff, and she’s been keeping Dryden from collapsing that shelter on the soldiers’ heads,” said a sharp female voice.

“Bluff’s down?”

“Sure is.”

“Fine. Help Dryden and end the fight.”

“What about little ol’ princess, here?”

“I’ll take her back to camp.”

Rakel grit her teeth and pushed herself to her feet. “Captain Halvor, call a retreat!” she shouted.

“We can’t retreat—they’ll follow us!” Phile shouted, kicking a Chosen soldier in the face.

“They won’t be able to,” Rakel promised.

Captain Halvor, who was facing off with the sweet-faced girl that possessed the strength of a battering ram, grimaced when she scored a hit to his side. “Fall back!” he shouted. “Retreat!”

Rakel clamped her hands to her bleeding side. She tried to freeze Farrin’s feet again, but he noticed her attack and sprinted in close to her. She threw up a shield of ice to protect herself, and Farrin cleaved it in half. While she scrambled backwards, she threw up ice walls—cutting off Chosen soldiers so they couldn’t follow the retreating Verglas army into the pass.

Farrin, using his speed, caught her, grabbing her by her injured upper arm. When Rakel yelped, he frowned, stabbed his sword into the ground so he could secure her by her wrist, and lifted his hand that had squeezed her injured arm. “Bunny wounded you,” he said, narrowing his eyes at his red-coated glove.

Rakel didn’t waste her breath on replying. Even though the pain made her head swim, she stopped Chosen soldiers wherever she could. She brought down the ice pavilion on top of the brute-strength girl, froze a dozen pursuing soldiers to the ground, and heaved up a low wall topped with spiked ice that made the cavalry horses balk.

“Little Wolf, come!” Phile shouted.

With her various attacks, Rakel had managed to create a bit of a gap—some of the Chosen army would get through, but only a dozen or so, and she was confident Verglas soldiers could handle that many.

It’s time to get away.

Farrin grabbed his sword with his speed magic, barely bringing it up in time to reflect the giant block of ice Rakel thrust between them. The ice block bounced into her—as she had hoped—and flung her backwards, ripping her out of his grip.

Rakel sprinted to the Verglas soldiers, raising a line of six-foot ice spikes up and down the battlefield, cutting the Chosen army off. “Keep going!” she shouted to the Verglas troops.

“This won’t stop us, Your Highness,” Farrin said, crouched on top of an ice spike. A little farther down the line, several of the ice spikes started to crack—the work of the battering-ram girl most likely.

“It won’t,” Rakel agreed, clenching her hands into fists, “but this will.” Reaching deep, she tapped her magic. It poured from her like a river flooded from the spring rains. A thick, slick wall of ice shot out of the ground, plunging towards the sky as if it intended to reach the clouds. It wasn’t sheer ice, but a perfect replica of a fortress wall, with ice support beams cut to resemble stone blocks. The top of the wall sported the jagged pattern of crenels and arrow slits.

It was at least twenty feet thick and stretched past the battlefield, blocking off the hills on either side, and extended into the snow Rakel had created the previous night, tapering into drifts taller than a grown man.

It wasn’t just a wall; it was a wonder of craftsmanship and engineering.

As Rakel solidified the wall, forcing it to such a low temperature the ice around it popped and crackled, the wind ripped her hair from its already mussed braid, ruffling her wild, snow-white locks as she pulled more and more on her magic. When the wall was sufficiently tall—rising well above what any man-made wall in Verglas aspired to—she released her magic. She staggered at the sudden drop of pressure and risked a glance at Farrin.

He was staring at her ice wall as if it were a fairy tale creature. The strength-magic girl and the snow bear had managed to break through Rakel’s ice spikes, but the snow bear sat down in shock, and it seemed like the only thing holding the younger girl up was her grip on one of the spikes.

Good, Rakel thought as she backed up until her back hit the ice wall. If they are that awed, then they don’t have a way of getting through this. The ice wall was so cold, even Rakel cringed in discomfort when she touched it.

“Rakel—wait!” Farrin shouted, jumping from the spike and sprinting for her.

Rakel leaned against the ice wall, ignoring the bone-chilling cold. The wall eased behind her and then snapped back in place in front of her, putting her out of reach as Farrin stretched out, almost grazing the icy glaze. Rakel saw him snatch his hand back—most likely tingling from the temperature—and she pushed her way through her wall.

When she popped out on the other side, her pale skin was pink from the cold, and even her breath produced a silvery mist. She gasped, trying to regain mental equilibrium.

“That was an incredible play you produced at the end there, Little Wolf!” Phile whooped—still on her liberated horse. She twirled Foedus as the Verglas soldiers tried to organize themselves. It appeared they had dispatched the remaining Chosen soldiers, but they had yet to leave the pass.

Rakel tried to speak, but nothing would slip past her lips. She staggered out of range of the bone-searing chill the walls radiated and dropped to her knees.

“Your Highness,” Oskar said, kneeling next to her. “Your arm!”

“I’ll get Halvor,” Phile said, nudging her horse into a trot.

My side, Rakel thought, wincing as she shifted. Her trip through the wall had frozen the blood of her wounds, so at least she wasn’t bleeding, but it was pretty painful to have the chill settled on her open wounds. “The soldiers?” she finally managed to spit out.

“There were losses—steeper than we would have liked. Will your wall hold out? One of their magic users had strength magic.”

“S-she won’t be able to get n-near it,” Rakel said, her teeth chattering. She tried to push herself to her feet, but not a muscle in her body appeared to be under her control. “T-too cold.” She forced herself to face the soldiers, her heart tight with anxiety.

She had hit some of them with her magic. More correctly, Farrin had deflected it onto them, but Rakel doubted they would be so understanding as to accept that. Moreover, they had lost because she couldn’t handle the Chosen colonel. She was prepared to face their ire and anger, but to do that she need to get up! Perversely, her body seemed to slip further from her control. She could feel her mind growing hazy. What is wrong with me? She thought, fear spiking through her. If she didn’t regain her head, it would be easy for a disgruntled Verglas soldier to end her.

Rakel spasmed as all control dropped from her, and she would have fallen face-first into the snow if Oskar hadn’t caught her.

“Princess?” Oskar said, his voice tight.

The world started to have a hazy edge to it. No! Rakel wanted to scream, and tried to scream. Stop! Get up! She felt betrayed by her own body as it started to shut down, and a second fear entered her mind. What’s wrong with me? This has never happened before!

“Princess!” Oskar shouted. His voice sounded distorted.

She saw Captain Halvor’s glittery armor, and her gaze went black. Terror pulsed in Rakel as she fell unconscious, huddled on Oskar’s lap.


Chapter 11
Paranoia Confirmed


When Rakel awoke, every part of her screamed with fear. She snapped her eyes open and sat up in bed—the blankets icing over in her terror.

“Rakel—it’s okay!”

Rakel ignored the assurance and threw up a shield, her breath feeling short in her panic as she blinked and tried to clear her vision.

“Little Wolf—listen to me!”

Finally recognizing Phile’s voice, Rakel paused, allowing herself to regain her bearings. She was in a darkened room, which she recognized as her encampment quarters. It possessed a bed, two packs containing her dresses, and a book on castle architecture she couldn’t bear to leave behind. The room also contained a chair swaddled in blankets, which—Rakel could see through the hazy distortion of her ice shell—held a frowning Phile.

“What happened?” Rakel asked, letting her shield crack and disintegrate.

“You fell unconscious.”

“What did the soldiers do?” Rakel asked, her voice tightly coiled. She was still in her dirty and torn dress, but her arm and side were wrapped and treated.

“They brought you back. Well, I lent my horse to Oskar so he could ride back with you sagged against him. I wanted to take you, but Captain Halvor told me I would have to give him Foedus because he didn’t trust me to ride with both you and it. I was having none of that, so Oskar got to bring you.”

“And the soldiers just let him? They didn’t riot?”

Phile’s forehead wrinkled. “Why, for the love of a king, would they riot?”

“Because we lost, and I injured some of them.”

Phile rolled her eyes. “Little Wolf, you are the most paranoid person I know—and I’m a thief. No one is going to turn on you because of a lost battle. In fact, I think it is unlikely that anyone from this camp will turn on you ever. They already call you their Snow Queen. If you declared yourself the Empress of the Continent, they would ask what you wanted on your coat of arms.”

Rakel shook her head. “You cannot fathom the distaste and fear they hold me in.”

“Distaste and fear? Have you lost your mind? You have saved them from destruction, slaughter, and slavery. They revere you like a saint, and their children want to be like you!”

“The children are a different matter. It is the adults who pose a threat.”

“And you have decided this because…?”

“Experience. Twice since I was first approached about saving Fyran, I would have been harmed if I hadn’t defended myself. Whenever they see my magic, they cower, and I can see the fear in their eyes.”

“Because you are scary when you use your magic! If you had more emotional expressions than a rock, it might be different, but you wear the same expression whether you are eating your meals or putting down that weather-boy. Who does that? I’ll tell you—no one but you and that Farrin Dimwit.”

“Graydim.”

“Sure. Look, you are icy calm no matter the circumstance. In some cases, it is good. You show no fear, so the people believe you can do anything—but it is also a little daunting. They don’t know whether they can joke and chat with you because you are so guarded in your emotions,” Phile leaned in, a scowl etched on her mischievous face. “So, of course they wouldn’t show how they revere you—they’re afraid of irritating you.”

“I see,” Rakel scoffed. “So that is why I must constantly be on guard for my life?”

“No…that’s just you, Little Wolf. No one in this camp would even think of harming you.”

“You can’t know that for sure—this is all conjecture.”

Phile snorted. “No, it’s not! I know because I talk to them. You—Your-Sensitive-Majesty—probably know all their names because you’re paranoid you’ll offend someone, but I know them because I interact with them.”

“You’re normal. They would have no qualms in associating with you.”

“Yet again we must revisit the fact that I am also a thief! If they don’t worry about associating with me—who might very well rob them blind—they will have no quarrel in chatting up the savior of their family, village, and country.”

Rakel didn’t believe Phile for a moment—friend or not—but she had revealed a disheartening fact. “I’m scary when I use my magic?”

Phile sighed and deflated. “That was mean of me to say. No, you aren’t. You’re just…intimidating.”

Rakel nodded.

“It’s just because you’re so expressionless. You like your magic, Rakel. You’ve told me so yourself. If you let a spark of your joy show, you would be a beauty to behold. But if you stay as tranquil as you usually act…it’s a little eerie that you can do so much without even a quirk of your eyebrow. It makes it seem like the fight, the places you regain, all of it doesn’t mean much to you.”

Phile offered Rakel a mug of warmed water. Rakel took it and drank.

“Just think it over,” Phile said. “I can understand why you don’t want to share your thoughts and emotions with the troops and villagers. King’s eyebrows, you were locked up for twelve years; it’s amazing you’re willing to help them at all! But, please, consider trusting them. Your fear that they will turn on you…it does nothing to aid you or the war.” She eased out of her wooden chair and strode for the door.

“You’re leaving?”

Phile leaned against the doorframe. “Oskar and the captain would flog me if I didn’t tell them you were awake. They’ve been clucking over you like vicious hens until about half an hour ago when they had to make rounds.”

Half an hour? “How long have I been unconscious?”

“Two, almost three hours. We would have worried more, but an herbwoman and an army healer said your breathing was clear and your heart strong.”

The warm water soured in Rakel’s stomach. Three hours? She was uneasy with the idea of being unresponsive for such a time—she was normally a light sleeper and was confident she would wake up if someone disturbed her… It was discomfiting to know that her body could rebel, and she could do nothing to stop it.

“Halvor said you overextended yourself with that wall and hit your magical limit on your powers,” Phile added.

Rakel opened her mouth to scoff at the idea—if her magic was a glacier, she had yet to find the bottom—but she paused, considering the idea. I wasn’t in danger of using all my available magic…but that is the first time I have so extensively used my powers. Fighting Farrin and his associates had already chipped away at me, and the wall was bigger, thicker, and laced with more of my power than any part of my castle. What if it is not my limit…but my price? While Rakel mulled over the idea, Phile slipped out the door.

“I’ll bring you back something to eat, but I suggest you prepare yourself for your big, hairy mothers,” she called. She shut the door, leaving Rakel alone.

Rakel shut her eyes and kneaded her forehead. She allowed herself the luxury of lying down. Soon, after she ate and was able to think more clearly, she would speak to Captain Halvor and Oskar about her…price.

Captain Halvor said most magic users have limits, not prices. Is it good that I have a price, and not a limit? My lack of understanding is frustrating. Considering I am the one who wields magic, it is almost laughable that Captain Halvor and Oskar are more superiorly informed. Perhaps they were briefed in magic when they joined my retinue.

She let her arms drop. Maybe Phile is right. Perhaps my distrust is unwarranted paranoia.

She considered the notion, but the sound of the door clicking stirred her attention. She was about to force herself to sit up and greet her attendant and guard captain but was surprised when only one set of footsteps moved across her room in short, choppy strides. Whoever it was, they didn’t seem to know that she was awake, for they said nothing.

Rakel opened her eyes a fraction so she could see through her eyelashes. It took her a few moments to identify Aleifr. The cheerful, ruddy-faced soldier was breathing heavily, and sweat beaded his upper lip.

Is he ill? All of Rakel’s thoughts stilled when he drew closer to her bed and raised both of his hands above his head, his trembling fingers clenching a dagger. When he started to swing his hands down, Rakel reacted explosively.

She hit him with her ice magic, forming a block of ice around his hands and the dagger as she sat up, avoiding the blow.

Aleifr cried out like a wounded bird, and Rakel shoved him back with a block of ice, sending him crashing into the crude, wooden chair. She lunged for the door and threw her powers at him one last time. She gave him a fleeting glance and watched as her ice magic encased his feet and legs and moved up his torso. She sprang outside, slamming the door behind her.

Snorri and Knut had just rounded the corner, and they both blinked at her sudden appearance. “Princess—” Knut started.

Rakel ran before he could say anything more, her mind racing as fast as her pounding heart. I was right. They want to kill me. The unpleasant thought ran a constant path through her mind.

She sprinted through the encampment, aware and not caring that frost crawled across the buildings parallel to her—an expression of her panic.

“Little Wolf!” Phile yelled.

Rakel kept running. The wind kicked up, and snowflakes spiraled through the sky—lighting up in the last rays of the setting sun.

“Princess, where are you going?” little Gerta shouted.

Rakel still didn’t stop. When she passed the last building, a wall of ice flew up behind her and encompassed half the encampment, giving her a head start. As she ran toward the trees, the whipping wind scattered the snow of the drifts, covering her tracks. A bell rang in the camp, but when Rakel reached the forest, the trees muted it.

The sun was gone, and night fell, but Rakel kept running. Fear and panic dragged her forward. She darted around trees and looked wildly over her shoulder, paranoid she could hear men shouting. She dodged a tree—and Rakel was thrown backwards by a black shape hurtling through the woods at impossible speed.

She braced for impact, preparing herself to hit the ground, but the black shape caught her.

“Rakel, you’re alive.” Farrin’s voice seeped with relief.

Rakel gaped up at him. He didn’t smile—at least, his lips weren’t shaped in a smile—but his eyes were soft with something that considerably emphasized his handsome features. Even the harshness of his scar seemed to soften.

“Were you hurt?” he asked. Rakel tried to scramble out of his grasp, but he held her an arm’s length away and looked her up and down, apparently not trusting her to answer truthfully.

“By your tame snow bear, yes,” she growled.

“Bunny is a magic user—I am disappointed you didn’t realize that.” His eyes lingered on her bandaged side and arm. “So the soldier didn’t kill you?”

Rakel froze. “How do you know about that?” she asked, reaching for her ice magic.

“I just found out about it a little while ago. I was on my way to warn you.”

“You found out about it? Do you have an oracle in your army?”

“No. The Chosen army technically is behind the attack. Kavon, a colonel in a different regiment, made the arrangements.”

The declaration hardly stung less. After Phile had just finished harping about her people’s loyalty, it was not promising to have one of the soldiers betray her for the enemy.

What kind of luck do I have that I evade an assassination attempt and then run into my greatest enemy, who inspects me for wounds? Farrin spun her around so he could study her back.

He eventually let her go, but Rakel wasn’t fooled. With his speed magic, he could grab her any time he chose. She backed away from him, her muscles tight.

He held his hands up. “I’m unarmed,” he said, turning so Rakel could see that he hadn’t brought his two-handed greatsword.

“You can still use your reflective magic,” Rakel said, snowflakes whirling at her fingertips.

He raised his eyebrows and gave her an almost imperceptible nod, approving of her observation. “Yes, but a weapon makes it easier.”

Rakel stored that tidbit for later. “Why didn’t you bring your sword?”

“I doubted you would pause to hear my warning if I had it.”

“Why would you want to warn me?”

Farrin paused, and she could sense he was constructing his answer. “Because you are very talented, and though you stand against us, you are of noble character.”

She stared at him, hearing his words and sensing that while they were not false, they were not the entire truth.

“You don’t believe me,” he said.

“Isn’t now the time for you to ask me to join you again? Or will you drag me back to Glowma, regardless of my wishes?”

Farrin furrowed his brow. “I would not—it would be pointless—so I would rather spare myself the trouble.”

“Pointless?”

“I don’t believe I could ever convince you to join our cause, even after you were nearly killed by one of your own soldiers. Though you might consider leaving them, you would never turn against them.”

“You can’t know that,” Rakel said.

“You would consider betraying your country?”

Rakel snapped her mouth shut and was tempted to glare. “Whether or not I would, your cause is hardly just.”

“We seek to establish a country where magic users can live without fear. In what way is that unjust?”

“Because you would build it on the backs of others. Even so, that is not your primary goal.”

Farrin’s easy demeanor left him. “What?”

“Verglas is one of the least-cruel countries on the continent when it comes to magic users—Baris is likely the only country that is significantly more kind. Why would you attack a country that is mostly self-contained, harbors a small amount of magic users, and is among the least brutal? You would fast gain the enmity of the more savage countries.”

Farrin stared at Rakel. “Least brutal?”

“I’ve read the stories. Ringsted has an active slave trade in magic users; Sarthe holds gladiator battles. In Verglas, they are scorned and driven out of towns, and a few are held in service, but we have never been forced to fight for our life.”

“What about you?” Farrin asked. “Is your treatment not among the cruelest of all? To never have a childhood, or even friends?”

Rakel shut her eyes, briefly reliving the long, lonely years. “Perhaps, but even I am forced to admit that setting me loose or attempting to use my powers would have been potentially deadly.”

“You are not dangerous.”

“No, but my royal blood can be when it is used as a political weapon.”

“So you defend your parents and brother who abandoned you, and a people who have betrayed you. Perhaps you can see why I did not bother to waste my breath with another offer?”

“Rakel! Little Wolf!” Phile shouted, her voice snaking through the trees.

Rakel turned to listen, but she almost jumped when Farrin moved to stand next to her. “You will speak to her?”

“I trust her.”

Farrin nodded. “Though I know you will not believe me, there will be no more assassination attempts from our camp. But you cannot win this war alone, Your Highness. It would be wise to consider alternate options.” He captured a lock of Rakel’s wild hair, slid his gloved fingers down it, and tucked it over her shoulder.

The action could only be considered affectionate, but it made Rakel’s spine tighten to have him so close to her when she knew he could harm her in less than a heartbeat. She considered stepping away, but the thought came to her too late.

Farrin left, leaving a wind in his wake as he headed back to Glowma.

Rakel shivered. I may have spent twelve years in seclusion, but even I can tell he acts peculiarly compared to others.

“Little Wolf!”

“Oskar would say he has a mineral deficiency,” Rakel sighed as she moved towards Phile’s voice. She called out enough that Rakel had no difficulty finding the thief mounted on her stolen horse and brandishing a torch.

“Rakel—please.”

“Are you still certain my paranoia is misplaced?” Rakel said, stepping into the torchlight. Even though she knew Phile wasn’t responsible, she couldn’t help the frost that crusted her voice.

“King’s nose hairs, you’re safe,” Phile said, sagging in the saddle. She sprang off the horse and threw her arms around Rakel, pulling her into a warm embrace. The Robber Maiden’s hug was stronger and more fierce than the embraces Gerta and Kai sprinkled on Rakel, but it was just as warm, and Phile also seemed to smell like warm gingerbread.

After several long moments in which Phile didn’t seem to mind that Rakel didn’t respond, Rakel raised her uninjured arm and patted Phile on the back. She didn’t know what one was supposed to do during an embrace, so she kept patting her. Phile squeezed harder, and Rakel’s breath hitched. “My side.”

Phile released her. “Sorry, I forgot about that. I’m just so glad you’re unharmed. Halvor is blaming himself, you know. Aleifr was in his squad—the one that guarded you.”

“I know,” Rakel said, her anger flaring again.

“Knut and Snorri had to hog tie Oskar. Literally. He thought you would eventually go back to your ice-castle, so he wanted to start up the mountain tonight. Some of us tried to tell him that if you were running, you would flee the country, but he insisted you would eventually return to the castle, perhaps not for years, but you would return.”

“If you are trying to guilt me into coming back, it will not work.”

“I’m not trying to guilt you. I’m trying to tell you that there are people who care for you. Half the encampment is searching the woods—I just happened to find you first because I’m the only one mounted.”

“How can you ride a horse in this weather?”

“You don’t give Farrin and his minions enough credit. All the Chosen horses were outfitted with horse snowshoes.”

“I see.”

“Won’t you come tell Captain Halvor and Oskar you’re safe?” Phile captured Rakel’s uninjured arm.

“No. Though I am sorry they are distraught, I cannot believe you would even suggest I return!”

“Why not?”

“I was nearly killed, Phile, after you had just spouted poetry of people revering and trusting me, and after taking me to task for the healthy—and appropriate—fear I have for my life.”

“The timing was awful,” Phile admitted. “But I stand by my words.”

“How? Do you make light of the threat against my life?”

“Certainly not,” Phile said. “It is only because I was so concerned with finding you that I have not had an opportunity to slip a knife in that traitor. But it is gravely unfair of you to make sweeping generalizations about your supporters because of the actions of a handful.”

Rakel gaped at her. “Unfair? After everything I have lived through?”

“To an average person that might be a good rebuttal, but you’re above that, Little Wolf.”

“I am not above looking past violence against me.”

“Sure you are. You’ve done it already. You can’t tell me you didn’t know it was Knut who shot at you in your castle, and you’ve never treated him with hatred or scorn.”

Rakel took a step back. “How do you know about that incident?”

“He told me—so did Oskar. You could have told Halvor, and he would have sacked Knut—war or not—but you didn’t.”

“It was obvious Knut shot at me out of fright. As my guards rarely saw me, his fear was perhaps understandable. This incident with Aleifr is far more serious as he purposely acted as a traitor.”

Phile balanced Foedus on her knuckles. “How do you know? He said he thought you were sleeping when he entered your room.”

“Farrin Graydim found me,” Rakel said bitterly.

Phile dropped Foedus in her shock. “And he let you go?” she exclaimed.

“It is odd,” Rakel said, still unsettled by the memory of Farrin tucking her hair over her shoulder. “But I refuse to discuss his behavior. I still take offense that you believe it is unfair that I am so guarded.”

“Why? You practically made my point for me when you said Knut and Aleifr were different situations.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Hm, right. I’ll try to use a metaphor you will understand. Do you know why people fear those who can use magic so much?”

“Because we are monsters of nature.”

“No,” Phile said. “It’s because when folks started discovering magic—besides the small things that herbwomen, woodsmen, and the like can do—there were several evil, greedy people who had magic and decided they were better than everyone else, so they should rule the world. They didn’t get very far—back then there were even fewer gifted with magic than there are now—but they taught the continent a bloody lesson: magic users aren’t to be trusted. You follow?”

“I read as much in several history books,” Rakel said.

“Of course you did. Now, certainly you know that supposed lesson is wrong. You’re a good person, and even some of the enemy mages seem nice enough. It would be truthful to say that regular people made a sweeping decision, when it was only a few magic users who couldn’t be trusted. Sadly, they made their minds up, and now magic users are subjected to horrible things because of the actions of those few evil people. What you think about the villagers and troops is the same concept. Because of the actions of several weak-minded, greedy men, you are going to forsake all of them—including the Gertas, the Oskars, and the Halvors among them.”

Rakel was quiet as the snow continued to fall.

“Come with me.”

“I haven’t agreed to come back.”

“We’re not going to go back, but there’s something you need to see.” Phile grabbed the reins of her horse and moved east. Rakel reluctantly fell in step with her and used the walk to adjust the weather so it no longer snowed on her behalf.

When Phile stopped to extinguish her torch, Rakel could hear faint shouts.

“Princess!”

“Princess Rakel!”

Phile, Rakel, and the horse made their way around a thick wall of pine trees. The forest was dotted with flickering lights. Villagers and troops alike held torches above their heads as they squinted in the darkness and shouted.

“Princess!”

“We’re sorry!” Knut shouted, his usually smiling face lined with grief.

Rakel’s icy wrath buckled. She thought she was valued for her ability to free villages, but a valuable weapon wouldn’t bring out so many people. Inga—Gerta’s mother—was out, as was Captain Halvor and the guards from his squad, a number of Fyran and Vefsna villagers, and many of the soldiers she had freed from the Chosen garrison. They were searching for her in spite of the snow and cold, on the same night as a hard-fought battle. They had to be bone-weary, but they kept plodding through the forest.

“What am I supposed to do, Phile?”

“Trust them,” she advised. “Let them know you trust them. No matter where you run, if people are involved in your life, you will be hurt; it’s a fact of life. But you of all people should know that loneliness hurts even worse.”

“That doesn’t make it any less frightening.” Rakel raised her chin and walked towards the searchers. Phile followed behind her, towing her horse.

It was Captain Halvor who saw her first. “Princess,” he breathed, his face slackening with relief. In four quick strides, he bridged the space between them and searched her—in a much less invasive and personal way than Farrin had—for injuries. “You’re not wounded,” he said.

“No,” Rakel said as soldiers shouted down the line, alerting everyone that she had been found.

Captain Halvor fell to his knees and bowed to her, his face hovering above the snow as the searchers ran to join them. “It was my mistake, Princess. I do not deserve your forgiveness, but I must tell you how deeply I regret the incident.”

Rakel stared at the crumpled captain and wondered how she should react. She didn’t blame him; even with Aleifr’s attempt fresh in her mind, she had never thought that he was behind this. He deserved to know that, but how? Phile poked her in the spine and gave her a meaningful look that didn’t help her at all. I’ve been locked up for twelve years. How am I supposed to know how you comfort a person?

She flattened her lips and glanced at their audience, who watched her with wide eyes. Thinking of the way Phile hugged her and the multiple times Farrin had maneuvered her with care, Rakel knelt in the snow. She hoped her hands weren’t terribly cold as she placed one on his shoulder, making Captain Halvor look up at her in surprise.

“You cannot be held responsible for the heart of your men,” she said. It took her several moments, but she allowed a smile as fragile as a snowflake to emerge from the depths of her heart. She always considered him to be a glacier-solid man, but the ache in his eyes spoke of a pain in the failure of his soldier. “And even if I did hold you responsible, you have my respect and my trust, Captain. You would not so easily lose either of those.”

She barely had enough time to read the relief in his eyes before he ducked his head, shielding his face. She looked up and was surprised to see some of the soldiers and villagers were teary-eyed. She felt her cheeks heat and tried to smooth her hair. She awkwardly patted Captain Halvor on his back and stood.

“Shall we go home?” Phile asked, breaking the silence.

“Yes,” Rakel said, grateful for the help.

“Climb on—you can ride back with me. We need to have a healer take another peek at your side. You might have opened the wound again.”

The procession back home was quiet but cheerful. Captain Halvor and his guards seemed determined to prove their loyalty, for they stayed with Phile and Rakel, their eyes watchful for any perceived threat or danger.

Phile rode straight into the encampment and all the way up to the room Oskar shared with Captain Halvor. Initially, Rakel didn’t believe it was Oskar tied up inside. His voice did not contain its usual cheer and carefree tone, but was dark and threatening.

“Please, sir, stop!” a soldier in the room begged.

CRASH!

“I would if you would UNTIE ME,” Oskar growled.

“But, but it was the c-captain’s orders!”

“Forget your mule-headed captain. Once I loosen these knots, you’ll regret the day you left the womb!”

“If you’ll allow me, Princess.” Captain Halvor bowed and made his way inside.

“Halvor—you traitorous cur—what?”

There were several moments of silence as Phile and Rakel slipped from the horse, until Oskar burst outside.

“Princess,” he said—his shirt ripped and frayed and his hair mussed. He swept Rakel up in a tight hug, surprising both of them.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“That doesn’t matter. It must have frightened you.”

“Thank you for welcoming me back, Oskar.”

He squeezed her once more—being careful for her side and arm—and released her.

“If you’re giving out passionate embraces, I’ll take two for starters, please,” Phile said with a winning smile.

“You were the one who brought her back?” Oskar asked.

“Yes,” Phile said, throwing her arms wide. She shrieked in surprise when Oskar picked her up and whirled her around.

“Thank you,” he said.

“O-of course.” Phile’s face turned such a brilliant shade of red, she glowed in the torchlight.

“Considering you have the shame of a dirty old man, you appear to be easily embarrassed,” Rakel said when Oskar put Phile down and she tottered away.

“You,” Phile snarled.

The exchange got several chuckles from the soldiers and villagers who accompanied her.

Phile scowled, but she slung an arm over Rakel’s shoulders. “Come on—you need to get your wounds checked again, and I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for bed.”

“What does your bed have to do with me?”

“I’ve decided that we’re bunking together. I don’t care if Captain Halvor and Oskar get all prissy about you being a princess—we’re sharing a room!”

“As you wish,” Rakel said. In spite of her warm welcome and her new determination to trust her people, it was hard to focus. I can’t undo years of self-preservation in a single night, but Phile is right. I need to trust them more, and that starts with my magic. If I want to take Glowma and rescue Steinar, I’m going to have to use more of it in the open.

Remembering Farrin, she thought dimly, but even that might not be enough.


Chapter 12
Verglas Magic Users


“Princess, how’s your side? Mother said you were hurt real bad,” Gerta said, staring at Rakel’s uninjured side. Her gaze was so intense she almost tripped when she walked into a dip in the road.

“It was the opposite side I injured, and I am well enough. I sustained a minor wound compared to most,” Rakel said, smiling tightly at the little girl as they strolled past a gaggle of gossiping women.

Kai pursed his lips. “I don’t like magic users at all—except you, Princess!” he hurried to add.

“Kai, that’s mean!” Gerta said, her eyes wide. “There’re nice magic users, too! It’s just like reindeer; the mean ones are the ones everyone talks about.”

“Have you been talking with Phile?” Rakel asked as they approached the long, skinny building that housed Oskar, Captain Halvor, and most of his squad.

“No…why?”

“It is nothing. If you’ll excuse me, children,” Rakel said, stopping in front of the door of Captain Halvor and Oskar’s shared quarters.

“Yes, Princess,” Gerta chirped.

“We’re still searching for a bull reindeer,” Kai promised.

“Thank you. Enjoy your morning,” Rakel said, slipping into the room.

The pair must have cleaned up the mess it sounded like Oskar had made the previous night, for the room was spotless.

Phile was seated in one of the chairs, leaning it back so it balanced on two legs. She nodded in a greeting. “Your strapping manservants are gone gathering some reports. I expect they’ll arrive at any moment.”

“They are not manservants.” Rakel smoothed the fabric of her gray dress and eased into another open chair.

“What else do you call an attendant and a pet-captain?” Phile asked.

Rakel frowned. “They deserve your respect.”

Phile flashed her a toothy smile. “I know. I just wanted to make sure you remember that, too.”

Oskar and Captain Halvor made their entrance, each bowing to Rakel and seating themselves.

“We need to discuss yesterday’s battle. It went…poorly,” Rakel said.

“It was unfortunate we did not predict that Colonel Graydim would have a second, more lethal magic, though I don’t believe we can be blamed. Most magic users specialize in one specific power,” Captain Halvor sighed. “Unfortunately, there is no excellent way to counter him as long as he is absorbed with you.”

“Halvor and I were thinking we could travel south and free a few more sets of Verglas troops. If we had more troops, we could face Glowma without your powers—except for, perhaps, a few key moments,” Oskar said.

“What about Steinar?” Rakel asked.

Captain Halvor was mute, and Oskar shook his head, his eyes mournful. “Saving him is beyond our reach at this time, Princess. If we can make it apparent that we are a force to be reckoned with, perhaps they will spare him in hopes that he can be used as bait or for bargaining.”

Rakel stood. “That’s not good enough. The Chosen are ruthless. They’re confident they’ve won already, and they don’t care at all for those who don’t have magic. They’ll kill him.”

“It cannot be prevented, Princess,” Captain Halvor said. “If I thought we stood even a chance, I would march on Ostfold, but you are our only magic user, and you cannot counter Farrin.”

Phile studied Foedus with great nonchalance. “If only there was someone so crazily powerful, he—or she—could face him.”

Rakel pressed her lips together and gave her friend a warning look.

“What?” Phile asked, all innocence and sweetness. “We won’t be able to take Glowma back until Farrin can be dealt with.”

Rakel grit her teeth. “What if I could do it?”

Oskar stared at her.

“The wall I built? I can do more,” Rakel said.

Captain Halvor blinked. “More?”

“Much, much more.”

“Finally! She admits it.” Phile said, hopping up from her chair so she could thrust a finger in Rakel’s direction. “She’s been holding back because she didn’t want people to think she was monstrous.”

Captain Halvor frowned. “What are you yapping about?”

“She means that each time I cleared out villages and the garrison, and even when I fought Farrin, I didn’t use my magic to the fullest extent. I dared not against Farrin because it would be disastrous if he reflected it back at our forces, and during the other times it seemed…prudent to minimize my power,” Rakel acknowledged.

“But this has to be the end of that,” Phile said. “You need to drive the soldiers away—frightened and screaming—instead of whisking them away with soft snow like they are babes in a cradle.”

Rakel threaded her fingers together. “I don’t know if I agree with that.”

Phile tilted her head and studied her with glittering eyes. “You claim you want to save your brother. Is his life really that precious?”

Rakel nodded.

“Then you’ll have to do this,” Phile flatly said. “You can’t fight half-heartedly anymore. I’ve seen you make life-sized reindeer sculptures for the children. Apply the same method, but make swords and spears of ice and fling them around.” She plopped back down in her chair and leaned forward in her eagerness, almost toppling over.

Phile’s words stung, but Rakel couldn’t deny her argument. “I don’t want to use my magic to kill,” she said.

“That doesn’t mean you can’t injure anyone,” Oskar said, rubbing his chin.

Captain Halvor spoke up. “While your morals are admirable, I am not certain we will win this fight if you do not bend in some way.”

Rakel clasped her hands together. “We’re not fighting against monsters, but other people.”

“Yes, people who have slaughtered our armies and plan to kill your brother. They’ve already maimed you,” Phile said.

“Fighting is not something to be reveled in, Princess. I would spare you the pain of it if I could,” Captain Halvor said. “But you know that the leaders of the Chosen army are evil. Some of their underlings might not be, but the actions of the armies are a loud testament to the state of their commanders’ souls. I do not wish for blood to be on your hands, but I would rather that you live to see the dawn of tomorrow than die as a martyred innocent.”

“War is a grave matter, Little Wolf,” Phile said. “This rebellion is guaranteed to cost lives. The real question is whether the lives will be those of the innocent or the tyrannical. Your magic could be the determining factor.”

“Do even you know how much you can do?” Oskar asked.

Rakel studied her hands. “I can make things, but I know only architecture and animals—not weapons.”

“Oh, yes, you do,” Phile grinned. “I heard all about the statue you made and impaled with an ice sword.”

“It was a poor replica. I am certain I forged it wrong,” Rakel said.

“It doesn’t matter if the sword was balanced or not. When faced with a cloud of ice pikes, even the best swordsman will tremble in his boots,” Oskar said.

“Don’t worry,” Phile smiled. “We can work together to come up with all sorts of fearsome attacks. You will enjoy it.”

Rakel frowned. “I find that unlikely.”

“There is another thing that should be discussed,” Captain Halvor said, carefully. “Princess…when you fell unconscious, was it due to blood loss…or your limit?”

Rakel’s frown deepened. “Neither, I think. Though my wounds were painful, they were not deep. I did not feel lightheaded at the time.”

“But it had to be your magic. You used too much,” Phile said.

“No. Building the wall did not tax my magic. I had plenty left. It must be my price. Could it be that I fall unconscious whenever I use a sizeable portion of my magic instead of a loss of energy, or something else similar?” Rakel asked.

“It is plausible,” Oskar said.

“It has never happened previously, and I’ve been using my magic for years.”

“Yes, but have you used as much as you flashed around yesterday?” Phile asked, tapping her nose. “Even before you built your monolith of a wall—which was wretchedly cold, I’ll have you know—you were throwing magic left and right.”

“Phile mentioned the cold, and I agree. Your ice-castle feels like normal ice. That wall…” Captain Halvor shook his head.

“It was a frozen temperature I’ve never experienced,” Oskar said.

Rakel frowned. I hope that’s not my price. Pain I could endure, but being knocked unconscious for a time in which I am out of control? That is unacceptable.

“It’s something to keep in mind,” Captain Halvor said. “Particularly if we are to try to march against Glowma.”

“We are,” Rakel said, iron in her voice.

“Perhaps,” Oskar said, “but even with the revelation of your powers, we cannot attempt to take back Ostfold in time to save—” Someone knocked at the door. “Are we expecting company?” he asked.

Captain Halvor gripped the hilt of his sword. “No,” he said as he moved to the door. He opened it, revealing Snorri with a middle-aged woman and three soldiers standing behind him.

Snorri saluted and stood in the doorway. “Sir, we wish to have an audience with you and Princess Rakel, outside,” he said, more articulate than usual.

“Now?” Captain Halvor asked.

“It’s important, sir.”

Captain Halvor turned to appeal to Rakel, but she was already standing. “It’s fine, Captain. Snorri was the reason Phile found the information about yesterday’s march against our encampment.”

“Don’t undermine my work,” Phile complained. She nudged Snorri aside and led the way out of the room.

Oskar, however, was not quite so forgiving—probably because Snorri was one of the soldiers to secure him during the previous night. “What is it, Snorri?” he asked, his voice like the howling wind of a winter storm as they gathered in the middle of the road.

Snorri—and the woman and soldiers—bowed at the waist. “We would like to offer our services to you, Princess Rakel.”

“Are you sure you want to talk out in the open?” Phile asked as she inspected the bustling outpost.

Rakel ignored her friend. “You have already served me well, Snorri.”

“As magic users,” Snorri said.

Rakel blinked. “What?”

“As magic users,” Snorri said, his voice surprisingly loud and clear.

Previously, villagers and soldiers alike were moving about their business, not giving much attention to Rakel and her companions. With this confession, however, many stopped and stared, and others gathered around.

“The five of you can use magic?” Rakel asked, looking past him to the three soldiers and the woman.

All of them bowed again. “We beg forgiveness for our deceit, Princess,” a soldier said.

“And our silence—and failure to step forward,” another said.

“It is our dishonor,” the woman said.

“Why come forward now?” Oskar asked. The cold edge to his voice was replaced with cautious curiosity.

“Yesterday’s battle, sir,” Snorri said.

“The princess faced four magic users at once and made a path for our escape. She should not be forced to bear such a heavy burden alone,” the last soldier said.

A flurry of whispers tore through the camp. Villagers gasped; soldiers stared at their comrades-in-arms in shock, and some edged away.

Watching the reaction, Rakel understood two things: First, the woman and the soldiers must have been hiding their magic since birth, for it was apparent that no one knew of their abilities. Secondly, they were entering a state of social rejection for her sake. A powerful magic-using princess might be allowed, but these five magic users did not have the clout of the royal name to hide behind. When this was over, they would have to start over, for who would befriend them? Moreover, they were declaring this in front of others. Everyone would know about their magic.

Rakel’s throat ached as she studied the newly revealed magic users. I don’t deserve this kind of loyalty.

The whispers of the crowd increased, and soldiers and villagers who hadn’t been close enough to hear the announcement were drawn in and informed of the unsettling news by other observers.

“Troll.” Sour-faced Unnr spat at the lone woman, who cowered.

This cannot be allowed. “Enough!” she shouted.

The crowd grew silent and turned their attention to her.

Rakel grasped for words—ideas that she didn’t know how to express. She combed the unkind audience and caught sight of a familiar face. “Knut. Come here.”

The soldier hastily left the crowd and hurried up to her, bowing. “Yes, Princess.”

“Describe Snorri’s person, if you would.”

Knut scratched his neck and squinted at her. “Princess?”

“What kind of man is he?”

“Quiet…and a little hard to understand. He keeps to himself a lot,” Knut said, slow to start. He gave his fellow guard a nervous look, but as he spoke, he grew more confident. “But he’s good at what he does.”

“Has he ever wronged you or acted against the best interest of the country?” Rakel asked.

“No, Princess. Never. He saved my life just a few days ago on a scouting trip against the Chosen. They almost found me, but he distracted them and drew their attention away.”

“Snorri is an honorable, dutiful soldier—would you agree?”

“Yes, Princess,” he said solemnly.

“Thank you, Knut. That is all.”

She stepped away from Knut and addressed the crowd. “You know these people. They have fought and lived at your side. Whether or not they have magic doesn’t change their character or their past actions.”

She studied her audience.

Phile cleared her throat. When she caught Rakel’s eye, she smiled and pointed to her lips.

Rakel forced a shaky smile. “They came forward on my behalf—sacrificed their anonymity—so I would not have to fight alone. Please, do not reject them because of their magic. It is such a small thing when compared to the strength of their character.” Her smile grew steadier and more real as she looked at the self-confessed magic users.

Unnr’s face would have been more pleasant if she had swallowed a skunk, but other villagers were nodding thoughtfully. Several of Captain Halvor’s squad stood with Snorri in a move of solidarity and slapped him on the back, and others moved from the crowd to stand with their companions.

The newly outed magic users all introduced themselves to Rakel. Besides Snorri, the other soldiers were named Frodi, the youngest and most hot-headed; Tollak, about Oskar’s age and unflappable; and Ragnar, the oldest and kindest. The sole female magic user was a quiet but sweet-tempered woman named Liv.

Rakel exhaled as the conversation eased. While a few still eyed the quintet with dislike, most of those present returned to chatting and laughing—children even pushed forward, eager to meet the new magic users and hear of their powers.

“Well done, Princess,” Oskar said.

Rakel winced. “I don’t know how to act in these situations.”

“You did fine,” Captain Halvor said. “I appreciate what you said on behalf of Snorri.”

“You knew?” Rakel asked.

Captain Halvor hesitated. “Guessed,” he finally admitted. “I’ve had several soldiers under my command who possess magic.”

“That’s why you know so much about it? Not because you were forewarned about me?”

“I researched it for my men, yes. It’s also why I requested the post on Ensom Peak.”

“I don’t understand,” Rakel said.

“It was easier for the soldiers with magic to hide in such an area and establish a camaraderie with their squad. There was little to do, and they saw few people, making discovery unlikely.”

“And you felt if the other soldiers knew them, they would be less likely to turn on them if their powers were discovered?”

Captain Halvor gestured to the squad standing with Snorri. “You think I am wrong?”

“No. It’s the same reasoning I used,” Rakel admitted. A smile tugged at one corner of her mouth, giving her a sly edge.

“You’re thinking something cunning, I can tell.” Oskar said, joining them.

“I bet it’s brilliant. I love cunning—especially in plans and men,” Phile said, throwing an arm across Rakel’s shoulders.

“I was just thinking that with five additional magic users, our success at Glowma is assured.”

“We don’t know if their powers will be at all helpful in warfare, Princess,” Captain Halvor said.

“Of course they are, or they wouldn’t have come forward. And four of them are soldiers for a reason. They did say they thought it was wrong to make me fight alone.” Rakel was almost purring in delight. I don’t relish the idea of facing Graydim again, but I will not allow him to stop us. I am going to save my brother, even if I have to fight Farrin alone!


Chapter 13
The Fight For Glowma


“You’re not going to fight Farrin, remember that,” Oskar said. “The other magic users will keep him occupied while you fight with the rest of us.”

Rakel nodded, too ill to respond verbally. Though she had decided she would risk facing Farrin again if it meant she could reach Steinar in time to save him, now that the moment had arrived, her entire being protested drawing any closer.

Her complete and thorough defeat at his hands had shaken her more than she thought.

“Are you well, Little Wolf?” Phile asked, balancing Foedus on her fingertip.

“Well enough,” Rakel said, growing green with dread. She inhaled and stared at Glowma. It was silent and shut tightly. According to Snorri—who had been lingering around the walls of the city since dawn, using his magic to blend in with the shadows—the city had closed up approximately twenty minutes prior to their arrival.

“At least they can’t shoot down at us,” Oskar said. “Glowma has walls to keep out wild animals, so there are no wall-walks for archers.”

“Princess?” Captain Halvor said, studying her with piercing eyes.

Rakel tore her gaze from the city.

“We await your command.”

Rakel nodded. Though she dreaded seeing Farrin again, using her magic’s full potential made her almost as nervous. To free the country, to free Steinar, I will do it.

She left the shadows of the trees and approached Glowma, drawing closer to the silent city. Troops moved into place behind her, and they organized themselves just outside the biggest city gate.

Rakel brushed the door, and it frosted over as ice flooded the cracks. The wood groaned as she pushed more of her powers into the door, until the ice made the wood buckle.

As the door froze further, she leaned close and listened—able to hear officers of the Chosen shouting to their soldiers. Rakel retreated several feet away and waited as the door continued to crack ominously—though it was nowhere near falling down.

When she estimated there was a sizable crowd lined up behind the gate, she slammed the wooden doors with a glacier—tearing them from their hinges. She kept pushing so the glacier surged forward, shoving the door down the city road, plowing through the troops organized there.

After taking out rows of soldiers, she flung the door against a building, getting it out of the way for the fighting. The Chosen soldiers thrown by the door and glacier combo lay addled on the ground. She stepped aside so the Verglas troops could pour past her. They shouted and fell upon the vulnerable enemy soldiers, raising a racket.

Rakel found the archers positioned in second story windows of various buildings and got to work freezing their quivers solid so they could not retrieve any arrows, and icing over the bows so they were too cold to handle. She had one building left when something hit her uninjured side and sent her sprawling against the side of a building.

Farrin.

Rakel’s heart picked up its speed as she peeled herself off the wall.

“Why are you attempting this, Your Highness?” Farrin asked, frowning. “You’ll only get more of your troops killed with this attack.”

He took a step towards her, and Rakel lashed out, sending spikes of ice out of the ground.

Farrin ruthlessly cleaved straight through them, and they shattered.

Rakel backed up to a store and tried pummeling him with ice shards.

He deflected them, and they peppered the wall behind Rakel, digging in several inches.

She covered the ground with a layer of slick ice, but he still wore the ice cleats.

I can’t do this! Panic tore at her concentration and her powers, making her falter. She cringed when Farrin stopped an arm’s length away from her.

He still wore a frown, but now it was edged with regret. He tightened his grip on his sword. “You are afraid of me—” he started.

Snorri stepped out of the shadows and slapped a pair of cuffs on him. He turned to Rakel and said something incomprehensible as Farrin stared at the cuffs.

“You’re muttering, Snorri,” she said.

Farrin tried breaking the cuffs by yanking his arms apart with his magic-fueled speed. They held.

“You can’t break it, least, not easily. Tollak charmed them.” Snorri told him. He turned and bowed to Rakel. “Now, Princess?”

“Yes. Right now, thank you.”

“Our honor.” Snorri retreated a few steps and raised his fist in the air—the pre-determined signal.

Farrin, in the middle of adjusting his grip on his greatsword, had to tap his speed magic so he could raise his sword in time to block a ball of fire. The fire bounced off his sword—pushed away by his magic—but instead of shooting in the direction he aimed it, it flew back to Frodi, who caught it in his hand and held it painlessly.

Frodi scowled. “He can still use the sword with the handcuffs on!”

“An unacceptable outcome,” Tollak acknowledged. “But at least I have another set of unbreakable manacles for his feet—though I’m not volunteering to put them on him.” While all magic powers were unusual, Tollak had the particularly unconventional but useful ability to give magical properties to crafted objects. He could, for instance, make a pair of manacles unbreakable.

“Now he’s going to expect that we’ll try to attack his feet!” Frodi said, slapping his face with his fire-free hand.

“You’ve collected a number of other magic users,” Farrin said.

“Yes,” Rakel said, easing away from the wall.

“Mind him,” Snorri said as Farrin used his speed magic to catch up and reached for her.

Tollak, who was as big as a bear—although he had the nimblest set of fingers Rakel had ever seen—stepped in Farrin’s way.

Farrin dodged him. When Snorri grabbed his cloak, he kicked the scout in the chest, slamming him into Tollak. Sensing he wasn’t going to let her leave the area, Rakel tried running. Farrin caught her by the wrist before she went two feet.

“No,” he said.

Rakel jolted to a stop and sagged like a ragdoll. She could hear Verglas soldiers shouting as they ran—not down the main street, but up alleyways, back inlets, and around buildings—making the Chosen army chase after them. It was going according to plan, but she needed to get to the municipal building! “Ragnar?”

Ragnar, the last of the male magic users, ambled into the city with the last wave of Verglas soldiers. “I hoped to be used as a last resort, but it seems we’ll need Genovefa after all,” the older soldier sighed. He slapped his hands together, closed his eyes, and started murmuring under his breath.

Frodi flung the fireball again, but his aim was a little off, and he would have hit Rakel if Farrin hadn’t slid forward to intercept the hit.

“We are tryin’ to hit the colonel, Frodi. Not the Princess,” Tollak said, his voice kind and cheerful in spite of the chastisement as Rakel ran past him—taking advantage of her moment of freedom.

Frodi burned red with embarrassment. “I’d like to see you do better.”

“Don’t think I could,” Tollak shrugged. “Just wanted to make sure you knew.”

Farrin glanced from his manacles to Frodi to Rakel. “They leave much to be desired,” he said. It took him a moment and a burst of his speed magic to catch her again.

Rakel tried fighting him and kicked out. She stopped when a raindrop fell and looked up at the cloudy, magic-fueled sky. I have to leave. Now! Soon she was going to be too late, and the whole plan would come down on their heads!

An otherworldly song echoed in the street that was now abandoned, except for the magic-users. A golden gate formed next to Ragnar—the oldest soldier—and out of it stepped a beautiful, ethereal warrior.

“Elf-friend Ragnar. It is my joy to answer your call. How can I assist you?” the warrior asked. Her luxurious blonde hair was twisted in an artful braid, and she had long, tapered ears, and eyes a curious shade of jade green. Several black tattoos framed her eyes and flowed down her arms. She wore beautiful, intricate armor and wielded a shortsword, and the weapon seemed to give off an aura of its own.

Rakel stared. What is an elf-friend? In all her reading, she had never heard the term. Of course, she had never read of anything like Ragnar’s transportation magic, either.

Ragnar bowed. “Thank you for answering my summons, Genovefa. My request is that you would fight this man on my behalf,” he said, indicating Farrin.

Farrin’s scowl grew sharp as he changed his stance. He released Rakel and maneuvered her behind him.

“I understand,” the warrior said. She snapped down the visor of her helm and sprang at Farrin.

Farrin, his grasp awkward due to the manacles, brought up his greatsword just in time. When the blades clashed, they showered the air with sparks, and the ground beneath them shook.

The female warrior leaped back. “He has magic,” she stated.

“S-speed and magic reflection,” Frodi stammered, staring open-mouthed.

“I see. Thank you for this information.” She dove at Farrin again.

“Princess,” Captain Halvor said, appearing at her side as Farrin and the warrior met again, this time with a thunderclash. “It’s time.”

“I apologize, it’s just…” Rakel shook her head and turned her back on the battle. She heard Frodi throw another fireball and glanced over her shoulder.

“They’ll handle it.”

“Yes,” Rakel agreed as she picked up her pace and started running. “Are we on schedule?”

“Mostly. The three other magic users under Colonel Graydim’s command are by the municipal building.”

Rakel flinched as lightning cracked in the sky. “I see. I apologize for the delay,” she said, when they skid to a stop at a corner.

Captain Halvor checked around the corner and then nodded to her. They ran again—though this time they ran into four Chosen soldiers.

“Keep moving. The municipal building is straight ahead,” he said, as he slipped his sword from its scabbard.

Rakel ran as Captain Halvor spun around and engaged the soldiers, his sword ringing when it hit their armor.

Rakel skidded into the courtyard just in time to see the weather magic-user—standing on the top floor of the municipal building—raise his hand. Thunder growled, and Rakel sprinted towards the center—where a small unit of thirty or so Verglas soldiers stood—penned in by Chosen troops. She threw a block of ice at two of the Chosen soldiers, creating a gap that she slipped through. She had just enough time to throw her hands up, creating a huge shield of ice as lightning fell from the sky. The ice shield bloomed like a four-leaf clover, shaking when lightning struck it.

Rakel gritted her teeth and increased the thickness of the shield as the lightning danced across its surface. When the attack was finally spent, Rakel shattered her shield, forming a cloud of razor sharp daggers, which she rained down on the surrounding Chosen soldiers.

The Verglas troops, free from magical assault, sprang against the Chosen, engaging them in combat.

She turned her gaze to the municipal building and saw the weather-boy gaping down at her. “Shoot!” he shouted—his voice barely more than an anxious peep over the shouts of the soldiers. He ran towards an observation platform, but a wall of ice pushed him straight over the edge of the roof. He shouted as he fell and landed in a large, cushy pile of snow Rakel had summoned for the occasion. He fell again when she whisked the snow away, and before he could stand, bands of thick ice spread across his ankles, knees, wrists, elbows, and hips, freezing him to the ground.

The young man shouted in frustration. Rakel ignored him and raised an ice shield behind her. The wolf that was leaping for her open back hit it—nose first—and was flipped head over tail.

Rakel put a loving hand on the ice shield as she smiled benevolently at the wolf. Her ice shield was not a crude, plain wall of ice, but a beautifully sculpted shield that possessed the same flourishes as the royal crest, except for the reindeer standing in front of a snowflake emblazoned on its center.

When the wolf lunged at her again, Rakel sent the shield forward, and it rammed into the wolf with the force of a stampeding bull reindeer.

The wolf yipped, hit the ground, and howled when an ice collar snapped shut around its neck. The collar was connected to a short chain that held it anchored to a block of ice. The wolf barked and tried to transform—its fur going from a fluffy wolf pelt to the white of a snow bear. When its throat wouldn’t grow due to the constriction of the ice collar, the wolf choked and coughed. Rakel snapped a cage around it—one that had three interlocking layers of bars, and a ceiling cut like a gemstone.

The wolf changed into a fox and managed to slip from the collar, but in neither its fox, wolf, nor snow bear form could it break through the cage bars.

Ahh yes…so the shifter is their scout. We will have to keep an eye out for foxes in the future. Rakel smiled in satisfaction as the brutish magic-user gnawed on one of the bars of the cage, yelping when it chipped a tooth.

“Princess!” a soldier shouted.

The Verglas soldiers had subdued the Chosen troops whom previously surrounded them and reorganized their ranks so they were spread around Rakel in a protective formation. The soldiers on one end of the formation were tossed aside when the young girl with the strength magic pushed through them, wildly swinging her fists to clear her path.

She’s the tricky one, Rakel thought, her brow furrowing as she slammed her lovely ice shield into the girl. She shattered it with her elbow. Coming up with the plan to confront the girl had been the most difficult. If Rakel tried to imprison her in a cage—like the shapeshifter—she would, given enough time, be able to break out. The easiest route would be to beat her senseless, but such a brutal method didn’t appeal to Rakel, so after some deep discussion with Captain Halvor, Rakel had decided on an uncomfortable—but more humane—method of subduing her.

“Back up,” Rakel said to the soldiers. The Verglas troops took one look at her fingers—where snowflakes swirled and dazzled—and scrambled backwards.

The young girl laughed as ice started to encase her body. “That won’t work on me,” she said, cracking and shattering it as she moved in on Rakel.

Rakel allowed her to draw close, and then coated the girl’s body in ice that was as thick as a finger length. The girl rolled her eyes and stopped so she could flex her muscles and crack the ice.

The ice cracked, but as the girl had stopped moving, Rakel was able to snap an iceberg shut around her, encasing all but her head in a chunk of ice that was as big as the courtyard’s three-tiered fountain.

The girl squirmed, but the ice had conformed to her body like a mold with no wriggle room.

“I apologize. You’re going to get cold, but I do not expect the following battle to last long. So you will not experience hypothermia or frostbite,” Rakel said.

“What? That was not a fair fight! Stop—I want another go,” the girl shouted.

A soldier from Frodi’s squad saluted Rakel. “Well done, Princess. You were able to counter-attack so much better today!”

“Thank you,” Rakel said wryly as she stepped around the body of an unconscious Chosen soldier. “Though not having to fight off Farrin Graydim had more to do with it than practiced skill. Are we ready?”

“Just about. The courtyard and municipal building have been cleared of all enemy soldiers. You’ll be facing less than half their force, as some of the villagers took it upon themselves to help us. We’ve also heard whistles from all the squads. They will arrive in approximately two minutes.”

“And Frodi and the other magic users?”

“No problems reported.”

“Excellent. Thank you, soldier. You’d better join the others.”

“Yes, Princess.” He saluted and hurried towards the municipal building, scurrying behind it.

Rakel walked a circle—ignoring the cursing enemy magic users—and checked to see that Snorri’s promise of two smaller city gates within eyesight of the courtyard was correct. She tugged on her magic, smiling grimly. If a deep, uncontrollable sleep is the payment for my magic, today will almost certainly activate it. I hope Captain Halvor is wrong.

Rakel pulled her hair free from its braid, perking when she heard a handful of whistles that came from several different directions.

Here they come!

Verglas soldiers—dragging unarmored, Glowma citizens with them—sprinted out of alleyways, lanes, and roads. Chosen troops ran after them, snarling like animals as they hacked at them.

Rakel cut a precise—but small—line between the two groups with her typical spikes of ice—purposely leaving a few holes. The division gave the Verglas soldiers the space they needed. They increased the distance and fled to the municipal building, crowding around it.

Chosen troops flooded the courtyard, until it was a sea of black and crimson uniforms. Rakel waited until they were almost on the Verglas troops, then erected a wall as tall as the city walls in front of the municipal building. It was not as impressive as the wall she had built previously, but with Farrin distracted and the strength-user subdued, it didn’t need to be. Rakel raised a similar wall on the opposite and perpendicular sides, creating a cramped arena.

Chosen soldiers beat on the walls for several moments—testing to make sure they couldn’t bust through it—and Rakel used their distraction to build more of her power.

“Make ’em run for their mothers, Little Wolf,” Phile said, startling Rakel.

“Have you lost what little common sense you possess? Why are you not with the troops?”

“I didn’t want to miss the show. It sounds like it’s gonna be a good one. Remember: make it flashy, and they’ll forget your only magic is ice and snow.”

Rakel grit her teeth to refrain from shaking her friend. “You’re going to make things more difficult. With you here, I’ll have to worry about avoiding you.”

“No, you won’t. I’m gonna go perch on wolfy’s cage. You couldn’t hit her anyway, or you would release her. Good luck.” Phile scaled the cage holding the shapeshifter. The shifter—in her snow bear form—swiped at her, but Phile dodged her, pulling herself onto the cage roof. She rapped her knuckles on the roof, making the shapeshifter snarl.

Rakel shook her head and slipped to the center of the penned-in courtyard. She looked up to the storm cloud hanging overhead—which she hadn’t dismissed in spite of taking care of the weather-boy—and nudged it with her magic so it blotted out the sun.

She extended her arms—her fingers spread—and ice began to spiral out and away from her, crawling across the ground in precise patterns. The ice formed a giant snow flake, with her at the center. A push from her magic, and it began to rotate, gliding across the ground. It was for appearance’s sake—part of the show Phile had mentioned—but judging by the panicked shouts of the soldiers, they hadn’t figured that out.

Rakel held out her hand, and a staff of ice a head taller than her grew from the ground up. The staff had no magical purpose, but it was supposed to get the soldiers’ attention, and it did. When she raised the staff in the air, they looked up, shouting and gasping as dozens of swords and pikes formed out of ice formed above their heads. They were not as precise or as beautiful as they should have been—Captain Halvor asked her to fashion them after the weapons of the elite palace guards, but as Rakel had last seen one at age ten, she had little more than a foggy notion to base them on.

Whether they saw the resemblance or not, the Chosen soldiers stampeded over one another as they ran at the ice walls. They pounded on the ice, howling with panic.

Several ran at her, but Rakel froze their boots to the rotating snowflake, and made ice crawl up their weapons—which they threw away in their fear.

The wind picked up, playing with Rakel’s snow white hair as she forged the last few ice swords. She had created over three hundred weapons, and it was taking a hefty bit of her power to keep the weapons aloft.

“You will pay for occupying land that is not yours,” Rakel said. The wind stole the words from her mouth, but she must have been loud enough, for the soldiers started jabbing at the walls with their blades.

Rakel squared her shoulders and fixed her eyes on the wall in front of the municipal building. Moving with great care, she started releasing the swords so they dropped from the air, whistling when they hit the ground. Though the ice weapons hit some of the soldiers, thanks to Rakel’s precision they killed no one. She turned in a circle, dropping the ice swords and pikes on the next wall, and the next wall, until she had rained havoc on all of the soldiers—drawing blood and shrieks of fear. Next, Rakel used the fallen weapons as temperature anchors, and dropped the temperature of the courtyard until it was so cold, the soldiers had trouble breathing.

Rakel was still able to function normally, so she built two more cottage-sized ice snowflakes on the ground, and set them spinning.

When the soldiers started dropping like flies, Rakel knocked out the two short ends of the courtyard. Verglas soldiers had opened the gates during Rakel’s fight. She eased off the temperature—letting it rise—and instead concentrated her magic on building a twisted column made of ice swords stacked together. It twined around her like a spiral staircase and glittered as the sun burst free of the storm clouds.

Rakel yelled. The spiral of swords cocooning her burst outward, stabbing into the ice walls and slicing many of the soldiers. The Chosen troops ran, moving through the two open ends of the courtyard like herds of goats. They poured from the city, fleeing in fear and terror, without supplies, without most of their weapons, and without Farrin.

Rakel experimentally pushed her shoulders back, smiling when she felt nothing pulling her from consciousness.

“Beautiful, Little Wolf!” Phile shouted. The red kerchief that covered her dark hair flapped like a flag as she waltzed across the courtyard. “It was pulled off flawlessly! It’s almost not quite fair that you have perfect military luck and an army of handsome men at your beck and call. If I weren’t your bosom friend, I might be jealous.”

Rakel felt her hair slip from its tight braid. “Maybe, but—” she cursed and fell to her knees when her strength abruptly gave out and the sight of the retreating soldiers started to turn hazy.

So losing consciousness is my price—but it seems that it is not extracted from me until I am finished wielding my magic.

Phile caught her, keeping her head from hitting the ground. “Rakel, will your magic stay up with you unconscious, or do we have to worry about the mages?” Phile asked.

Rakel—clear-minded even though she lost the ability to open her eyes—said, “It will stay.” Her limbs were so heavy, she couldn’t move them. It was as if she had been buried in packed snow.

Why couldn’t Captain Halvor have been wrong this time? she thought. Then she lost all consciousness.


Chapter 14
The Aftermath


Rakel sat up before she could even open her eyes and blindly threw out daggers of ice in fear and panic.

“Rakel—Little Wolf! Stop—you’re safe!”

Someone shook her by the shoulders as her eyes finally focused.

Phile sat on the edge of the bed, her grip on Rakel still firm. She was in a room—not the plain encampment room—but a bedroom that had simple wooden furniture, a cheerfully lit fireplace, and a number of shredded pillows that had ice sticking from them like arrow shafts.

Gerta and Kai peered out from behind the ruined pillows, their delight brightening their faces even though Rakel had nearly hurt them. “You woke up!” Gerta chirped, throwing herself on the floor by the bed.

“I don’t know if ‘woke’ rightly describes it,” Phile snorted. She released Rakel and patted her on the head. “How do you feel?”

Rakel placed a hand over her erratically beating heart. “Confused.”

“Do you hurt anywhere? Do you have any pain?” Phile asked.

Rakel shook her head.

“Good.”

“How long was I sleeping?” Rakel asked.

“A day!” Gerta said.

“Almost a day,” Kai said, gravely shaking his head. “You were just a few hours short.”

Rakel grimaced. “Longer than the last time, then.”

“Yes, but you used a lot of your magic—not only during the battle, but when you were fine-tuning your ability to produce ice swords,” Phile said.

“Should I go get some stew for the princess, Mistress Robber Maiden? I imagine she will soon be quite hungry,” Kai said.

“Please. Gerta, would you get her something to drink?”

“Aye-aye, Captain!” Gerta said, snapping a salute with her wrong hand. She trundled out of the room after Kai, humming as she went.

“Where am I?” Rakel eased back down in the bed, recovering her breath from her bout of panic.

“Glowma. We took the city after you scared most of the soldiers outta town.”

“I remember that. What happened to Farrin and the other mages?

“Frodi got them out with his fire magic. He almost made himself sick eating a pot of stew—that’s part of his rules for magic: he can’t cast more energy than he’s consumed—but he got them out by sunset.”

“But what about Farrin?”

“Ah, yes. Ragnar’s elf-warrior friend took care of him.”

“Did you say elf warrior?”

“Mhhmm. Mystical being—real big into trees and such. You haven’t heard of them before?”

“No.” Rakel flattened her lips, disappointed with her ignorance. I will research them when this war is over.

“Can’t say I’m surprised—they’re rarer than a unicorn sighting—but I thought with all your book reading you might have seen something. Anyway, Farrin put up a good fight and got her pretty good a few times, but she struck him unconscious right after your grand finale. His little minions took him and ran.”

“And Captain Halvor let them?”

“He didn’t make the call. He’s been in the infirmary with a thigh wound—he’s fine, but he lost an unhealthy amount of blood and was out of it.”

“Was it Oskar, then?”

“Of course not. He would have had Farrin’s heart on a pike. No, Oskar was holding talks with Glowma city officials and the Verglas army officers that were held prisoner here.”

“Then, who?”

“Me, of course!” Phile said with a broad smile.

“You let him go!” Rakel shouted.

“Of course.”

“Stop saying ‘of course’!” Rakel threw a pillow at her. “Why would you do that?”

“Say ‘of course’? I guess it’s a catchphrase.”

“No. Why would you let Farrin go?”

“Because you call him by his first name.”

Rakel stared at her, torn between pelting the Robber Maiden with snow and smothering her with a pillow.

“Don’t give me that look. You’re the one that has some kind of strange relationship with him,” Phile said, holding her hands up.

Rakel was aghast. “Relationship?” She was so unsettled and shocked, she couldn’t keep her jaw from dropping.

“Yes. You are friends—which I approve of, you know. He is even more handsome than Captain Halvor and Oskar, if you go for the brooding, mysterious type. Haven’t you noticed?”

Even though she had been unconscious for nearly a day, Rakel felt very tired. “No, I have not spared any thought or time to consider whether or not Farrin was attractive. I’m trying to save my brother and a country. Now, please explain why you felt being on a first-name basis meant he was free to run off.”

Phile smiled at her like a pleased dog. “It’s because there was a very real chance that Oskar or Captain Halvor would have him executed before you woke up. Naturally, my only option was to let him go.”

“No, there were at least half a dozen options you could have chosen from.”

“Then would you have approved of his execution?”

Rakel sighed. She’s not going to drop this, so I may as well move on. Although it is interesting that she also noted some oddities in his behavior… “I hope Oskar and Halvor have made you pay for your actions?”

“Yes. Halvor won’t talk to me.”

“And Oskar?”

Phile jutted her lower lip out. “Oskar is much meaner and more deviant, did you know that? He took Foedus.”

“And you let him?” Rakel asked, shocked.

“Of course not. Who do you think I am, a sniveling maiden? I stole it back the moment he turned away,” Phile said, flipping the hideous dagger out of her sleeve.

“I got goat milk!” Gerta announced as she ran back into the room, carrying a mug and a wooden pitcher.

Rakel held the mug as Gerta poured. When the little girl watched her eagerly, she took a cautious sip. “It is delicious. Thank you.”

Gerta almost jumped in her joy. “I’m glad you like it! Kai is getting you some bread to go with your stew, too. Master Oskar and Captain Halvor are with him.”

“I believe I suddenly have a need to stretch my legs,” Phile said, popping into a standing position.

“Phile,” Rakel said.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be back to regale you with stories later—when I’m certain I won’t be abused for the genius of my ideas.”

Phile got halfway across the room before Oskar and Captain Halvor filled the doorway.

“Princess, I’m glad to see you are looking so well,” Oskar said with a dazzling smile.

Captain Halvor glared at Phile, who meekly planted herself on the wall. “How do you feel?” he asked, gingerly standing still so Kai—carrying a wooden tray piled with food—could maneuver around him.

Rakel pushed one of her blankets down and took the tray from Kai, smiling at him in thanks. “Fine. You were right. Falling unconscious after using great amounts of my magic appears to be my price,” she said, working hard to keep a scowl off her face.

Captain Halvor nodded. “I guessed as much when it took longer for you to awaken. It seems that the more power you use, the longer you are unconscious.”

Just wonderful, a price that plays on my fear of being caught unaware—though I expect many would think it’s a soft price compared to the power it gives me. Instead of voicing her complaints, she opted to change the topic. “How is Glowma?”

“Filled with celebrations—you’ll be expected to attend your fair share, of course,” Oskar said.

“The battle went as well as we could have hoped for. Although, it would have been ideal if we had retained control over the mages,” Captain Halvor growled.

“Yes,” Oskar said, giving Phile a scowl of displeasure.

The Robber Maiden had her back to a wall and was smiling like an innocent child. Gerta and Kai stood with her, watching the exchange with interest.

“Any sign of a counter-strike?” Rakel asked.

Captain Halvor shook his head. “They had quite a few losses from the alleyway skirmishes and fights. Most of them were injured, and they left without any sort of gear or medical help. They’ll have to return to a larger outpost to regroup.”

“The gates have already been repaired—an easy job as you merely destroyed the hinges. Tollak laid some magic on the gates to make them stronger and fire resistant,” Oskar added.

“And our soldiers?” Rakel asked.

“We had some losses,” Captain Halvor acknowledged.

“Having Liv in our ranks, however, has significantly cut down on our injury-related deaths,” Oskar said, referring to the only other female magic user. Her specialty was purification—of water, wounds, food, and the like.

Rakel smiled. “I am happy to hear that.”

Oskar snapped a nod. “As we all are. Are you strong enough to get up?”

“She hasn’t eaten yet!” Gerta said.

Oskar smiled at her. “Ahh, yes, how rude of me—little Gerta is correct. You must eat first.”

Rakel self-consciously glanced at her tray of food. “I imagine I’ll be able to get up shortly.”

“Excellent. A seamstress has been altering one of your dresses so it is more appropriate for a celebration. She would like for you to try it on so she can see what else it requires.”

Rakel frowned. “Is that necessary?”

“The dress or the celebrations?”

“Both.”

“Yes, they are necessary, Princess,” Oskar said. “The citizens of Glowma have been clamoring to see you, and there will be important people among the guests. You will enjoy the parties—I promise.”

“What about our plans for marching to Ostfold?”

“Snorri is already traveling there to scout out the situation,” Captain Halvor said.

“Good.”

“In the meantime, your main concern should be interacting with your new supporters, while your old ones recover,” Oskar said.

Rakel looked to Phile—hoping she would object—but the Robber Maiden was gone. She held in a sigh. “Very well.”

“Excellent! First thing—we must set about introducing you to the merchant guild leaders. They might be willing to lend us funds. Pordis is the one you should concern yourself with the most, but there are others…”
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Farrin blinked and tried to keep his breathing even in spite of the pain.

Sunnira glanced up from his wound and shook her head. “You should have killed the princess when you had the chance.”

It was only Farrin’s longstanding friendship with Sunnira that kept him from feeling more than irritation. Killing Rakel was never an option—though it had taken him several meetings to realize that. “I am reluctant to slaughter a fellow magic user,” he lied.

“Then you should have let Kavon’s assassination attempt carry through,” she said, brushing a lock of her chestnut hair out of her face. She returned her gaze to his shoulder—knitting muscle and skin together with her magic.

Farrin was again thankful he was lucky enough to have Sunnira as an officer serving under him. She was one of their best healers and had saved his life—and the lives of the other magic users in their unit—more times than he cared to remember.

He kept his face blank even though his body was wracked with pain—healing was not a soothing experience. “It wouldn’t matter. These wounds aren’t from Rakel.”

“Don’t be a fool. If they didn’t have her, the Verglas resistance wouldn’t have ever formed.” Though her words were sharp, her fingers were gentle as she probed the healing wound. “If you can’t stomach killing her, then dispatch others to do it for you.”

“Don’t overstep your boundaries, Sunnira,” Farrin said, letting his displeasure show in the weight of his voice. “We might be longtime friends, but I run the north armies, not you.”

Sunnira sighed. “I know—you have Tenebris’s trust just as you have mine. He trusts you to take the northern part of Verglas. But what is it about this royal girl?”

“She’s admirable. She is a magic user, but she stands by her countrymen out of her own free will.”

“She’s a princess. Her life experiences are very different from ours. Living in a castle of ice is not at all traumatizing—you and I survived brutalities.”

Farrin mulled over the thought, surprised to realize he disagreed. He recalled the haunted, lonesome fog that consumed her eyes when he first met her, the way she startled whenever he touched her—as if contact were a foreign concept. Even when he was with the worst of his slave masters, he still knew friends and companions.

Being forced to kill is horrific…but living alone for years with nothing but your own thoughts for company—and as a child? That kind of neglect was terrifying.

“Don’t romanticize her, Farrin. She’s not like us,” Sunnira said, standing in front of him so he could see the earnest worry in her doll-like features.

“You’re right,” Farrin said. “She avoids killing at all cost. We spill blood without a thought.”

Sunnira wove her fingers together. “We have a right to seek out a land to call our own.”

“I agree,” Farrin said, testing out his shoulder. “But I don’t think we should ignore the honor in Princess Rakel’s actions just because she chose a different side.”

Sunnira sighed. “It baffles me how you can still be an idealist when a few years ago you lived only to kill.”

Farrin’s facial scar ached, and he eyed Sunnira. She knew he—as most magic users—fought to forget his past. The unwelcome reminder made him tip his head back. “Why are we here, Sunnira?”

She blinked, batting her long eyelashes at him. “What? How can you ask that? The land—”

“Is not ideal for our purposes. We would be better off taking over a coastal country. Furthermore, only a handful of our magic users come from Verglas, and they had no particular vendetta against it besides their exile.”

Sunnira sighed. “You are too curious about the princess. What poison has she been dripping in your ears, hmm? You can’t trust anything she says—she wants us to leave!”

“Sunnira. Tenebris must have told you. Why Verglas?”

“You know why. I’m not having this conversation with you, Farrin. I hope for your sake we are sent south and a new regiment is sent to replace us—one who will properly end the resistance. Now, be sure to rest. Though your wounds are healed, your body is still recovering…” Sunnira chatted on, her usual good humor returning.

Farrin accepted the change with no indication he disagreed with her. He finished speaking with her—taking a few minutes to exchange friendly small talk—offered her a rare smile, and sauntered out of the infirmary.

His face was as rigid as rock. She’s not telling me everything. Though Sunnira was under his command, she was close friends with Tenebris, their leader. She knew the real reason they were in Verglas, and she wasn’t sharing.

Farrin walked through the Ostfold barracks, stopping to enquire after soldiers and officers—taking care to appear unaffected. It took him two hours to reach the other magic users’ quarters. He knocked on the door.

“Come in,” a husky female voice said.

Farrin entered the room and closed the door behind him. “Bunny,” he said, “I have an assignment for you.”


Chapter 15
A Military Promotion


Rakel forcibly turned her attention from the feast—she had never before experienced such a celebration with music, brightly colored clothes, and so much joy—and focused on her dinner partners. “Thank you for holding this celebration, Constable Tryggvi.”

Tryggvi bowed his head. “It is my pleasure, Princess,” he said as he gave her a bright, genuine smile. “I cannot tell you how honored I am to finally meet you. Since hearing of your actions at Fyran and Vefsna, I have had the impertinence to consider myself your servant.”

His comment made Rakel feel a little awkward. She had decided not to tell him—nor Pordis, who was also in attendance—that she had previously met him under far different circumstances. She wanted the chance to see if they would act differently.

Rakel watched servers deliver food to some of the tables—the room was so stuffed with surfaces to eat upon, there was barely room to walk. “I was pleasantly surprised to receive your invitation.”

Tryggvi leaned across the table, concern etched on his wrinkled face. “I beg your pardon, Princess, but why?”

“I didn’t know how you would feel, having a magic user as your dinner guest,” Rakel said. Phile is detrimentally affecting me. I never would have asked such a question before befriending her.

Phile was supposed to be seated with Rakel, but the Robber Maiden hadn’t been spotted since the previous day.

Tryggvi’s forehead wrinkled. “Princess, you are saving the country. No one could begrudge you such an honor.”

Pordis, seated next to him, set down her wine goblet. “Moreover, you are changing our very culture.”

Rakel blinked, surprised by this unexpected development. “I beg your pardon?” she asked, echoing Tryggvi’s earlier words.

Pordis gestured around the room. “Magic isn’t feared like it once was—at least not in northern Verglas. Folk might be uncomfortable around it, but magic users aren’t hated. That would be your doing, Princess. Even the army is more welcoming of magic. Wouldn’t you say so, Colonel Vardr?”

Colonel Vardr, a Verglas officer who sat next to Rakel, focused on his food. “Of course,” he said woodenly.

Struck by the merchant leader’s insight, Rakel looked away to give herself a moment. Attitudes are changing? Does that mean it is as I hoped, and if I throw out the Chosen, magic users really will be accepted? She watched Oskar—whose red hair was radiant in the flickering torchlight as he moved from one table to the next, charming everyone he came across—as she ruminated on Pordis’s words.

“Around here, folk loved you even before you saved Glowma,” Tryggvi said.

Recalling Phile’s advice to show more emotion, Rakel smiled at Tryggvi and Pordis. “I thank you for your compliments. I hope as a result of these new attitudes, more magic users will step forward to help us when we march on Ostfold,” she said, shifting the topic. As much as it warmed her heart to know they didn’t hate her, she found it a little embarrassing to be told so.

“Ahh, yes. I heard the Chosen troops stationed here had to retreat to join up with the rest of their regiment in Ostfold,” Pordis said.

“It is the most likely location they would retreat to, as Ostfold is the most heavily fortified in the region,” Rakel said. “Captain Halvor can better explain the situation.”

Where is he, anyway? Since her initial conversation with the captain after waking up, Rakel had seen nothing of him—which was unusual, as he seemed to live for meetings.

“I could offer my expertise,” Colonel Vardr said.

“Certainly,” Pordis said.

Rakel studied the loud, cheerful crowd of celebrators, her eyes tracing over the faces.

“Are you looking for someone in particular, Princess?” Tryggvi asked.

Rakel hesitated. “Yes, Captain Halvor.”

“Oh, I do not know if he received an invitation.” Tryggvi scratched the back of his head.

“What?” Rakel said.

“We gave the army an allotted number of invitations and let them decide who should attend,” Tryggvi said. “I assume you invited the captain, Colonel Vardr?”

“No,” Colonel Vardr said, his lip curling with distaste. “As he is only a captain, and there were several majors held prisoner in Glowma, we prioritized by rank.”

Rakel, who had her hands lightly clasped on her lap, clenched the edge of the table. “I beg your pardon?”

“Captain Halvor will no longer be in control. Instead, I will be replacing him as your primary military expert.”

Rakel pushed her chair away from the table. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said, snapping her skirts. She was vaguely aware that Tryggvi and Colonel Vardr hurried after her as she sailed through the celebration—people scrambling out of her path.

She approached one of the soldiers standing guard at the doors. “Where is Captain Halvor?”

The soldier bowed. “I believe he is off duty and is in his quarters, Princess.”

“Thank you.” She left the hall and navigated her way down the straight-shot hallways of the municipal building.

“Princess, is everything alright?” Tryggvi asked as they left the building and stepped into the wintery night.

This is why I detest falling unconscious—things spiral out of control, and I’m not even aware of it. “No, but I shall right it shortly.”

“This is nothing personal, Princess. It is how the army operates,” Colonel Vardr said, his voice stiff and unbending. “We have to uphold the system—even in times of war—or rank will mean nothing, and foot soldiers will ignore orders.”

Rakel ignored his useless sputtering and walked towards the barracks. “Knut,” she said, calling out to the gap-toothed soldier as he ambled past.

“Princess!” he bowed.

“Where are Captain Halvor’s quarters?”

Knut looked behind Rakel, saw Colonel Vardr, and put on a smile that split his face. “Right this way, Princess.” He led her into the stone, rectangular-shaped building and up to the second floor.

The whole time, Colonel Vardr lectured about order and rank. “Really, Princess, you are lucky to have made it so far with a mere captain aiding you. A major was held in the garrison encampment. He should have taken over leadership immediately.”

Knut stopped outside a room.

Rakel decided that if Halvor hadn’t heard Vardr’s lecture as they moved down the hallway, he deserved to be surprised, and she threw the door open with more force than necessary.

Captain Halvor was seated on a chair, in the middle of polishing his boots, so it seemed. “Princess,” he bowed to her and snapped a salute to Vardr. “Sir.”

“Why is it that Colonel Vardr claims he is my new military expert?” Rakel demanded, barely registering when Tryggvi leaned against a wall and rubbed his hands together in glee.

“He is my superior, Princess. It is a natural re-organization,” Captain Halvor said. “There are many in Glowma who outrank me, making them better choices to work with you.”

“So you were going to step aside and place my life in the hands of a man I do not know.”

“No, Princess. I was never excused from my post. My men and I will continue to guard you, under Colonel Vardr’s supervision.”

Rakel’s gaze flicked from Halvor to the smirking Vardr and clenched her hands together to keep herself from taking Halvor by the shoulders and shaking him. “Very well, then. I am giving you a field promotion to the position of general.”

Halvor stared; Knut—who hadn’t left as he hadn’t been specifically dismissed—cheered, and Vardr gasped. “That’s impossible! A captain cannot be elevated to the post of general in a single day!” He sputtered, turning purple with rage.

“Really?” Rakel asked coolly, leveling her glacier blue eyes on the colonel. She took a step towards him. “Even though it is Halvor who aided me in freeing villages and encampments? Even though it is Halvor who organized and led the retaking of Glowma, giving orders to hundreds of soldiers who, while not belonging to his company, followed him gladly? He has more than proven his abilities.”

“I will not follow a captain!” Vardr said.

“Then you will leave,” Rakel said.

Vardr backed up into a wall, still sputtering. “B-but, you can’t just—!”

Rakel smiled—not the pleasant one she tried to show the villagers and soldiers, but an icy cold smile of winter. “Can’t I? I am Princess of Verglas. The only one with the power to overturn my decision is my brother. You are free to take your complaint to him, though reaching him will prove to be challenging. You could always try to physically stop me, which, frankly, will end more poorly for you than if you tried to infiltrate Ostfold alone.”

Vardr choked on his self-importance.

“General Halvor,” Tryggvi said, “if I might be so bold as to offer a suggestion. I feel, as the commanding officer, you might find it in your best interest to hold a re-organization of the army—to promote and demote. I’m afraid to say some officers did not act as they ought to while we were occupied. My staff would be glad to share our observations with you.”

Vardr stared at Tryggvi in outrage.

Tryggvi smiled.

“King Steinar will hear about this,” Colonel Vardr declared as he stormed from the room.

I hope he does…it would mean he’s still alive, Rakel thought.

Tryggvi chuckled and clapped three times. “That was the most fun I’ve had since the start of this wretched invasion—you cannot imagine what a pain that man has been since he arrived in Glowma.” He turned to Halvor and smiled kindly at him. “Congratulations on your promotion, General. You are quite deserving of the position.”

“Thank you,” Halvor said.

“If you will excuse me, I must return to the party,” Tryggvi said.

Rakel started to follow the constable, but Halvor said, “Princess?”

She paused. “I will be along in a moment, Tryggvi.”

“Take all the time you need. Good evening, Princess, General.”

Halvor waited until Tryggvi left, then he gestured for Rakel to enter the hallway. “Knut,” Halvor said. He joined her and closed the door to his bedroom.

“Yes, sir!” Knut saluted him and retreated down the hallway. He remained within shouting distance.

Rakel blinked at the change in location. “You’re not concerned that we’ll be overheard?”

“I trust Knut, and as you are a princess we can never be too careful in guarding your reputation,” Halvor said.

Rakel furrowed her brow. “My reputation?” Is he forgetting I was the most infamous being in Verglas until this invasion? I don’t think being spotted alone with him could blacken my status more than that.

Halvor awkwardly cleared his throat. “The pureness of your character, Princess.” The pained expression in his eyes begged her not to question him further.

“Oh. Oh.” Rakel said when she finally understood. “I see. Thank you.” She was tempted to also awkwardly clear her throat, but instead she plunged forward. “You wanted to speak to me, General?”

“I cannot accept this promotion.”

“Oh?”

“To be a major, perhaps, but a general? I would never make such an auspicious post in normal times.”

“Perhaps, but these are not normal times.”

Halvor shook his head. “It’s not right, Princess.”

“Do you think I can trust Colonel Vardr, Halvor?”

“Of course, Princess.”

“With my life?”

Halvor hesitated.

“Do you think I can trust him to guard me when I sleep for hours on end after using too much of my magic?”

He had no answer.

“Do you think he will understand my reluctance to fight? Will he mercifully use the other magic users and me, or will he attempt to wield us like weapons?”

Halvor stared at the floor.

“Perhaps you are right, General. Normally, you would never make such a rank because it seems the Verglas army does not reward those who act with honor. Unfortunately—though both the army as well as myself are reluctant to admit it—I am the driving force behind this resistance. In order to face the Chosen army, I—and other Verglas magic users—are necessary. If ranking officers and liaisons of the army cannot work with us, we will fail, and Verglas will be taken. I chose to make you a general because I am confident in your skills, and I know you are a man to be trusted and respected. So, you have a choice, Halvor. Do you want to free Verglas, or do you wish to follow protocol?”

The silence after her words was long and heavy, and she soon started to feel uncomfortable. Did I say something wrong?

“I’m not worthy, Princess,” Halvor said. Rakel opened her mouth to speak, but he continued. “Because I shouldn’t have kept you locked in the mountains for the five years I stood watch. I should have let you go.”

The fight went out of her. “You have no reason to feel guilty. I could have escaped any moment I wanted to.”

“That’s no excuse. I was wrong—our country was wrong.”

Rakel offered him a fragile smile. “If I thought you had wronged me, Halvor, I never would have stayed with you through Fyran, and I certainly wouldn’t have made you general.”

“Thank you, Princess,” Halvor said. He smiled at her, and then offered her a salute—not a bow, but a salute: his personal mark of respect.

Rakel hesitated, then reached out and touched the fingertips of his free hand, squeezing them. “I should return to the party. Oskar will lecture me for skipping out. You should come as well. Oskar can tell you everyone you need to talk to.”

Halvor brushed at his clothes—which were smudged with boot polish. “I shall follow you in a few minutes.”

“Good—oh, but Halvor?”

Halvor paused, halfway into his room. “Yes, Princess?”

“Do you know where Phile is?”

“I believe she said she was going on a hunting trip.”

“So you are talking to her again?”

“No, Princess. She announced it to the room.”

Rakel held in a snort, but she expressed her amusement through a small grin. “I see. Thank you, General.”

“It is my honor, Princess.”
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Rakel smiled—refreshed with the bright sun, the chilly air, and the gleeful laughter of Gerta and Kai—and let her shoulders relax.

Halvor and Oskar were hard at work, taking inventory of the army supplies, stock, and soldiers, leaving Rakel free for the day.

“Let’s make snow angels, Kai!”

Free to enjoy the winter weather.

“Your clothes are too thick to make a proper snow angel. It will appear misshapen.”

Free to not have to think of her magic and the deadly ways she could wield it.

“Then how about a snowman?”

“The snow is too light and will not pack—though I believe we could petition Princess Rakel to change this.”

Free of the chaos and craziness that had ruled her life for weeks now.

“Looook ooooout!”

When Rakel realized she knew that voice, and that voice implied that her carefree day was in danger, she snapped to attention.

Phile—clinging to the back of a massive, velvet-brown reindeer—galloped in their direction.

“Do you have a clear shot?” Rakel asked Knut—the leader of three soldiers who wandered with her and the children as her “guard.”

“Now Princess, I reckon you’re mad at her for leaving you without warning, but that’s no reason to shoot ’er,” Knut said, motioning for the other two soldiers—who had started nocking their bows—to stand down.

“Pity,” Rakel muttered.

“That’s the biggest reindeer I’ve ever seen,” Gerta said.

“Its antlers have a strange appearance,” Rakel said. Considering the reindeer was almost as tall as a horse, its antlers seemed disproportionately small. They were there, but they didn’t have the extensive height and branching that her books showed.

“It’s a bull. The older ones cast their horns in early winter, so his are growing in again,” Kai said with confidence.

“I see…I don’t think she’s going to stop.” Rakel watched as Phile and her reindeer mount galloped closer, tossing snow in the air as they ran. “No, she’s not. Come, children.” Rakel took their hands and pulled them back, but she didn’t need to.

When he was about twenty feet away, the reindeer skidded to a stop and bucked, throwing Phile from his back. She whooped as she spun through the air and hit a snowdrift.

“Hoodlum,” Rakel said.

Phile rolled a few times, then popped to her feet.

“Happy birthday!” Phile said, gesturing proudly to the irate reindeer. He shook his head and pawed at the snow.

It was quiet for several long seconds before Rakel realized Phile was addressing her. “Me?”

“Yes!” Phile said.

Gerta and Kai clapped and cooed over the gift. Gerta meandered closer to the reindeer, but when it snorted, Kai yanked her backwards.

“My birthday is in the summer,” Rakel said.

Phile dropped her hands. “You’re joking. With your powers, you were born in the summer?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s a load of rot. But it doesn’t matter—consider him a gift for all the birthdays I’ve missed. Next year, I’ll steal you something better. I had to catch this boy—yikes,” Phile said, pulling her hand back when the reindeer snapped at her. “He could still use some taming.”

Rakel studied the reindeer, feeling touched in spite of herself. She couldn’t remember when she last received a birthday gift—it was probably before her magic was discovered.

“We’ll have to get him friendlier by the time we invade Ostfold—or Oskar and Captain Halvor won’t let you ride him.”

Rakel watched Gerta and Kai slowly approach the gigantic reindeer again. “It’s General Halvor, now.”

“So you picked up on what was going on, hmm? Good job. You must have corrected some of those nasty officers.”

“Colonel Vardr was the biggest problem, but Halvor seems to have taken command without any major difficulties,” Rakel said. Her interest in the reindeer finally got the best of her, and she edged forward, offering her palm to the ornery beast.

He turned away, ignoring her, and started digging, searching for buried greenery.

“He’ll come around,” Phile promised, patting his shoulder. She backed away when he tried to ram her with his horns. “I think.”

“Happy Birthday, Princess!” Gerta shouted.

Rakel smiled at her, although she barely heard the comment. Phile’s return had set the wheels in her mind turning. Now she was more open to applying pressure to Halvor to get him to march on Ostfold.

“Do you think Steinar is okay?” Rakel asked.

“Who?” Phile said.

“My brother.”

“Oh. Well, the appointed two weeks haven’t passed yet, and…”

“And?”

Phile squinted at the sky. “There’s a chance, now that Farrin is there, that he’ll survive.”

The weight of the past few weeks threatened to crush Rakel. She felt the opposite. Her brother was normal, after all, and Farrin’s charity seemed to extend exclusively to magic users.

She hadn’t met Steinar, ever, and she only had his portraits in books to judge him by. He had kept her imprisoned on Ensom like their parents…but like his parents, he hadn’t killed her, when it would have been the safest thing for him to do. I would like to spare his life in return, Rakel thought. “Children, it’s time to go back.”

“I thought you said today was a ‘rare, free day’…” Kai said as Gerta jumped and hopped, making snow crunch under her feet.

“It was, but something came up,” Rakel said, offering them a smile.

“Going to go talk with General Halvor?” Phile asked, snatching up the leadline attached to the reindeer’s makeshift halter. She tugged on it. The reindeer glared but trailed after her.

“Yes.”

“Good, I’ll come with. Maybe he’ll finally talk to me again.”

“That’s unlikely.”

“Don’t crush my hopes, Princess. I just gave you a birthday gift.”

“A wild, unbroken gift that could potentially kill me.”

“Yes, isn’t he just like you?”

“I dare you to tell Oskar and General Halvor that.”

“Pass!”

“Mmhmm.”
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“Our best tactic would be to sweep down from the mountains and push them south, through the palace and through Ostfold,” General Halvor said, indicating the north side of the Ostfold palace. Snorri had created a model for the discussion using wooden blocks borrowed from a merchant’s child. “We have an approximate soldier count, but our main concern is the magic users. In addition to the four we’ve dealt with in the past two battles, it seems there are eight more serving at the palace. There are several others included in their ranks, but they have skills unsuited for fighting and are not counted for our purposes. Most of their magic force, thankfully, is south, with their leader.”

“Do we have any new magical recruits from Glowma?” Rakel asked. She had requested that Oskar and General Halvor extend the invitation city-wide—although she didn’t think many would respond. Still…twelve mages? Ragnar could transport and keep only one elf active at a time—and it took him a long time to recoup his energy for a second summons. If his elf spent the entire time keeping Farrin busy, even with the other magic users, twelve magic-using enemies was a high order.

Oskar raised a finger in the air and smiled. “Yes, three more magic users have joined our ranks.”

“All three possess powers that will be helpful in the battle,” General Halvor added. “They are being briefed by Ragnar and Frodi right now.”

“Excellent,” Rakel said.

“I still think you should attack the open west flank,” Phile said, flinging Foedus so it impaled the bare ground west of the model palace.

Oskar shook his head. “It’s too open. Even I know that, and I’m just an attendant.”

“There is a gulley there that gives the palace defenders high ground. If we came up that way, there would be a steep climb—a situation never favorable for an attacker,” General Halvor said.

“Yes, but you can’t assemble an army due north of the palace—you would have to start your run halfway up the mountain,” Phile said. “Wouldn’t it be better to fight indoors? Little Wolf must know the palace by heart.”

Rakel awkwardly cleared her throat. “I don’t.”

“What? Oh—even though it’s been twelve years since you lived there, I assure you they won’t have changed much. Palace construction is expensive.”

“It’s not that. It’s…after my powers manifested, I no longer lived in the palace,” Rakel said.

Phile’s eyes were slits. “What.”

“My parents had a tower built just north of the palace. That is where I stayed until I was exiled to Ensom Peak.”

Phile said nothing to this revelation, but she clenched her hands so tightly they shook.

The room suffocated with silence.

Oskar smoothed his hair. “If we can attack from a different direction, I feel it would be best for the magic users to battle it out north of the palace—or what is left of it, anyway.”

“Agreed, but unless we choose to attack Ostfold first, there is no alternative direction,” General Halvor said. “Pushing through Ostfold would be a poor choice, as it would give the Chosen more time to secure the palace. Also, they might be less inclined to flee because we would have them pinned in on all sides by the mountains.”

Rakel kept her face impassive as they argued the finer points of tactics. Feeling eyes on her, she looked over and smiled at Liv—the female magic user.

“Thank you for inviting me and the other magic users to the meeting,” she said, keeping her voice low as she glanced at the model. “We appreciate being kept in the loop.”

“You are as important as our soldiers—and unfortunately there is no structural organization for us, so it is harder to communicate everything,” Rakel said, lifting her shoulders in an elegant shrug.

“Yes, but I especially appreciate it. I felt so useless sitting out the battle for Glowma,” Liv said.

“Phile tells me you saved many lives by purifying wounds and banishing infection.”

“I’m glad I could help, it’s just…I wish my magic were more useful. I liked it enough when I was younger—it was easy to hide—but now…” Liv shook her head. “I can purify wounds, yes, but it’s not like anyone needs purified water or food on the battlefield.”

“Purified water has its uses,” Rakel said, thinking of the various experiments she had run with different kinds of water and her ice magic over the past decade.

“Yes, to drink,” Liv said bitterly.

“No, there’s also…”

“This still doesn’t solve our magic-user problem. If Ragnar and his elf-friend are fighting the other magic users here, who will take care of Colonel Graydim?” Oskar asked.

Rakel’s thoughts scattered in a million directions. Liv’s power, purified water, ice, and the way she had captured the strength magic user…could she? “Liv and I will.”

“What?” Liv squeaked.

“Forgive me, Princess, but that is an unacceptable suggestion,” General Halvor said.

Snorri said something.

“You’re mumbling, Snorri,” Phile said.

“How?” Snorri asked.

Rakel took a wooden cup of water and passed it to Liv. “Could you purify this?”

“Yes,” Liv said, flushing under the sudden scrutiny. She took it from Rakel, and light played oddly on the water’s surface. “Done.” She handed it back.

Rakel took the cup and tapped her magic. Snow puffed around her fingers, and frost twirled around the outside of the cup, but the water did not freeze. “Normally when water reaches a certain temperature, it freezes,” Rakel explained. “But there is an exception: purified water—if undisturbed—will not freeze until it is agitated.” To make her point, Rakel slowly tipped the cup and poured out some of the water. It poured like liquid, but when it hit the table, it began to form a crinkled column of ice.

“How did you discover this?” Oskar asked, pushing his eyebrows up in surprise.

“When Steinar first ascended the throne, I was suspicious that he might have me poisoned, so I froze a lot of my drinks to watch for different poisons.”

“Who would have thought that your paranoia would come in handy?” Phile said, winking at her.

“I assume the plan would be for Liv to purify water, for you to freeze it, and then to pour it on Farrin?” General Halvor asked.

Rakel nodded. “It won’t be part of a magic attack, so he can’t deflect it. While he tries to get out of the ice, someone should retrieve his sword. He’ll be much easier to deal with then.”

“Why?” General Halvor asked.

“Because he uses his sword to activate his reflective powers. He can reflect without it, but the sword gives him a way to direct his attacks, and I suspect it is much harder for him to use his power across his entire body at once.”

“How do you know this?” Snorri asked.

“Because he told me,” Rakel said.

“You know,” Phile said, tapping her nose. “I think I have an idea how we can attack the east side—should Little Wolf be willing.”

“Sing out, Robber Maiden,” Oskar chuckled. “It can’t be any stranger than purified water turning into ice!”

Phile grinned and almost fell out of her chair as she leaned forward with eagerness. “Just wait,” she promised.

Rakel turned half an ear to Phile’s plan and mentally congratulated herself. I knew there was a way for me to beat him. I can’t wait for a rematch—I’m finally going to beat Farrin Graydim!

[image: ]


Standing at the foot of a mountain, Rakel felt at home. The air was cooler and the snow much heavier—perfect for what she wanted.

She exhaled and leaned against her reindeer. He bumped her as he lowered his head to scratch his leg but did not seem to mind the contact.

“Can you do it?” Phile called as she approached, her hands shoved in a fur muff she had liberated from Rakel’s belongings.

“There’s ample snow,” Rakel said. “I’ve been moving it since we arrived two days ago. Guiding it down and turning it into ice will be the difficult part of your plan. Have the rest of the soldiers arrived?”

“Yes, and they’re in place. We’re on schedule for tomorrow’s attack,” Phile said, glancing up at the mountain range that framed the northern parts of Verglas. The mountain nearest to them rumbled, and a cascade of snow slid from the peak. “You’re being discreet.”

“Even if they don’t have another ice magic user, I suspect they would notice when some of the surrounding mountains dump snow that does not turn into an avalanche.” Rakel turned to another mountain and wriggled her fingers. Even though it was miles away, the snow responded and fell from the mountain like sparkling, wintery falls.

“Are you sure you want to ride him into battle?” Phile asked, nodding at the reindeer. “I know I gave him to you, and I said you should take him to war, but he’s still barely trained.”

“He’ll do better than a horse,” Rakel said, scratching the reindeer’s forehead. “I’m thinking about naming him Frigid.”

“It suits him,” Phile grunted.

“He’s not bad, just unaffectionate,” Rakel said.

The newly named Frigid waggled his reindeer tail and nibbled a stick.

“I’ll take a horse any day, but I’m glad you like him. It was hellish trying to capture him for you.”

“Princess, Phile, I wondered where you two had gone. Enjoying the view?” Oskar asked, gesturing to the Verglas royal palace and Ostfold, which were settled in the crook of the valley. The capital was sprawled like a child’s playset with little puffs of smoke curling from the wooden cottages and homes. Although Ostfold had not suffered major damages, the palace had taken the brunt of the harm when the Chosen had taken the capital. Some of the walls were toppled, anything made of wood was blackened from fire, and one of the wings had been destroyed.

“The city looks sweet, but the palace has seen better days. Still, even if it was in pristine condition, I wouldn’t ever want to live there,” Phile said, shoving her hands deeper in the muff.

Oskar raised his eyebrows. “You wouldn’t want to live in a palace?”

“All penned-up and boxed-up? Nope. Give me open plains and open spaces—it’s why I admire Verglas. You’ve got untamed land stretching between cities—wild, but not deadly. Not like the Baris desert,” Phile said.

“I see,” Oskar said. “Phile, would you excuse the princess and me for a moment?”

Phile looked to Rakel, who nodded. “It’s fine, thank you.”

“Anything for you, Little Wolf. Enjoy your conversation—I think I’ll go ogle General Halvor for a bit.” Phile started towards one of the encampments tucked in a copse of trees, whistling a tune as she walked.

“Sir Reindeer,” Oskar said, bowing at Frigid.

“I’ve decided to name him Frigid.”

“Not Hugs…or Velvet? I thought females named their pets more cutely,” Oskar said, thrusting his gloved hands into the folds of his cloak.

Rakel smiled but did not take the bait. “What did you wish to discuss?”

He was quiet for a few minutes as he stared down at Ostfold. Dusk was starting to fall, and one by one, tiny windows in the houses and palace were lit from within by fires, candles, and oil lamps. “I wanted to be certain that you are comfortable with tomorrow’s attack—and what winning will mean. Halvor assumes that because you agreed to it, it means you want to do it. I know better.”

“Oh?”

Oskar glanced at her. “I know Farrin Graydim terrifies you. Yes, you’re eager to beat him, but the way he can turn your magic against you frightens you.”

Rakel stiffened a wince. He was right. Part of what made Farrin’s power so maddening was that he could affect her magic. She always had her magic. It was her only constant companion. It was more than unsteadying to know that another could wrest control from her. That, and the strange gestures of affection he occasionally bestowed upon her put her greatly off balance.

“It will be frightening,” she admitted, “but I am certain Liv and I can win.”

“Very well. I believe you,” Oskar said. He rested an elbow on Frigid’s back. The reindeer eyed him but stayed put. “But that does raise another point. If we are successful and the Chosen army is trounced, your brother will be free and will very likely take command.”

“He is King,” Rakel said.

“And you have no wish to be Queen,” Oskar said.

“You asked me previously, and my answer remains no.”

“Could you explain why?”

“Maybe when I was younger—and angrier and more bitter—I would have been interested, but not now. First, it wouldn’t be long until other countries sent assassins after me—having a talented magic user in leadership is a dangerous situation and creates an unequal channel of power. And also…working with you and General Halvor has taught me just how difficult it is to be a leader. Lives depend upon you. The future of a generation—of a country—will be determined by your actions. I…I would rather be the Snow Queen and be free…with my magic.”

“You’re finally accepting your title, are you?” Oskar asked with a teasing smile that mellowed into a more serious expression. “Princess, even if you choose to let your brother rule, the people will still see you as their Snow Queen. For what you are doing, for the sacrifices you have made, you will have their hearts and loyalty whether you want them or not. If you want Steinar to be the king, you will have to lead them to follow him.”

Rakel weighed out his words, and recalled Trygvvi’s declaration of being her servant. Oskar is right…though I think it will only be for some, not all.

“What will you do if he tries to demote Halvor?” Oskar asked, interrupting her thoughts.

“I do not know much about my brother, but I would like to think he wouldn’t do such a stupid thing. If we win tomorrow, it will be because of General Halvor’s careful planning. Most of the soldiers are infatuated with him. If Steinar tried to change his position, the army would revolt.”

“Then what if he tries to order you about?”

“What do you mean?”

Oskar stroked Frigid’s glossy coat. “What if he tries to use you as a weapon and orders you to do things you do not wish to do?”

Rakel laughed. “If he orders me to kill, I will leave, and there is nothing he can do to stop me.”

“Good,” Oskar nodded.

Rakel blinked. “I beg your pardon?

“I wanted to be sure you would retain your independence even if your brother becomes the commander. You must be your own advocate—for yourself and the other magic users. You’re the only one with the power to do so.”

“What were you going to do if I said I would accept whatever Steinar ordered?”

“It is to be hoped that your brother never finds out,” Oskar said with a cheerful smile. He reached over and ruffled Rakel’s hair—mussing her braid.

Rakel had the very dim thought that he had done this previously, a long, long time ago. “Why did you become my attendant, Oskar?” she asked.

“Oh, Princess. That is a long story that is better suited for another day,” he said, roughly patting Frigid. The reindeer flattened his ears. “Come. It’s time for dinner.”

Oskar, Rakel, and Frigid started for camp—admiring the colors the setting sun painted on the snowy mountainsides.

Perhaps, Rakel wondered, I was not always as alone as I thought.


Chapter 16
Curses In Ostfold


Rakel shifted on Frigid’s back, digging her fingers in his fluffy neck fur to keep her balance. Frigid stamped a hoof impatiently. They should have started the attack on Ostfold already, but Rakel was embarrassed to admit that riding was more daunting than she imagined it would be. As she hadn’t ridden anything before, the saddle—little more than a fleece blanket with a linen top embroidered with beautiful snowflakes that cinched around Frigid’s belly—felt foreign. As did sitting astride it. What was particularly daunting was that instead of having a bridle, Frigid wore a strap that encircled his head and looped down around his cheeks and jaw. Rakel gripped the reins with a strangle hold.

I have magic, and I love reindeer. I can do this.

Frigid took a few steps forward, and Rakel almost fell on his neck.

Maybe I should walk.

Rakel took several deep calming breaths. I can’t walk because I won’t be able to get there fast enough. I have to ride.

Frigid grunted.

Rakel’s heart twisted with fear as she studied the mountain range. Her snow was secured in several pockets that would pool into the valley, pressed against three different mountains. It would take a mere tug to bring the snow out of the valley and into the plains.

She looked back at the palace and Ostfold. This is the first time I’m returning in over twelve years, she thought.

Frigid stamped a hoof.

“You’re right. Let us begin.” Rakel reached for her magic, and, like a thousand birds flying at once, it answered her call, flooding her mind and body. The frosty texture of her magic was reassuring, but even with the avalanche of her magic flooding her, she still felt afraid.

Fear is acceptable, as long as I don’t allow it to cripple me. The occupation of Ostfold ends. Now.

Rakel wriggled two of her fingers at the pooled snow in a “come here,” gesture. The ice dam she built to hold back the snow shattered, and with a roar, the snow surged forth.

Frigid snorted and tossed his head as the snow cascaded towards them in a white flood, but miraculously, he held his ground. The controlled avalanche carved a path across the land, snapping trees like twigs and digging into the ground. Snow floated in the air, so it looked like puffy white clouds from the sky had settled on the mountain, creating a screen as the snow tumbled on.

Rakel guided the snow and started packing it together and compressing it even before it reached the gulley bordering the palace. She gritted her teeth and pushed, crystallizing the snow. When it began to fill the gorge, she further compressed the bottom layer, flushing out air pockets. The snow continued to flow, and Rakel pushed so the crystallized snow expanded in the gaps and became ice.

When the gorge was filled, Rakel cut off the snow—although she had estimated almost perfectly and only a little remained. Now, instead of dropping off into a steep incline, the palace grounds to the east were flat, filled with a small glacier. A process that normally took decades was done in minutes.

It hadn’t used much power—directing the snow didn’t take much, and compacting it was easier than creating it from scratch. However, compressing it and pushing out the air—something she worked with only distantly—in such a great scale made her head and ears ache. She used a wind to scatter the snow that clouded the air, clearing the land quickly.

Rakel clung to Frigid’s back, waiting with caution to see if unconsciousness would snap her up. The reindeer ignored her inaction and began picking his way across the glacier, his tail wiggling. She took a few deep breaths and smiled, pleased when nothing happened. As Frigid trotted towards the palace, she tapped her ice magic, sighing with relief when it plunged through her and banished the remaining ache.

Two crows flew overhead. Both of them cawed with surprise when the guards stationed on the second floor of the palace tried to shoot Rakel down. The shots fell short—making Frigid scoff—but Rakel was pleased. “That means we need to start right around here.” She tugged on the reins, getting Frigid to stop, and turned him in a circle.

Two days earlier, Snorri had gone through great pains to sketch out an exact diagram of the palace’s entrances and doors, so Rakel would know where to funnel the Verglas troops. She found the first door and placed in front of it a large block of ice—her version of a battering ram—that was almost as tall as a human and about half the width of the gate. She then built a tunnel on top of her glacier, spanning from the door to well past her position. She repeated the process with the other two doors—taking care to reinforce them when necessary—then struggled to unhook a goat horn from Frigid’s saddle.

The horn was cut into a musical instrument—which Knut had played beautifully when he showed her how to use it. Unfortunately, Rakel did not possess even a snowflake of musical talent, so when she blew it, it sounded less like an instrument, and more like the squalling of a baby goat, separated from its mother.

The sound—though terrible—still had the desired effect. It brought the Verglas troops—split up and hidden in thatches of forest—pouring onto the newly created glacier.

The soldiers moved in unison—reminding Rakel of a snowstorm—and marched down the tunnels. She waited until they were in place, and then slammed her battering-ram ice blocks into the doors, breaking them off their hinges and sending them careening into the palace. She waited, listening for the first sounds of combat. Three different notes were blown on the musical goat horns, and the troops cheered.

Rakel smiled broadly.

General Halvor had predicted that Farrin would organize his troops in anticipation of another forced entrance provided by Rakel. If he had the space, he would in all likelihood position soldiers armed with bows in the hallways she had just broken into. Instead of risking swordsmen—whom she could flatten when she used her ice blocks to ram the doors down—his archers would stand far from the door, out of her eyesight and out of reach of the first wave of Verglas soldiers. As the Verglas troops would lack cover of any kind, the Chosen archers would cleave through the front lines.

Tollak—the magic user who could enchant crafted objects—had become the hero of the hour and run himself ragged enchanting shields for the Verglas troops that led the charge into the palace. The shields were lightweight—lighter than the average shield—and could repel just about any kind of weapon—including arrows and crossbow bolts.

In every group, the first few soldiers and the line behind them possessed the shields. They held them aloft and interlocked, and moved in synchronized steps so they could block the arrows for everyone behind them without getting hit, giving them the opportunity to reach the archers and engage them in combat.

“It seems like people fuss most over the amount of magical power you have, but I think too many underestimate the seemingly innocuous magics as well. Tollak could make a fortune if he so desired,” Rakel said to herself. She nudged Frigid, and the reindeer trotted on, carrying her to the north side of the palace.

“Princess,” Snorri said, emerging from the shadows of the forest that pressed near the back of the palace.

“Which spot is it?” she asked.

When scouting, Snorri had found several appropriate locations for Liv and Rakel to attack Farrin. They waited to choose until the day of the battle, so they would be able to see which area had the fewest guards.

Snorri replied with his usual mumble.

“Snorri…”

“The empty water towers for watering produce in the eastern gardens. Liv is seeing them filled right now and will begin purifying immediately.”

“Is everyone else in place?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent. Thank you, Snorri. Good luck.”

“To you as well, Princess.” He left, disappearing into the shadows.

Rakel nudged Frigid, but the reindeer didn’t move, so she kicked him. He lurched into motion, carrying her so she could continue her inspection of the northern side of the palace.

Rakel had three roles assigned to her by General Halvor: Get the troops in; distract the enemy mages, drawing them away from the regular soldiers; and take out Farrin.

With the first task finished, and Liv preparing for Farrin, the next step was to lure out the Chosen magic users. Oskar had warned her to complete this while doing as little damage to the palace as possible. It wouldn’t do to win the battle by razing it to the ground. Although the Chosen army had practically demolished it already, Steinar was somewhere in the building.

Such a plan might have made Rakel’s attention-gathering mission more difficult, but while she knew next to nothing of the capital, there was one feature of the palace grounds with which she was intimately acquainted. And she knew it would be considered expendable.

A crow cawed as Rakel set her sights on a lone tower built behind the palace—her childhood prison. It would be empty, as no one would dare use it for anything with all the deeply held suspicions about magic.

Rakel’s throat almost closed at the sight of the structure, but she slid off Frigid’s back—barely noticing when the reindeer wandered towards the forest, digging at buried grasses. I’m going to enjoy this.

Rakel coated the tower with ice, searching for cracks and structural weaknesses to exploit. She had only just started inspecting it when a fox sounded its hoarse bark of alarm.

That would be the shapeshifter.

She pulled at the ice on the tower, trying to collapse it. It shook but held, possessing a solid structure and base. Rakel was tempted to pour more power into it—she wanted it toppled. Her attention was diverted, however, by the snow bear that came pelting out of the woods, running straight for her.

Rakel heaved up the snow and ice under the snow bear as fast as she could. The snow bear jumped off as the ice shot up like a pillar, but it was thrown off balance enough that it almost landed on its head and rolled a few times.

The girl with the strength magic burst out of the palace, the weather boy on her heels. “You!” the girl declared, thrusting her finger at Rakel. “I won’t be beaten this time!”

Rakel formed a hefty snowball weighted with an ice core and struck the weather boy in the back. He yelped and smacked into the strength girl. She didn’t buckle, but she turned bright red as the weather boy grasped her cloak.

“A little help, please?” the weather boy called.

Eight additional men and women ran out of the palace.

The snow bear shook snow off its body and grinned. It stood upright, transforming into a sharp-eyed woman. “Eleven against one—I like those odds,” she said in a husky voice.

Frodi darted out of the forest and hurled a fist-sized ball of fire at her back, setting her sleeveless tunic on fire. She yelped and threw herself onto the snow-covered ground, smothering the flames.

One of the new enemy magic users raised his arms, but rope climbed up him like a snake, binding his limbs together. The weather boy yelped as rope snatched him by the wrists and dragged him to the ground.

The strength girl grabbed him and pulled, snapping the ropes—although the weather boy winced in pain. “What’s going on?” she shouted.

The rest of the Verglas magic users, led by Snorri, emerged from their hiding spots in the forest, their dark cloaks blending in with the shadows of the trees.

“We apologize for throwing off your count. The battle will be seven verses eleven,” Frodi said with a wolfish smile. His assigned partner—a female merchant who had an extensive and clever ability to manipulate ropes—stood at his side and cut off a length of twine.

“Eight, if you count the elf,” she said.

One of the enemy’s unknown magic users frowned. “Elf?”

In the shadows, Ragnar finished his spell, bringing Genovefa to their location.

The otherworldly being brushed her hair out of her face as the light enveloping her faded. “Elf-friend Ragnar, it is my joy to answer your call. Am I to fight the honorable foe again?”

“No. Just them—though they are magic users.”

The elf looked at them and frowned. “It is a pity—none of them are as strong as the previous foe. Still, it is my honor to fight on your behalf.” She drew her shortsword from its scabbard.

“Take her down!” the shapeshifter yelled. “Prioritize the princess and the elf.”

“That won’t be necessary,” the elf said, taking a step towards her. “I will be more than enough to face you.”

Rakel blinked, and the elf was on the shapeshifter, moving as fast as Farrin.

“Perhaps you should go, Princess. I believe we can handle this,” Ragnar said, joining Rakel in watching the battle.

Another one of their new allies—a woodsman from Glowma—cast a spell on the strength girl, slowing her movements to about half-speed. He sweated as he held her, but with her slow, bumbling speed, she was easy to dodge and flee.

Rakel looked out at the battle with awe and pride. The Verglas magic users were astounding to behold. “Thank you, Ragnar.”

“My pleasure, Princess.”

Rakel reclaimed Frigid’s reins. Rather than struggling onto his bony back again, Rakel dragged him along by his odd halter, heading east for the produce gardens. I hope Snorri’s maps are accurate, she thought. Based on how quickly Farrin manages to seek me out, if I flash my magic around a bit, he will find me.

They left the empty, northern side of the palace and entered the gardens that sprawled on the east side. The produce gardens were the farthest away; first they had to make their way through the snow-covered flower gardens which, oddly, had neatly shoveled cobblestone paths.

Rakel was admiring a frosted weeping willow when Frigid almost ripped the reins out of her hands. He tossed his head and bellowed. “Frigid?” Rakel asked. She felt a draft at her back, and she raised a shield of ice. She wasn’t fast enough, and she was struck on the back of the neck.

NO!

Rakel fell in a heap. Her head throbbed with pain, but she suspected she knew her attacker. “Farrin,” she growled, building her powers.

She was surprised when a woman in a dress knelt next to her and slapped a piece of paper onto her forehead.

In an instant, Rakel lost her sight and hearing. She screamed—a sound she couldn’t hear—and pushed herself away. She ripped the paper off her forehead, but her senses remained dead. She reached out, hoping to feel Frigid. She felt nothing but darkness.

“Frigid?” she called. She knew she spoke, she could feel her lips move, but heard nothing.

Did they cut me off from—?

No.

Rakel’s magic flooded her system, and she created a sword of ice, almost trembling in relief when she could feel it.

The reassurance flew away, though, as she realized her dire situation. She could use her powers, but she couldn’t see anything. She had no real idea of what her magic was doing, and thus, no way to control it.

Although her breath came faster and faster, she couldn’t get enough air. Her heart was too weak to pulse.

She was cut off from everyone and couldn’t properly use her magic. She was powerless.

“No. No!” Rakel screamed, her panic increasing at the silence of her own voice. Her magic erupted. She knew in her fright that ice snapped from the ground and coated the area, but she couldn’t see it, nor could she hear it.

It made the darkness that much more terrifying. She whimpered and backed up until her body touched ice. A warm hand found her.

“Get away!” Rakel shouted, her magic ripping from her. The temperature fell, but all her panicked mind knew was darkness and silence…until something moved.

It wasn’t so much that she could see it as she could sense it. It was an evil presence, one so vile its nearness choked her.

“No!” Rakel screamed. Her magic surged, and she pushed it out from her.

Whatever the presence was, her magic didn’t affect it. It strolled around her, sauntering closer—like a predator circling wounded prey.

Rakel pushed more and more of her magic into the surrounding area. She created ice daggers in her panic—though she couldn’t see them—and pelted them into the ground around her. Several hit her, drawing pain.

The thing grew larger, stirring air as it laughed noiselessly.

She screamed, throwing out as much of her magic as she could.

A smaller hand grabbed her arm. Rakel recoiled and would have blasted it with her magic, but something metal was thrust into her hands. Her fingers traced it, and she recognized the ugly bug-like shape through touch alone.

“Phile?” Rakel asked, shivering so much her teeth chattered.

Phile hugged her. Her warmth and her familiar scent of gingerbread briefly drove away whatever it was that shared the darkness with Rakel.

When Phile pulled back, she took Rakel’s wrists and placed her hands on a warm, solid, breathing surface.

The thing slithered behind her, and Rakel whipped around. “Phile,” she whispered, still unable to hear her own voice. “There’s something here with me.”

Whoever held her pulled Rakel until her back was flush against their chest.

Rakel struggled, but the new person placed one of her hands on the hilt of a sword that thrummed with power. “F-Farrin?”

Farrin held her, his grasp gentle.

Rakel trembled like a leaf in a windstorm as whatever it was—she still couldn’t sense a shape—reached out and grasped her throat. She choked, scratching at her neck, searching for fingers that weren’t there.

Her magic exploded—surging to protect her from the threat. She knocked Farrin away—his warmth disappeared like a lamp being blown out—but the thing remained. It grew harder and harder to breathe.

When she couldn’t bear it anymore and thought her lungs would collapse, someone clasped her limp hands.

“Princess!”

The darkness shattered; the presence evaporated; Rakel took in gasps, the cold air grating her raw lungs. Liv—gazing into Rakel’s starved eyes like the most beautiful thing in the world—squeezed her hands and searched Rakel’s face. “Can you hear me?”

Rakel nodded and kept gasping as she sagged to her knees.

Liv knelt with her and wrapped an arm around her. “Princess, I’m so glad.”

“Little Wolf,” Phile said, dropping to the ground next to them. She sported a few cuts and was a little out of breath, but her smile was just as easy as ever.

The three of them sat huddled for a moment, and Rakel recovered her wits enough to look around her.

She was still in the east flower gardens—or what used to be the flower gardens. Trees were coated with inches of ice—the smallest were encased like bugs floating in tree sap. Most of the hedges had been savagely ripped apart by glaciers and ice spikes as big as cottages. It was cold—cold enough that Rakel suspected it was uncomfortable for Liv and Phile to breathe—and the palace was glazed with ice. Ice swords were impaled in the ground, and some of the paths had bowed and buckled so badly under the pressure of Rakel’s ice that they resembled stairs more than a path.

“What happened?” Farrin asked.

Phile leaped to her feet, standing protectively in front of Rakel, but she needn’t bother. When Rakel had hit him with her last wave of power, she had slammed him into a glacier with such power, his body left a dent. He was moving slowly, shedding bits of ice.

It took Rakel a few tries until her vocal chords worked. “Shouldn’t you already know? You must have approved of the plan.”

Farrin scowled. “Whatever it was that scared you so badly it made you do this, I certainly did not—”

Before he could finish his sentence, Rakel slammed him back into the glacier with another block of ice.

Phile jumped and Liv squeaked in surprise. Farrin groaned.

“Nice work, Little Wolf! You need to take your cheap shots whenever you can,” Phile laughed.

Rakel wasn’t paying attention to her friends; she was struggling to stand and keep her eyes on a pretty woman with chestnut hair peeking from behind a short wall. “You,” she growled.

The woman was on her knees—she had been hiding behind a railing of the palace until Farrin spoke. When she realized Rakel had sighted her, she fumbled with a pocket in her dress.

Remembering the paper, Rakel’s panic returned. She has more of those things!

Rakel whipped her hand through the air, and daggers of ice shot at the woman. The woman yelped and drew her right arm into her chest, staring at her wounded appendage with dismay. As Rakel watched, the woman healed the injury.

Wonderful, she’s a magic user.

“What did she do to you, Little Wolf?” Phile asked, observing Farrin as he tried to regain his breath and attempted to dislodge himself from the glacier Rakel had driven him into.

“She put a piece of paper on my forehead, and suddenly I could neither see nor hear. Worse, even though I was surrounded by darkness, there was something there, with me.”

“I was right. It was a curse,” Phile said, scratching her chin with Foedus. “If she used a paper, it means it’s not her magic; it’s from a different person. It’s a good thing you were nearby, Liv.”

“You saved me?” Rakel threw another sword of ice at the woman, frowning when she ducked behind the railing and dodged it.

“With her magic, yeah. It’s easier to steal lint from between a king’s toes than it is to break a curse if you don’t know what you’re doing, but curses are inherently evil things. I thought her purification magic would drown it out.”

Liv blushed as Farrin finally broke free of his icy prison. “I’m just happy I can be useful.”

Rakel slammed the woman with a barrage of snow, making her retreat from the railing and into an open-air corridor that wound snug around the palace. “She has more of those curses. If she pastes those on some of our soldiers, it will be chaos.” Rakel’s voice was cold, like frost, as she forced herself to stand upright and to keep fighting instead of sinking to her knees and crying in panic and fear like she wanted to. She raised a hand—intending to snap an ice cage around the woman, but Farrin stepped in, cleaving one side of the cage with his sword. He cut through it like butter.

“Sunnira,” he said, holding out his hand to the woman. “You need to leave this area.”

Rakel took advantage of his distraction and started shooting ice swords at him. “Liv, the water towers?”

“We can use ’em. They’re still standing.”

“I’ll meet you there.”

Liv ran, scrambling over icebergs and frozen greenery, making her way towards the untouched produce gardens.

“Are you sure you’re alright, Rakel?” Phile asked as Farrin reflected the swords.

They ducked, and the swords soared over their heads, crashing into a weeping willow that was impaled by a giant spike of ice.

“No.” Rakel created a shield of ice—complete with the snowflake and reindeer crest—and slammed it into the woman so she was pinned to the wall. “But she needs to be stopped.”

“You used to run from your fears,” Phile said.

Farrin shattered the ice shield.

“I imagine I still would, if I wasn’t so terrified that she would put those curses on people I know,” Rakel said, hammering at Farrin and his companion with a small glacier.

They were in an awkward spot. It was a tight corridor, so Farrin did not have the full use of his sword and reflective magic. However, it was still easy enough for him to break the attacks.

“Do you see him speaking to her?” Phile said, indicating the pair. Farrin in front of his companion, his lips moving as she cowered behind him. “He’s telling her to run. They’re going to separate.”

“We can’t let her put those curses on anyone else.”

“So I gathered. You ’n Liv take Farrin down as planned. I’ll handle Mistress-Curse-Inflictor,” Phile said, casually tossing Foedus in the air and catching it by the hilt.

“Are you certain?”

“Oooh, yeah. Anyone who makes you that upset is on my to-be-tortured list.”

“Your Highness, enough!” Farrin shouted, fighting his way out of the corridor. He moved his sword in a blur, reflecting the ice chunks, snowballs, and ice weapons Rakel flung at him. His companion followed him closely.

Phile circled around towards Farrin’s blind spot.

“Enough? Are you daft?” Rakel laughed. “She cursed me! And she’ll do it again.”

Farrin looked down at his companion. “Sunnira?”

“She has to be taken out,” Farrin’s companion said, placing her hand on his arm. She gazed around the trashed gardens. “She’s a true monster.” Her voice trembled. “No one should be able to wield as much magic as she has. Her power is unnatural, even among us.”

Rakel refused to show that the words affected her. “I believe it could be argued that anyone who hands out curses is a monster.” She kept her voice icy as she mimicked Phile and raised a single eyebrow.

Phile chose this moment to throw Foedus. “Drat,” she said when Farrin partially deflected it. As was becoming custom, the dagger skipped over the blade, this time nicking his knuckles.

“That is an unusual dagger you have,” Farrin said, eyeing it where it had fallen.

Phile rolled and snatched the ugly dagger up. “I received it from a wise old woman who told me it was forged to debilitate dark-haired magic users.”

“I see,” Farrin said wryly as a breeze ruffled his black-tea-colored hair.

Sunnira shivered and stepped closer to Farrin.

Hot anger coiled in Rakel’s belly, and she threw boulders of ice at him.

Farrin fended them off, diverting the baby-sized chunks of ice so two hit Rakel, and one hit Phile, knocking them both to the ground.
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Farrin flexed his hand, scowling at the wound Rakel’s brightly-clothed friend had given him. “Go, now,” he said, watching the recovering ice princess instead of Sunnira.

“You have to hear the truth in my words, Farrin,” Sunnira said. “When Tenebris learns how powerful she is, he will order you to kill her.”

Farrin whirled around and stabbed his greatsword into the ground inches away from Sunnira. “You have disobeyed my direct command, Healer Lhava,” he forced out between clenched teeth. He thought he had tight control of his rage, but it must have shown in his eyes and the use of Sunnira’s surname, for she gaped at him in shock. “I told you to stay in our medic unit during the attack, and now I have told you to leave this battlefield. You have failed to comply with both of these orders. If you do not amend your insubordinate attitude, I will speak to Tenebris myself and tell him that front-line service does not suit you.”

“Tenebris is my friend.”

“And I am his best colonel. Stand down, Healer Lhava,” Farrin said. After holding Rakel while she shook with terror, he was close to outright punishing Sunnira for using the curse on her. But although he was one of Tenebris’s favorites, he doubted the leader of the Alliance would look favorably upon Farrin for dealing harshly with one of his closest friends—even if she deserved it.

Sunnira sighed. “I’m sorry, Farrin. I—”

“Just go,” Farrin growled, taking up his greatsword again and swinging it to counter an assault of ice swords.

Sunnira bowed her head and finally followed her orders, slipping into the palace.

“No!” Rakel shouted.
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“I got her, Little Wolf. Good luck!” Phile shouted, boosting herself up with an agility and ease that Rakel envied.

Farrin watched Phile go, his face showing no concern, and returned his attention to Rakel. “What did the curse do to you?

Rakel glared, furious with Farrin for herding the curse-happy healer off into the palace. Her magic made the snow at her feet swirl, and her entire body ached, and she had to keep her spine stiff just to remain standing. No wonder soldiers run after getting hit by ice. It hurts! “It made me deaf and blind; my only companion was something…evil.”

Farrin’s face was emotionless, but Rakel did not miss the way his leather gloves creaked when he squeezed the hilt of his sword.

“You shouldn’t be fighting after experiencing that particular curse.”

“Probably not,” Rakel agreed. “But you aren’t going to let me get past you and swipe those cursing papers from your healer, are you?”

“No,” Farrin agreed.

“Then we are at odds,” Rakel said.

“You will agree to retreat, then?”

Rakel laughed. “Hardly.”

“You cannot hope to beat me,” Farrin said.

She briefly remembered the pain and fear of their last two encounters, but her will won out. If we don’t take Ostfold, Steinar will die. “Perhaps, but even if I lose, it will be worth knowing I didn’t roll over and let you march on with your evil scheme.”
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Farrin straightened, surprised and a little dismayed at her words. Evil scheme? He countered the ice sword Rakel hurled in his direction, this time taking care to avoid the injured princess.

She didn’t seem to notice—or care. She hit him with ice chunks the size of a reindeer, dumped a mini-avalanche on him; she even shattered all the ice in a section of the gardens, filling the air with fingernail-sized shards of ice that tore through clothing and ripped at skin.

She’s going to injure herself in her anger, Farrin realized.

Farrin lunged forward, grasping the fabric of her shirt. Rakel tossed him backwards by pulling up the ice under his feet. He tapped his speed magic and regained his footing, but Rakel was running, zig-zagging through the ruined gardens.

He sighed, tapped his speed magic, and was on her in an instant. Rakel tried to throw an avalanche of snow at him, but he ducked, and it missed him completely. This needs to end.

He crouched, then leaped forward and shoved his shoulder into her stomach, tossing her over his shoulder. “Your Highness, you need to rest—” he broke off with a hiss when Rakel froze her skin to an icy cold temperature that was difficult to bear.

He grit his teeth as his skin prickled. Rakel pushed off him, and when her feet touched the ground, the wind flared, tossing light snowflakes in the air and creating a screen of snow.

When the snow finally settled, Farrin spotted her climbing through a hole in the wooden fence that surrounded the produce gardens. He shook his head in disbelief and followed her.

She’s going to get herself killed in her stubbornness. She can’t be moving this easily after experiencing one of Tenebris’s curses. They’re lethal, just like him.

[image: ]


Rakel scrambled for the three water towers at the back of the gardens, her heart pounding in her chest. I was wrong. I was so wrong to think I could manage him alone! If I don’t hurry, he’s going to grab me. Rakel ran under the wooden trough system that ran from the water towers. The troughs, supported by strategically placed pillars, made a miniature aqueduct system—joining in a massive central chute.

Footsteps crunched behind her. Trembling with fear, Rakel covered Farrin’s feet in ice. He shattered it immediately and drew closer. Rakel snapped a cage around him, using the same three-layered pattern she had used on the shapeshifter in Glowma.

Farrin stared at Rakel then swung his sword, shattering the wall. “Your Highness, you need to stop,” he said. “Give up.”

Rakel swallowed hard and backed up under the main chute. “You haven’t caught me yet.” She kept her eyes on Farrin instead of glancing at the water towers as she tapped her magic and started cooling the water.

“Because I’m choosing not to push you. If your soldiers were in the area, you would be more careful with your magic, and I would have nabbed you moments after our fight started.”

It is odd that he is so observant of me and yet missed the most important part of this plan: Liv.

Rakel threw another round of ice arrows at him, using his counter-attack reflection as an excuse to back up. The noise of the fight also covered the groans of the wood that protested as she brought the temperature of the purified water lower still. Her heart pounded in her throat as Farrin drew closer and closer, stopping when he was one step away from the chute.

One more step, just one little step! If he doesn’t take it, I’m as good as captured—and Ostfold, Steinar, the rebellion, everything will be lost!

With her resolve keeping her standing, Rakel flung a boulder of ice at Farrin while simultaneously throwing a snowball at his back. He reflected both, of course, but whirling around to parry the snowball put him smack dab under the chute.

“Now!” Rakel shouted.
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Farrin blinked. Now?

There were three metallic clicks—like levers being pulled.

Farrin heard water gushing from the water towers. He looked up to see water flood the network of troughs overhead and dump down through a chute directly above him.

I didn’t know she had a water user among her allies. Did she think a surprise attack would catch me off guard? He shook his head and swung his greatsword up to deflect the pointless attack.

The water didn’t reflect at all. It splashed across Farrin’s sword and rained down on him, freezing the moment it touched his cloak and clothes. The water kept gushing until Farrin was thoroughly drenched. Not all the water froze on contact, but Farrin felt the familiar minty flash of Rakel’s magic. The air grew colder, freezing what little water there was left.

He frowned and turned to Rakel, his clothes stiff with ice. What does she hope to accomplish…he stopped thinking when Rakel reached out and touched his shoulder.

Ice grew around him like the trunk of a tree, pinning his arms to his side and his legs to the ground, and understanding finally dawned on him. How very clever.

Out loud, Farrin said, “I see. I can’t break and reflect the first layer of ice because it’s natural, not magic, and it’s reinforced by your magic. Well planned, Your Highness. There’s just one problem: I will be able to break free shortly, once my body heat melts this first layer of ice,” Farrin said.

Even so, she did well. I cannot recall the last time I was incapacitated, even temporarily.

“Yes, but freezing you wasn’t the point of this,” Rakel said, crouching next to him.

Farrin raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”
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Rakel reached forward, and the ice parted for her as it had the day she built the wall. When she brushed the hilt of his sword, Farrin started struggling.

It was no use; the ice held him still as Rakel dragged his weapon away.

Rakel struggled, the muscles in her arms screaming with bone-deep weariness as she lifted the giant sword. The ice holding Farrin started to crack, but it was too late.

We’ve won.

Ice snapped up from the ground, encasing the sword in a gem-like prism. She pulled her hands loose and frosted the surface of the ice so the sword couldn’t be seen. Next, she coated it in two additional layers of ice, twirling and moving them so the ice block was positioned differently, making it impossible to guess where in the foggy block the sword was located.

She gave the ice one last swirl as Farrin broke through the ice encasing his body. Farrin wryly stared at the ice block. “It seems I haven’t given you enough credit,” he admitted. “But this won’t stop me from getting it. The sword is a tool; I wield the magic.”

“Yes,” Rakel agreed. Her elation made her lightheaded and warm. They did it! She and Liv had dealt a major blow to the Chosen colonel. Getting smacked with that curse was worth it. We’ve got his sword. “Even so, you won’t be able to reclaim it. You can reflect magic, but your sword is much sturdier than your hands. It will take you hours to smash all the way to the center to retrieve your sword, and you don’t have hours. You don’t even have minutes.”

“What are you talking about?” Farrin frowned.

A fireball popped up into the sky. Rakel shot off a storm of snowflakes in response, making a bigger cloud than she meant to thanks to the haze of joy that embraced her.

“What I mean is that we’ve won, and you’re going to be captured,” she said, smiling at Farrin as she flicked her hand, summoning a sword of ice, and held it to his throat.

Frodi, Genovefa, and a company of soldiers poured into the garden.

“Farrin Graydim, do you surrender?” Frodi demanded.

Genovefa tilted her head like a strange bird. “I would very much like to match blades with you again—though it seems you have lost yours.”

Rakel turned, looking for Liv so she could thank her. Ostfold is ours—and Steinar is safe!
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Farrin studied the Verglas forces with chagrin. Rakel had bested him—even if he was free to move around again. Without his sword, he couldn’t easily attack, and even with his superior speed, he would be hard-pressed to escape the elf.

As he watched, the Verglas princess turned to smile at a woman who was hiding behind one of the water tower stands. Her grin abruptly dropped from her mouth and she groaned. “No!” Her eyes slipped shut, and she sagged to her knees.

Thrusting aside the regret of his loss, Farrin tapped his speed magic and caught her before she could hit the ground. “Rakel?”

“Back away from the princess!” the Verglas fire user yelled.

Rakel didn’t respond.

“Rakel!” Farrin said, his heart beating unevenly.

The elf was on him in an instant, dragging him away from the princess. He struggled—surrounded and significantly outmanned as he was—and one thought kept tolling in his mind. Rakel!

“She’ll be fine, lad,” said the older Verglas magic user who summoned the elf. He kindly smiled and held out a pair of those wretchedly unbreakable manacles. “Now if you’ll co-operate…”

Farrin let himself be led away, but he cast one more glance over his shoulder to look at his sword…and Rakel.


Chapter 17
King Steinar


“Princess, I’m certain you shouldn’t be up already,” Liv said, her forehead puckered with worry as she trotted at Rakel’s side.

“I should have been up long before now,” Rakel growled.

“You were unconscious until barely ten minutes ago,” Liv protested.

“That’s not a good excuse.”

“It’s an excellent excuse! Please, return to your room to finish recovering.”

Rakel ignored the plea and marched through the castle, hoping to come upon someone she knew. (Liv stubbornly refused to reveal where Oskar, Phile, and General Halvor were.) After lying like the dead for three days, Rakel badly wanted to learn about the rest of the battle for Ostfold. More importantly, she wanted to know how her brother, King Steinar, was reacting to his rescue.

Unfortunately, information was scarce. Liv, in her insistence that Rakel needed to return to her room to lie down, was impossible to twist information from. So Rakel was lost somewhere in the palace—while Snorri had drawn countless diagrams of the palace grounds, Rakel had paid scant attention to the innards—and hadn’t come upon anyone familiar.

She stopped walking and turned to Liv, her chin rising and one of her eyebrows arching as she considered what it would take to make the normally meek female talk. Fortunately—for both Rakel and Liv—a squad of patrolling soldiers rounded the bend.

“Princess?”

Rakel looked away from the quaking but determined Liv and smiled. “Knut, your timing is exquisite as usual.”

The soldier bowed and gave the pair his charming, gap-toothed smile. “Thank you, Princess. Congratulations on, uh, waking.”

“Thank you. I would appreciate your aid and expertise, if you could be spared for a moment,” Rakel said, casting Liv a thinly veiled scowl.

“How can I serve you, Princess?”

“Do you know the location of Oskar or General Halvor?”

“Not Phile?” Liv asked.

“As Phile has not sought me out yet, it is likely she is partaking in a shadowy activity of which I wish to remain ignorant,” Rakel said.

“Oskar and Phile were having a meeting in the royal library when my boys and I passed it not twenty minutes ago,” Knut said.

“Thank you for the information. Where is the library?”

“The first floor of the royal wing, Princess.”

“Where is the royal wing?” Rakel patiently asked.

The hallway was as silent as death as Knut studied his feet, and Rakel couldn’t quite pin down why. I didn’t ask anything unusual…did I?

“I will show you there, Princess,” Liv said, her voice quiet and almost mournful.

Rakel eyed her, suspicious over the newfound desire to help. “You will lead me directly there?”

“Yes, Princess,” Liv said, her lower lip trembling.

Rakel looked from Liv to Knut. “Is there a reason for the sudden lachrymose air?”

Knut straightened. “No, Princess. Good luck finding them.”

“Thank you, Knut. I beg your pardon for intruding.” Rakel nodded to the soldiers, then followed Liv, who moved through the palace at a brisk pace. In no time at all, she escorted Rakel all the way to the library. She hovered at the doors, preparing to knock, but Rakel—having spent too much time with Phile in the past month—threw the door open.

Phile was sitting on top of a desk, her legs draped off the side. She tossed Foedus high in the air and caught it. “Little Wolf.” She slipped off the desk and smiled as brightly as the sun.

Oskar was seated behind her, an arm thrown across his forehead. At Phile’s proclamation, he peered out from under the arm and then leaped to his feet. “Princess, it is a delight to see you so refreshed!”

“Oskar, Phile. Please forgive my curtness, but what happened during my…convalescence? Where is Frigid?” Rakel glided towards them, remembering to call out, “Thank you, Liv.”

“You’re welcome, Princess.”

As Liv slipped away, Phile gave Rakel a bone-crunching hug. “It’s good to see you up,” she said. “You’re thinking of when you were cursed, right? He ran off to the forests—I snagged him once the fighting was over. He was gorging himself on uncovered weeds. Nice work with Graydim’s sword, by the way. That was a neat trick.”

“Where is he?” Rakel asked.

“Farrin Graydim? Gone.” Oskar’s voice held a grim note in it as he pulled out a padded arm chair and indicated that Rakel should sit in it.

Rakel gave Phile an accusing glare.

“It wasn’t me!” Phile protested. “This time we handled him all proper like. Halvor had him and the rest of his cronies tossed in the dungeons. They were out in less than a day—knocked out all the guards and stole away in the middle of the night.”

“Any leads?” Rakel asked.

Oskar shook his head. “They’re gone. We didn’t discover they were missing until the guards failed to report in at the end of their duty at dawn.”

Rakel sank into the chair Oskar had fetched for her. “So although we reclaimed Ostfold, the real threat is still at large.”

“If it makes you feel any better, he didn’t get a chance to nab his sword,” Phile said.

Rakel brightened. “He didn’t?”

“Nope. He tried—there’s a couple of dings in the ice—but your giant block is still sitting out there in one piece, and there’s no way that weather user could have gotten it open for him.”

“I hate to be the voice of skepticism, but I doubt the loss of his sword will hit him all that heavily. He can easily replace it,” Oskar said.

“I don’t believe so,” Rakel said. “The sword was definitely something he treasured. While I’m certain he can use other weapons to reflect magic, I have hopes that they won’t work as well.”

“We’ll find out eventually. In the meantime, I suggest you confirm that the sword is still there, and leave it in the ice, Little Wolf,” Phile said.

“Why?”

“If the sword is that special, he’ll try to retrieve it,” Phile said.

“I see. I’m not opposed to it, but I do wish to speak with General Halvor and King Steinar first,” Rakel said. “How did the rest of the battle go?”

“As well as any conflict could go,” Oskar said. “Our losses were not as heavy as they would have been, thanks to the entrance you forged and Tollak’s shields. Our forces pushed the enemy out of the palace and into Ostfold. Unfortunately, the city limits sustained more damage than the palace as they held the brunt of the fighting—Halvor is inspecting the city now to begin drawing up reconstruction plans—but the fight ended shortly after the rest of our magic users joined the fray. The majority of the soldiers surrendered, but there were some escapees.”

“And the magic fight?”

“Better than we hoped. Genovefa ripped through them like a cat playing with a mouse—with backup from our other magic users. It was a good exercise for them, though. It strengthened their ties as a team.”

“Only one of the Chosen magic users got away during the battle: the shapeshifter,” Phile said. “We’re pretty sure it was she who freed Farrin and the rest.”

Rakel frowned. “She didn’t free any soldiers?”

“Nope. Only magic users. It just goes to show that they’re really not united. If we’re lucky, the abandonment of the foot soldiers will cause dissent among the rest of their mercenary troops,” Phile said with a toothy smile as she flipped Foedus in the air.

“I can’t believe that we won so…cleanly,” Rakel said.

“Aye, it’s a testament to General Halvor’s planning and to your power,” Phile said.

Rakel knitted her fingertips together. “Perhaps, but I believe it is also because we are—as you mentioned previously—united. But…do you think they’re planning something?”

“Halvor considered that. He sent a regiment of troops back to Glowma, along with Ragnar, Frodi, and the rope-weaver,” Oskar said. “They arrived without any difficulties and reported that the city is fine. They’ll remain stationed there, for the time being, until our future plans can be decided.”

“Are things not going well with Steinar, then?” Rakel asked.

Oskar rubbed the back of his neck. “Things are going rather poorly, but not for the reasons that you fear.”

“He is not domineering?”

“No, quite the opposite. He has told Halvor to do whatever he thinks best, and he would not give an opinion on anything we asked. Now, he runs away whenever he sees us, and his valet feeds us excuses for why His Majesty couldn’t possibly meet with us,” Oskar said.

“How…odd,” Rakel said, a thoughtful frown pulling the corners of her mouth down.

“He’s weird,” Phile said with her usual bluntness. “I know he’s your brother, Little Wolf, but he’s got the fortitude of a tree-mouse, and he runs around like a frightened child. I don’t know what the Chosen did to ’im, because he’s different from the last time I took a gander at him, but now he’s one camel short of a caravan.”

Oskar rubbed his chin. “Leaving the rest of the resistance to Halvor isn’t a bad move, but if Steinar remains hermit-like, it doesn’t bode well for what will come after.”

“You think the people will want Halvor as king?” Rakel asked.

“No. I think they’ll want you,” Oskar said.

Rakel grimaced. “That’s not an option.”

“That doesn’t mean the rest of the country thinks that—including King Steinar himself,” Oskar said.

“You believe he fears I mean to take over the throne?”

“Can you blame him?” Phile asked, balancing Foedus on her fingertip. “You sweep in with your personal army, effortlessly freeing what his forces fought so hard to defend. Why would he think you mean to keep him on the throne and save the country out of the goodness of your heart? He knows he’s wronged you.”

Rakel allowed herself a tiny sigh. I can barely keep my mess of emotions together. Now I am expected to sort through my brother’s as well? “We had better straighten this out immediately, or it will grow worse. Is it possible to send word to General Halvor to return to the palace?”

“I’ll go tell him,” Phile said. “I haven’t ogled him enough the past few days—though I have greatly appreciated your company, Oskar.”

“Thank you. Please inform him we will be speaking with the King,” Rakel said.

“I don’t understand how you’re going to get Steinar to meet with us,” Oskar said.

“You seem to think I require his permission to speak to him,” Rakel said. “He is my little brother. I know very little about families, but I do know being born first gives me the right to occasionally order younger siblings around. Steinar will meet with us because I say so.”

Oskar nodded wisely. “Yes, that was a spot-on impersonation of a bossy-older-sibling.”

“I’ll be back with Halvor.” Phile gleefully made her way over to a window. “I wouldn’t miss this showdown for the world,” she added and then slipped outside.

Rakel started for the door, but she paused when Oskar said, “This will be your first time meeting him, yes?”

Rakel nodded.

“While I eagerly anticipate you forcing him to act his role, Princess, please allow me to remind you that this will also be his first time meeting you.”

Some of the stiffness in her shoulders left her. “I want him to like me, Oskar.”

“I know. And I think one day he might. But I imagine right now he must be terrified of retaliation and consumed with fear.”

Rakel was silent.

“It’s not your fault, Princess. He has only himself to blame, and he knows it. But…”

“I know,” she said, echoing his earlier words. She offered him a bitter smile and then looked down at her dress—it was the same one in which she had fought Farrin. “If you’ll excuse me, I would like to refresh myself before we meet him.”

Rakel slipped from the library, mentally retracing her path from her room to the library. I’m not certain I remember all the turns I took. I will have to ask for clarification when I get closer…but Liv and Knut reacted so oddly. Perhaps I should return to the library and ask Oskar?

Rakel was so deep in thought, she did not hear the feet approaching from an intersecting hallway, and as a result, she rammed straight into the unsuspecting walker, making them both totter.

“I apologize.” Rakel brushed off her skirt then risked a glance at her unsuspecting victim. She froze when she realized she was gazing into a face similar to hers.

Steinar.

They had the same hawkish nose and pronounced cheekbones. Her chin was sharper, and his ears stuck out more, but even the way they drew up their shoulders at the same time echoed of shared mannerisms. He had the same corn-silk blonde hair Rakel possessed in her younger days, though his eyes were more of a hazel-gray than blue.

Phile was right, though. While Rakel could barely pass as eighteen, Steinar would turn twenty this year. He looked far older and more weary, as though he had carried a great weight for a long time—though he had only been king for a few years.

Rakel wondered—with a pang—whose nose they had inherited and where their height had come from, because as far as she could remember, neither of their parents were particularly tall.

Steinar gave Rakel the same treatment. It was hard to judge the emotions that played over his face—mostly because Rakel had never seen such a wide variety of emotions flash across her face, and the resemblance was throwing her. She thought she detected a flicker of sadness, but fear won out as his eyes grew in size, and he took a staggering step backwards.

“Brother,” Rakel started to say. The word died on her lips when Steinar spun and fled back up the hallway, running from her. Her heart fell. Oskar had tried to warn her, but a small, stupid part of Rakel had hoped that when he saw her…he would see her.

I should have known better. I do know better. And now I also know better than to demand that he speak to General Halvor, Oskar, and the others.

Rakel slowly walked in the direction she thought her room was in. But we need him to work with us. What else can we do?
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The following morning, Rakel ruefully inspected the ruin and wreckage she had heaped on the palace flower gardens.

Oskar and General Halvor were spending the day in the city—helping with the reconstruction—and Phile had slipped out with Snorri, to do scout work, probably. As Steinar was still hiding, Rakel had nothing to do…until she remembered that she had lain waste to the flower garden while cursed, and it would not do well to have such a reminder of the possible violence of her magic sitting around.

Rakel scowled out at the ruined gardens as she tried to sooth an itch in the crook of her elbow. It’s been a day, and we still have no plans for the future.

“Come on, Frigid,” she said, gliding into the garden.

Frigid grunted and waddled after her, stopping to sniff a savaged bush.

Rakel started by removing the ice pike from the impaled weeping willow. The tree sagged, and she rushed to support it with an ice structure. “Perhaps there is a magic user who could heal trees?”

Frigid chewed a weed he had torn from the frozen ground.

She brushed an iced-over tree with a fingertip, and the ice retreated. The tree groaned with relief, its branches swaying in the little bit of wind that played in the air. She patted it, and gave the neighboring pine tree similar treatment. She was attempting to right a row of bushes that had been torn from the ground when she realized it was a lost cause. Using wind, she blew the shrubbery into a pile and gazed thoughtfully at the giant open spot. She rubbed her hands together as she struggled to remember flowering bushes from her books and her distant childhood memories.

“How about a rose bush?” Rakel asked, cupping Frigid’s velvet muzzle when he stuck his giant head next to hers and breathed loudly in her ear.

Frigid lipped her hair.

With no one to oppose her, she walked in a circle around the open spot, her eyebrows furrowed in concentration. Like delicate silversmith work, a rosebush of ice slowly formed. The ice branches and stubby trunk grew first, curling towards the sky. Fragile ice leaves opened next, folding out from each branch in individual shapes. She frosted them, so they would be easier to see than clear ice. She finished with wild rose flowers. She made them the size of her fist, though the petals were so thin, they curled. She added buds and a few half-opened flowers, frosting them slightly in the center, and stepped back to survey her work.

It wasn’t bad for a plant sculpture. Rakel mostly enjoyed sculpting animals (plants didn’t vary quite as much, and animal textures were more fun to carve), but this would do for now.

She started to smile but then realized she and Frigid were not alone. She crouched next to the ice bush and discreetly peered over her shoulder. Her heart shuddered when she realized Steinar stood on the palace patio, watching her—and her rose bush sculpture.

Rakel gulped and placed a hand on Frigid to steady herself when she stood. What is he doing? She hurried to a tree and began removing ice from it.

As the ice encasing its roots cracked and began to peel off, she risked another glance over her shoulder. Steinar was staring at the sculpted bush with an indecipherable expression.

It wasn’t fear or anger, but…curiosity, perhaps? Though the corners of his mouth tugged down, it held a hint of a wry smile. Her guess was further confirmed by his relaxed stance and the way he leaned forward against the banister.

Rakel took ice off a bush and mulled over her observations. She glanced at her younger brother again, flicked snowflakes off her hand, and then made her way to another unoccupied hole. She checked the pins in her hair that kept her braid coiled as she mentally paged through the diagrams and pictures she had spent countless hours studying, eventually deciding on an apple tree.

Finally ready, Rakel tapped her magic. A tree trunk shot out of the ground, growing bumps and ridges that resembled tree bark. It was a little more challenging to build as it was easily twice the size of the bush, but she smiled in satisfaction as the branches stretched high above her head and grew small, veined leaves. Last, Rakel made the apple blossoms. They were just a little bigger than the pad of her thumb, each petal individually formed.

Encouraged by the beauty, Rakel made a bed of icy, frosted daisies. Each flower was so delicate, the stems could be broken like crystal. She moved farther into the gardens and made a white pine tree and rows upon rows of heather—a brightly flowered, unassuming, but sweet-smelling plant…and one of the few flowers Rakel had seen since her mountain exile. She turned around, intending to ask Frigid what he thought of the heather—it was difficult to build as the flowers and leaves were tiny—and was surprised to discover that Steinar had followed her deep into the gardens and was perhaps twenty feet away, studying the bell-like flowers of a lily of the valley she had made.

When he noticed her gaze, he stood up, his expression guarded.

Rakel pulled her eyes off of him and set about building an ice fountain—only half-paying attention to the sculpture.

What could I build that would reassure him? Done with the ice fountain, she fussed over Frigid’s halter—making the reindeer snort when she accidentally pulled on his cheek hair. She ignored his reaction and tugged on her magic. Her power in hand, Rakel began to mold a human-shaped statue, first building the torso, arms, and legs, then creating the head, giving it muted features to start with. Thinking back to some of Oskar’s outfits, she clothed the statue in an icy outfit that was a perfect copy, down to the embroidery and the velvet texture.

Next, she placed a sword in one hand and a scepter in the other, then turned her attention to the face, giving it a hawkish nose, a strong chin, and high cheekbones.

Behind her, Steinar stirred.

She continued her work, giving him slightly mussed hair, and finished the statue with an ornate crown. Rakel couldn’t remember what the Verglas crown looked like, but she had seen several drawings of various crowns, so she fashioned a new one for him, cutting the ice into prism shapes so it glittered.

She took several steps back and, in a practiced gesture she hadn’t used in a while, clasped her hands together and pressed them into her stomach. She held her breath as snow crunched under Steinar’s feet. It took him several minutes, but eventually he joined her so they stood shoulder to shoulder, close enough that their arms would brush if either moved.

Steinar studied the statue, his eyes tracing his features, the crown, and the sword.

Rakel’s throat stuck, and she had to swallow twice before her voice obeyed her and she was able to speak. “You don’t have to fear me, Steinar. I mean you no harm.”

“I know,” he whispered. He moved, and Rakel felt a butterfly touch on her arm—the lightest of brushes. Steinar left her, trudging through the garden and towards the palace.

She watched him leave, her slight smile threatening to bloom into an idiotic grin. “He can be reached,” she whispered. “Not today, and maybe not tomorrow…but soon.”

Her laughter broke free, and she threw her arms around Frigid, hugging the unimpressed reindeer. When she released him, he trotted off, intending to leave her behind, and then bellowed in shock when Rakel threw herself onto his boney back.

Joy and laughter bubbled in her heart. She had friends; she had managed to save her brother—not to mention that she beat Farrin—and they had recovered Ostfold. She couldn’t recall a happier time.


Chapter 18
Realizations


“Both of your mothers gave you permission to travel to Ostfold with your grandmother, Gerta?” Rakel asked, allowing Kai to cling to her arm. Gerta’s bright yellow cloak bent next to a tree. She must’ve found entrance to the rabbit’s warren she’d been searching for.

They were strolling across the flat plains that jutted between Ostfold and the forest, supposedly to give the children a chance to play, but also so Rakel could relax and stop worrying about all the palace servants and refugees watching her.

“Yes!” Kai said, kicking snow so it gusted up in the wind.

“I am surprised your mother allowed it,” Rakel said.

“I had to do many chores and voice many appeals before she said yes.” Kai said, his little-boy voice as grave as ever.

Phile cut into a block of cheese with Foedus as she walked. “Why did Gerta’s grandmother need to come to Ostfold in the first place?”

“General Halvor sent for her,” Kai said. “She was in contact with some of her friends even after the cities were occupied by Chosen forces. And General Halvor wants her to tell him how she did it.”

Phile handed Kai a piece of the cheese. “That is an impressive feat. I shall have to ask her myself how she accomplished it.”

Kai let go of Rakel so he could eat. Gerta’s marigold hood bounced farther into the forest as if she were skipping.

“Grandmother Hilda is very wise,” Kai said.

“So I gathered. Cheese, Little Wolf?”

“No, thank you. Gerta!” Rakel called. “Stay where we can see you!”

“Not hungry?” Phile asked.

“I am, but I would prefer not to eat anything that has touched Foedus’s blade.”

“See, here! I wash it thoroughly whenever I use it,” Phile complained.

“I don’t see you eating that cheese,” Rakel said.

Phile rolled her eyes and stuffed a piece in her mouth. “Happy?” She swallowed and wiped her lips. “Do you still see Gerta?”

“No, I’ll go get her,” Rakel said. “We should begin walking back to Ostfold anyway.” She glanced over her shoulder where the capital sprawled.

“I won’t argue.” Phile cut a large chunk off the block of cheese and popped it in her mouth. “I’m getting fiercely lonesome for Handsome Halvor and Ogle-worthy Oskar.”

“What does ogle mean?” Kai asked.

Rakel thrust a finger in Phile’s direction. “You will not explain that to him,” she forbid. She stepped into the shade of the forest, following Gerta’s tracks.

Gerta had apparently moved much faster than anticipated, for Rakel followed her tracks for five minutes until she found the little girl, talking to a tall man who had hair the color of black tea.

“Gerta.” Rakel clenched her hands into fists and tapped her magic.

Gerta and her companion—Farrin Graydim—turned to face her.

“Princess! There you are—Mr. Graydim said he was looking for you,” Gerta said, skipping towards Rakel.

Rakel caught the little girl her by her shoulders. “Gerta, I want you to follow your tracks back to Phile, and tell her you met Mr. Graydim. Can you do that?”

“Yes, Princess!” She bowed and hopped on her way.

“Run, Gerta,” Rakel said, not daring to turn her back to Farrin. Though she hoped this would be like their other private meetings—civil, not hostile—she wasn’t willing to risk her welfare and relax.

Farrin held his hands up as he drew closer to her. “Your Highness,” he said.

“Colonel Graydim, what brings you this close to Ostfold?” Rakel asked, forming five ice swords and setting them spinning in a circle around Farrin.

“I wanted to talk to you.”

“I find that unlikely,” Rakel snorted. “You came back to spy—or for your sword.”

“Before you took Glowma, you asked me why the Chosen wished to take over Verglas. I told you it was to claim a land for our own, and you—”

“Won’t believe it any more now than I did then,” she warned him.

“I have since found the real reason for my superior’s Verglas aspirations.”

Rakel regained some of her poise. “Oh?”

“Indeed. I had to assign one of my men—pardon, women—to spy on Chosen officers in order to ferret out the information.”

“Why would you do that? You seemed to hold great confidence in your superiors’ goals,” Rakel warily asked.

“Because what you said had some sense to it. Tactically speaking, Verglas is not a good country to take as our first land. Yet, since the beginning of our conquest, our leader has said again and again that it must be Verglas we take.” Farrin took a step closer and ignored the ice-swords that glittered like diamonds as they spun around him.

“What did you find?” Rakel asked, only half-believing he would share the information with her.

“The Chosen marched upon Verglas because there is a particular magical artifact that can be reached only by traveling through here. It is a mirror, and it is located in the northern mountain range, past the borders of your country.”

“A mirror?”

He nodded. “Several key leaders of the Chosen possess shards of the mirror,” he said, reminding Rakel how Phile had presented her with a mirror shard, claiming one of the Chosen leaders always looked at it. “I do not know why they want it, but I imagine it has something to do with power.”

Power? If they are only in Verglas for the mirror, what is their end goal? How much land will it take before they are satisfied?

“Why are you telling me this?” Rakel asked. “If anything, this strengthens my conviction against your cause.”

“I thought it would. If you didn’t find land a good reason to invade, it was even less likely you would approve of a mirror.” A smirk played on his lips.

“Then why?”

Farrin tilted his head, and she felt as if he were staring straight into her soul with his gray eyes. “I’m telling you because I respect you. Don’t you respect me?”

“Yes, but with the same respect I hold for the edge of a sword,” Rakel said.

Farrin smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I also wanted to warn you. If you insist on war, there is something you need to know.”

Rakel pushed a tendril of her snow-white hair out of her face. “Oh?”

“The leader of the Allegiance of the Chosen Army is a man named Tenebris Malus. The loss of Ostfold hasn’t been reported yet, but when he finds out, he will travel north. If he meets you, he will kill you.”

Rakel’s heart faltered, until she used icy dignity to calm herself. “For most of my life, I have dealt with death threats.”

Farrin shook his head. “Not like this. Tenebris won’t be satisfied with merely ending your life; he will rip your mind from you piece by piece. The curse you were inflicted with? That is his power.”

“And you willingly follow him?” Rakel asked, finding it difficult to accept. Whenever she encountered Farrin, she was usually flooded with fear, but not because she thought he would do something foul to her. If she was being honest, he reminded her a little bit of the knights in one of her few storybooks. Why would he follow someone so twisted?

“He saved my life. Without him, I would be dead—or worse,” Farrin said.

As Rakel wondered what the ominous “or worse,” was, his eyes flickered beyond her, and she heard a faint “Little Wolf!”

“I see it is time for me to go,” he said. In spite of his words, he drew closer to her. “Do not worry; your capital is safe, for now. Though I would appreciate it if you would return my property to me.”

“No,” Rakel said flatly.

Farrin breathed out in what might have been considered a hushed chuckle. She eyed him as he leaned into her, and she was about to point out the ice swords floating around them when he surprised her by kissing her on the cheek. He lingered longer than was friendly, his lips brushing the corner of her mouth. It was foreign, strange, and gentle like sunlight. Just as the warmth of his lips threatened to spread through Rakel’s body, he withdrew.

Rakel stared blankly at him. The bestowal of his kiss had caught her entirely off guard and unprepared, and it made her realize there was another reason why he gave her information. Yes, he very much resembles a storybook knight. Her eyes traced the scar that crossed his nose and cheek bones. But what kind of terrible things has he seen that have given him such a strange combination of formidableness and vulnerability?

“Be well, Your Highness.”

Finally aware of the bit of power she had over him, Rakel let her minty magic flood her for reassurance. Farrin was only two steps away from her when she asked, “Why do you return to them?”

Farrin turned around, his eyebrows furrowed in puzzlement.

“You obviously disagree with whatever nefarious business is involved with the mirror—and with the actions of your leader. In spite of your protests, I do not think the idea of enslaving non-magic users pleases you. Why work with them?”

“Because they are all I’ve ever had.”

Rakel felt a moment of empathy. She would do much to keep Phile, Oskar, and Captain Halvor safe. But even I—starved for acceptance and friendship—am not stupid enough to befriend someone as evil as his leader!

Recalling the tenderness of his kiss, Rakel asked, “And could nothing entice you to leave them?”

Farrin raised both of his eyebrows and shook his head, although the corners of his mouth curled up gently. He looked beyond Rakel again and, with a swirl of his cloak and a bit of his speed magic, disappeared.

Phile skid to a stop at Rakel’s side. “Are you alright? Did he try to shake you down for his sword?”

“No,” Rakel said. “He came only to give me information.”

“That man. He’s not very innovative,” Phile sighed.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“We need to return to Ostfold to tell General Halvor what he told me.”

“Alright, let’s go. I left the children with Frigid. They’ve probably pulled his tail by now. Ugh, running in all these clothes has made me sweaty,” Phile complained as she set out back the way she had come.

Rakel, however, stared off to where Farrin had disappeared. He liked her—romantically. It had taken the kiss for her to realize it—though in her defense, she had never encountered nor entertained thoughts about romantic love before. It seemed trivial when her greatest desire was that people would stop trying to kill her—but his every touch and look declared it.

He couldn’t possibly love her—he didn’t know her well enough to delude himself into that emotion—but Rakel suspected that with a little encouragement, he would likely be open to the idea. And if that were true, perhaps he could be convinced to leave the Chosen. It was a calculating thought, but Rakel also suspected that luring him away from the Chosen would save him—as Phile, Oskar, and Captain Halvor had saved her.

“Something wrong?” Phile asked.

Rakel took a moment to make sure no part of her epiphany showed on her face. “No.”

“What are you thinking, then? You’ve got the same expression Halvor wears when he finds a winning strategy.”

“I merely came to an understanding over something mundane,” Rakel shrugged.

“Uh-huh. Right. And I’m an honest citizen.”

“It’s nothing noteworthy.” Yet.

“Mmhmm. Anyway, when we get back to Ostfold, let’s thaw out and get something to eat first. Captain Halvor won’t eat or sleep for ages when he finds out you’ve spoken to Dim-wit again.”

“Farrin did have some dire warnings,” Rakel said.

“Yeesh. That bad, is it? If that is the case, let’s ask the kitchens to have food sent to us,” Phile said, crossing the forest’s border.

Rakel listened to her friend’s happy chatter—a bright contrast to Rakel’s less happy thoughts.

I thought I was finally done fearing for my life. I’ve saved my brother, cities, villages, and many soldiers. I thought I could step aside and let others lead. But what Farrin spoke of—the mirror and Tenebris…

If Farrin is right and it grants great power, and if the Chosen successfully retrieve it, more than Verglas will be in danger. This Tenebris cannot be allowed to get the mirror. But who in the Verglas rebellion can stop him? Certainly not Steinar with his crown, or even Halvor with the strength of the army.

Rakel watched Phile reunite with Frigid and the children. Gerta threw herself into Phile’s arms, shrieking and laughing with joy. Grave Kai stood by Frigid’s head and held his leadline with a subdued but equally happy smile. Looking at them filled Rakel with so much warmth, it hurt.

“I’ll have to do it,” Rakel whispered. “I can’t just throw out the Chosen. I have to defeat them and face Tenebris. If I don’t…Gerta, Kai, and others like them won’t have a future.”

As Rakel recalled all who had grown dear to her since the start of her adventure—the other Verglas magic users, Captain Halvor’s soldiers, Trygvvi, Pordis, and so on—her hands curled into fists.

Rakel could hear her magic singing in her blood as fat flakes of snow drifted down from the sky.

There would be no more running. No more hiding.

These people and this land—they were hers!
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High on Ensom Peak, Rakel’s ice castle glittered in the afternoon sunlight. Its halls and rooms were cold and empty, and though her books and ice sculptures remained, the heart of the place had left with its builder.

A red fox nonchalantly trotted into the enclosure, wandered up to a castle wall, and sniffed. Its black nose barely brushed the ice, but the contact flooded the fox with powerful, minty magic that struck like lightning and stung like a blizzard wind.

The fox screamed and was tossed backwards. When it hit the ground, it transformed into a woman. “By tails and feathers—she has that much latent magic just sitting around?” the woman stammered, trying to collect her frazzled thoughts. “What is she?”

The End
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Chapter 1
Arrivals


The wind stung Farrin Graydim’s face and pushed some of his black-brown hair into his eyes, but he didn’t stir.

His regiment—the First Regiment, or as it was fondly called by Tenebris, the Fighting First—glittered like a sea of metal behind him in neat, orderly rows. They stood silent as they faced the snow-covered road that wove through a thick, untamed forest.

Dryden—one of the magic users under his command—stirred at his side.

“It’s freezing.” She pulled her cloak tight and brushed her button nose, red with the cold. “Bluff, can’t you do anything to warm it up?”

Bluff snorted. “Sure, if you can stop an avalanche.” He sneezed and rubbed his ears.

Farrin ignored the idle chit-chat and kept his gaze on the forest. The field of snow that stood between the woods and his men created a terrible glare that was difficult to see past.

“I hate this wretched country.” Dryden was hard to understand thanks to her chattering teeth. “Spring is just weeks away, and it’s as cold as it was in the dead of winter.”

Bunny snorted. She was the only one of their bunch who appeared untouched by the cold. She wore nothing more than a long-sleeved tunic, pants, and padded boots. “I think we have Princess Rakel to thank for that.”

Her observations pulled Farrin from his dutiful watch. Princess Rakel. How things will change for her when Tenebris arrives.

“Princess Rakel,” Dryden growled. “If I could get one minute alone with her—”

“She’d freeze you solid, and then you would complain even more,” Bluff said.

“She would not!” Dryden said. “I would get her before she could work her magic on me.”

“Would not,” Bluff said.

“Would too!”

“Would not!”

“Enough,” Farrin said. He cast a critical eye over his troops, searching for the slightest blemish or relaxed stance. They need to be perfect.

The magic users fell silent.

When the first few soldiers on horseback stepped toward them from the darkness of the forest, his fingers twitched as he automatically reached for his two-handed broadsword—which wasn’t there. Clever Rakel, he thought, recalling, with admiration and irritation, the way she’d swiped the weapon from him. He missed the sword like an amputated limb.

The mounted party emerged from the forest. Farrin shielded his eyes to make out the army insignia on the lead horse’s saddle blanket—there! He raised his arm in the air and shouted, “Salute!”

The First Regiment moved as one, raising their arms in respect as Tenebris Malus—the leader of the Allegiance of the Chosen Army—and his retinue rode across the barren, snowy field.

When he reached the edge of their forces, Tenebris dismounted.

“Tenebris!” Sunnira—one of Farrin’s healers and friends—broke ranks and ran up to the esteemed leader, throwing her arms around him.

Tenebris laughed as she attached herself to his arm. “You look well, Sunnira. I hope you have been taking care of my army.”

“Of course,” Sunnira said.

Tenebris patted her hands and passed off the reins of his horse to one of his companions. He stretched his neck and strolled towards Farrin—who hadn’t yet broken rank.

He held his salute. “Sir.”

“At ease, Farrin,” Tenebris said. He slapped him on the shoulder and offered him a wide smile. It was a happy one, Farrin was relieved to see. Tenebris smiled whether he was angry or pleased, but his smiles of rage always showed more of his teeth.

Tenebris Malus was a mysterious man. Though he was short and thin through the shoulders, he had a heavy aura of power. His face was bland but pleasant, and he almost always wore a helm or cap of some sort—though one could see strands of his gold-brown hair leaking out on occasion. His eyes were unusual, though. They were round like marbles, and their pupils were more disk-like than circular. They were gold in color, and hooded, which gave him a calculated air.

“Thank you, sir.” Farrin motioned for his regiment to drop the salute. They complied.

“Still as well organized as ever—and a sight for sore eyes. Kavon lets his mercenary troops run wild like savages.” Tenebris nodded once. “I cannot fault him. Those without magic are little more than animals—though it is good to see you have broken yours into submission.” He smiled again, and something in Farrin twitched at the harsh words.

Farrin straightened his shoulders. “It is our honor to have you with us.”

“I’m sure.” Tenebris shielded his eyes from the brilliant sun. “It has been too long since I’ve ridden with you and the Fighting First. I look forward to speaking with you—and Sunnira.” He spared the healer another smile.

Sunnira cocked her head. “What took you so long to come?”

Beside Farrin, Bluff gaped in shock at her impertinent question until Bunny kicked him in the back of the knee.

“Varmints started stirring in the south just when I thought it was time to come north,” Tenebris sighed. “I stayed to help Grimick stamp them out, but they’re worse than sewer rats.”

“Varmints?” Farrin asked.

“Some farmers and commoners playing rebel. Though they should be easy to crush, they’ve burned two outposts and reclaimed several villages—all in the name of their beloved Snow Queen.” A frown lurked on Tenebris’s lips, making the gold of his eyes glow. “We razed a few villages, but they still prowl around in the hills. In the end, I decided it would be quicker to kill their ‘hero’ than to keep hunting them down individually.”

Farrin kept his expression passive, but he couldn’t stop his hands from curling into fists. The inevitable clash of his affection for Rakel and his loyalty to Tenebris had arrived. “I see. Shall I take you to your quarters, sir?”

“Yes, thanks, Runt,” Tenebris said, moving to walk shoulder to shoulder with Farrin. Sunnira still held his arm, and Bluff, Bunny, and Dryden fell in line behind them.

“Released,” Farrin shouted.

The foot soldiers and the rest of the magic users broke out of formation, moving on with their duties as Farrin escorted their leader to the best tent.

“I must say, Runt, I am upset,” Tenebris continued. “It isn’t like you to leave an enemy alive.”

“I regret that I have disappointed you,” Farrin said.

Tenebris slapped his shoulder again. “Don’t take it to heart. You haven’t ever failed me before. You were bound to do so eventually—though I must admit, I didn’t think your lesson of humility would come from a thin-skinned, worthless princess.”

“With all due respect, sir, no one who has met Princess Rakel would call her thin-skinned or useless,” Farrin said.

“We’ll see,” Tenebris said. “In the meantime, I’ve changed my mind about the Verglas citizens.”

Farrin dared to hope for a moment. “Oh?”

“Yes. We’ll have to cull most of them.”

“Cull?” Bluff asked. He swallowed hard when Tenebris glanced back at him. “I-I beg your pardon, sir.”

“No harm, boy. I meant we’ll have to kill ’em. They’re too stubborn and too prone to hope. They’ll make lousy slaves unless we limit their numbers,” Tenebris said. He wore a smile and spoke in a pleasant tone—as if they were discussing plans for a celebration.

Farrin stopped outside the black tent he had ordered to be pitched for Tenebris. “Do you really think it is necessary to found our country with such slaughter?”

“Necessary? No. But it will make it easier.” Tenebris swatted his free hand through the air. “And with the way this war has carried on, we need all the help we can get. I planned for us to hold the entire country by now. As my officers were unable to achieve that, we’ll have to cut corners where we can.”

Farrin looked at Tenebris as if seeing him for the first time. I have always known Tenebris is a man without mercy to those who oppose him, but this—the slaughter of thousands of innocent people?

As if sensing Farrin’s thoughts, Tenebris arched one of his eyebrows and gave Farrin a toothy smile. “Next time don’t fail me,” he said.

“Farrin did his best,” Sunnira said diplomatically. “The problem is Princess Rakel. She was much stronger than any of us could have predicted.”

Tenebris shrugged. “That’s an easy fix. Once she’s killed, the resistance will run out of traction.”

A muscle twitched in Farrin’s cheek. He made his expression apathetic and hoped no one noticed.

Sunnira shook her head. “You need to be careful with her, Tenebris. Farrin did well against her because of his magic, but she could trample anyone else.”

Tenebris grinned and pinched Sunnira’s cheek. “You think she’s better than me, you impudent brat?” he asked, his voice warm with affection.

“I think she’s a monster,” Sunnira said.

Farrin wished she would stop talking.

“Well, it’s a good thing I am one as well.” Tenebris pointed to the tent. “Is this it?”

“I hope it meets your expectations, sir,” Farrin said.

“I’m sure it will. Give me a few hours to get settled, and I’ll meet up with you and your little trainees for dinner,” Tenebris said. “That means you, too, Sunnira.”

Sunnira kissed Tenebris’s cheek. “You don’t need to tell me—you aggravating man. I have patients to attend to.” She winked at their leader, waved to Farrin, and drifted off in the direction of the medical tent.

Farrin bowed. “Welcome to the First Regiment, sir.” He turned to his subordinates. “Dryden and Bluff, you’re on scouting duty.”

“Sir?” Bluff said as Dryden stamped her feet and rubbed her gloved hands together.

“I want you to make a wide circuit of the camp and see if you can sense Princess Rakel. Dryden will be your escort.”

Bluff squinted. “You think she’ll attack us?”

“It is unlikely, but with Tenebris in our camp, we will take no chances,” Farrin said. And if she is near, I need to know so I can stop her.

“Yes, sir!” Bluff and Dryden saluted.

“Bunny,” Farrin continued. “We’re—”

“Say, Runt, what is that shining spot?” Tenebris asked. He held the flap of his tent open, but his gaze was on the distant, glittering smear that rested against what the people of Verglas called Ensom Peak.

“That would be the ice-castle Princess Rakel constructed during her exile,” Farrin said.

“She made that?” Tenebris asked. His voice was odd. It lacked its usual pleasant tone.

Farrin hesitated. “Yes.”

“I see.” Tenebris disappeared into his tent without saying anything more.

Farrin stared at the tent for a moment, then motioned for Bunny to follow him. He made his way through the camp, wondering at Tenebris’s reaction. He wasn’t angry. But his voice, it was…off. And he seems much darker than I remembered.

When Tenebris had saved Farrin some odd years earlier from a life of slavery and slaughter, Farrin thought Tenebris the most powerful magic user on the continent. He’d always assumed the heavy atmosphere that followed Tenebris was because of his immense power. After all, besides Rakel, Farrin had never met another individual so saturated with power.

But Rakel does not have the same air. She commands respect without fear—and she is not heavy. She is light—and very bright.

Farrin’s shoulders lost some of their stiffness as he pictured the beautiful, snow-haired princess and her expressive blue eyes. Is it because of the difference in their powers, or in their characters? Farrin grunted in disgust. She has addled me. The midnight flavor of Tenebris never bothered me previously.

“Forgive me if I’m out of line, Colonel, but do you agree with Tenebris’s plan?” Bunny’s voice was hushed as they passed a campfire.

“To kill Princess Rakel?”

“No. To slaughter Verglas citizens.”

Farrin stopped walking.

“Yeah.” Bunny scuffed her boot in the trampled snow. “That was my first time seeing our leader up close.”

“I see.” Farrin stretched his memory and recalled that Bunny had been recruited in Farset and had served as his head scout in his regiment ever since. He studied their surroundings, searching for any spies who would sniff out a whisper of doubt and drag it back to Tenebris. There was no one except for Bunny and himself. “What did you observe?”

“He reminds me of a snake,” she said.

Farrin adjusted the cuffs of his uniform, buying time so he could construct a careful reply. “He is very cunning.”

“Forgive me for my words, Colonel, but I don’t like gettin’ up close with something that could eat a bunny for breakfast.”

“He’s different,” Farrin said. “He wasn’t always this…”

Bunny smiled grimly. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

Farrin reached for his broadsword—which still wasn’t there—and settled for rubbing the white scar that sliced across his cheekbones and the bridge of his nose. I joined Tenebris because I respected him, and I owe him my life. But I never imagined—

He ruthlessly cut his thoughts off when he realized he was staring at Ensom Peak. I must live with my decision. Even she would be hard-pressed to extend mercy to the killers of her countrymen.

“Sir?” Bunny asked.

Farrin sighed. “Have two horses prepared. We’re going on patrol as well.”

“Yes, sir!”
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“And then the Chosen army officer—who was the size of a tree—kicked the man. He would have killed him, but the brave and beautiful Princess Rakel stepped out of the snow. ‘Cease,’ she told him, ‘and leave these hallowed lands,’” Phile said.

Rakel looked up from her book—a very slim, tattered volume Oskar had tracked down for her that contained one of the few written references of elves—and raised her eyebrows at her friend.

The olive-skinned Robber Maiden stood in front of a crowd of spellbound children. She was holding storytelling court in the middle of the Ostfold square, but none of the adults—who still went about their daily chores—seemed to mind the obstruction. She was a bright spot of color with her red kerchief that covered her dark-colored hair, her white linen pants, and her thick, red coat.

“Her white hair as wild as a blizzard and her eyes like a frozen sky, the Snow Queen parted the snows. With a flick of her finger, the Chosen soldiers were swallowed up by drifts of snow, utterly defeated!” Phile held the children captive with a highly editorialized version of Vefsna’s liberation, gesturing wildly and waltzing between giant ice sculptures she made Rakel carve for her. During this particular exposition, she circled a giant sculpture of a Chosen soldier.

“No wonder legends and myths sound ridiculous.” Rakel returned her attention to her book. “If the original storytellers took half the liberties Phile does, it’s a surprise all heroes of old didn’t ride dragons and exhale flowers and money.” She read on.

“I said utterly defeated!” Phile shouted.

Rakel barely noticed.

“Ahem!”

Rakel realized Phile was glaring at her, and belatedly remembered the stage instructions she had been given. “Sorry.” She tugged on her magic, and the oversized ice statue of the Chosen soldier shattered, drawing cheers from the children.

Phile nodded in satisfaction, then returned her attention to her audience. “But this was only the beginning…”

Rakel turned a page in her book—being extra careful not to tear the fragile pages—but put the volume aside when she caught sight of who was approaching her. “General Halvor, Snorri, good afternoon.”

General Halvor bowed. “Princess.”

Snorri mumbled.

Halvor was a little shorter than his scout, but his wiry frame and perpetual shadow of whiskers made him appear to be gruffer—like a wolverine. “We have news to share.” The set of the general’s lips was grim. “Snorri just returned from a scouting trip at a Chosen encampment.”

“And?” Rakel asked when General Halvor seemed hesitant to continue.

“Tenebris Malus has arrived. He is camped with the First Regiment. Colonel Graydim’s unit,” General Halvor said.

Rakel exhaled. This is it. The temporary halt of war and slaughter we’ve had since taking Ostfold is over. “Is he as bad as Farrin warned?”

“Worse,” Snorri gurgled.

“What has he done?” Rakel asked.

Snorri mumbled.

“Soldier,” General Halvor said.

Snorri rubbed his eyes, and his shoulders stooped. “He hasn’t done much yet, it’s what he says without a care. He’ll smile and laugh as he talks ’bout slitting a person’s throat.”

“We have shored up our defenses in expectation of his arrival,” General Halvor said. “But we will have to choose our battles more carefully.”

“You mean it will be grueling to face both Tenebris and Farrin in the same fight,” Rakel said, cutting to the heart of the matter. Farrin’s magic was unsettling. He could deflect any magical attack laid against him, affecting Rakel’s powers—which had always been her constant, loyal companion. Tenebris, however, was terror inducing. She had encountered his magic—casting curses—when they were taking back Ostfold. One of his underlings possessed a paper spelled with his powers and had placed it on Rakel.

The suffocating blackness and stark fear Rakel had experienced made her eager to avoid another encounter as long as possible.

“Farrin should not be the problem he once was, as long as we retain custody of his sword,” General Halvor said. “But I do believe Tenebris will be a quandary. Our saving grace is that we have Liv.”

Liv was one of a few Verglas magic users who had revealed her powers so she could stand with and assist Rakel. Her magic lay in purification—of water, food, wounds, and apparently curses.

“Perhaps.” Rakel pressed her lips together. But there is another equally troubling problem.

“What is it?” General Halvor asked, startling Rakel.

“I beg your pardon?” she asked.

“You look troubled.”

Rakel hesitated. “Winter will be over in a few weeks.”

“Yes.”

“It isn’t unusual for Verglas to have some snow in the early spring, but…”

“But?” General Halvor repeated.

“After the first few weeks of spring, there will be terrible consequences if I continue to use my powers.”

Snorri spoke up, surprising Rakel. “Your price—to fall unconscious after using your magic—you think it will grow worse when it is not winter?”

“No.” Rakel knit her hands together. “It is the land. If I bring forth frosts and snows when fruit trees are budding and farmers should be preparing the land for seeds, we will lose our crops and much of our food production. It is fine to use my powers extensively in the winter, but using them in summer could starve the country.”

“Agreed,” General Halvor said. “Though it must be stated that Verglas citizens will starve and die in slavery if you don’t use your powers, and the Chosen win.”

Rakel resisted the temptation to massage her forehead. “We are caught between two evils, it seems.”

“Not necessarily,” General Halvor said. “With Tenebris in the north, the battles will be more decisive. He will not allow it to drag into the summer. We will either win against him or lose, badly.”

The trio fell silent with this grim prediction. Even the bright laughter of the children and Phile’s voice—rising and falling as she recited her exaggerated tale—could not dislodge the claws of anxiety that squeezed Rakel’s heart.

“Ahh, Princess! There you are,” Oskar, Rakel’s longtime attendant, called. He sauntered through the market, a smile on his handsome face and an elderly woman—Hilda, the grandmother of one of Rakel’s child companions—leaning on his arms. Ten years Rakel’s senior, Oskar was composed mostly of charm and goodwill.

“Oskar, Hilda,” Rakel said in greeting.

Oskar’s bright red hair glowed in the pale sunlight. “Good afternoon, Princess, General Halvor, Mumbler. This lovely young lady has some news to share with you.”

Hilda chuckled. “You missed your calling in politics, young man. Honey would just melt on your tongue.”

“Do you have news from the south?” Rakel fidgeted with a twinge of anxiety.

Hilda had a mysterious method of contact with several of her friends, who all lived in southern Verglas. Rakel suspected it had something to do with magic, but she wasn’t about to call the woman out on it when it was only in the past season that the people of Verglas began to tolerate—not fear and despise—magic users.

“Indeed. I finally got a hold of Sirpa. She wishes to report that you should come south posthaste.”

“What is wrong?” General Halvor asked.

“The southern members of the resistance have the good sense of a turkey. They are fighting about what to call themselves: Snow Men or Defenders of the Snow Queen. Terrible names, both of them.” Hilda grunted.

Rakel exhaled with relief. “They have not been slaughtered?”

“Good heavens, no. Their biggest trouble is that they cannot decide what your symbol should be—a reindeer or a snowflake. Well, that and the raiders.”

“Raiders?” General Halvor asked, his voice sharp.

“Oh, dear, I was going to ease into that. Yes, raiders. Not all of the Chosen officers control their mercenary forces like our Colonel Graydim. Several officers have sent their soldiers to pillage and plunder the countryside.” The old lady fussed with her shawl.

“How bad is it?” Rakel asked.

“Nothing they can’t survive. There have been few injuries and deaths, but they’ll need a good harvest this summer if the southern villages are to survive next winter.”

“We have to stop them.” Rakel turned to General Halvor and Oskar. “Can we send some of our magic users south?”

General Halvor shook his head. “We have too few of them to do so. Tenebris is here. They must support you and the main battle. However, we might be able to send some troops.”

Oskar winced. “Tenebris finally made it, did he? That’s a shame. I was hoping a wolf might eat him on his travels.”

“Not all of the raiding is as far south as you’d think.” Hilda ruffled her shoulders like a squat wren. “Sirpa said the raiders were on the path to sweep through Lajoki, Rollad, and Begna—and Begna is just a few hours from here.”

“I said, Little Wolf, it was snowing heavily!” Phile said.

Rakel ignored her. “We can ride out and stop them.”

“The other magic users can ride out,” Oskar said.

“Yes,” General Halvor said. “For you to ride out, Princess, would be a useless risk.”

“It wouldn’t be useless if we could wipe out all those raiders,” Rakel said. “Do they travel with any magic users?”

Hilda shook her head. “No, it’s just the mercenaries. Apparently those in the Chosen who can wield magic don’t like fraternizing with the help.”

“That hardly comes as a surprise,” Oskar said.

“If they have no magic users to defend them, they’ll be a fast, easy target,” Rakel said.

“Pst. Little Wolf. You missed your cue.”

Like everyone else, General Halvor ignored the Robber Maiden. He raised an eyebrow. “You would slay them?”

It was a legitimate question. Thus far Rakel had refused to kill—and planned to continue on with the vow.

“No. Begna is close to our Mullberg border, and there is a trader’s pass between the mountains that divide us. We could run them out of the country,” Rakel said. Verglas was partially boxed in by mountains. With a range to the north that also extended a little to the west before turning into foothills, and a second range stretching along their eastern border, there were only a few paths and passes to enter Mullberg—which was even more mountainous and isolated than Verglas.

Oskar smiled brightly. “You’ve been studying the maps in the royal library, haven’t you?”

“Little Wolf!”

“Thank you for pointing them out to me,” Rakel said.

“It was my honor.”

“What is to keep the mercenaries from reentering after you leave?” General Halvor asked.

“She can build a wall,” Phile said.

Everyone in the conversation turned to her, surprised with her sudden entrance.

“What?” she said. “Rakel was being a horrible stagehand. I wanted to come see what had you all whispering like conspirators.”

“The wall is a good idea,” Snorri said.

“There, you see? If Snorri feels strongly enough to speak up, you know it must be brilliant.” Phile pumped her arm in triumph.

“Could you do it, Princess?” Oskar asked.

“Yes—unless the pass is bigger than the maps and descriptions have led me to believe,” Rakel said.

“It might then be worth personally seeing to,” General Halvor said carefully.

“If you still wish to, Princess,” Oskar added.

“I do.”

“We must move swiftly, if that is the case,” General Halvor said. “Snorri, please inform the Fireheart Squad of our departure.”

“Fireheart Squad?” Oskar asked.

“That’s Frodi, Eydìs, and Tollak, isn’t it?” Rakel asked, recalling the various teams in which General Halvor had placed the magic users.

“Exactly so,” General Halvor said. “If you will excuse me, I will begin preparing our troops.” He bowed and then strode away, Snorri moving in his shadow.

“Hmm, perhaps it would be for the best if I returned to my room and bothered Sirpa again. She might be able to tell me just when the mercenary troops will march on Begna,” Hilda said.

Oskar offered her his arm. “I believe I have time to escort you to your room before preparing for the princess’s departure.”

“Excellent!” Phile crowed. “Rakel, you can come with me.”

“Where are you going?” Rakel asked as Oskar and Hilda began the trek to the palace.

“Nowhere. I need to finish my story, or my audience will be disappointed, forever.”

Rakel sighed. “I should have known better than to think you would do something in preparation.”

“As long as I have Foedus and an eye on you, I’m ready for anything,” Phile promised, twirling her ugly, bug-shaped dagger. The weapon was infamous for its homeliness and the many stories Phile told of how it came to be in her possession. “Come on. I don’t know how long the children will be able to sit still until they resort to mischief.”

“They aren’t like you,” Rakel said. “So it would be quite a while, I imagine.” She eyed Phile’s young audience, her expression softening when she saw Gerta and Kai sitting on the outskirts of the group.

Gerta waved. “Princess! Come sit with us!”

Phile swatted her hand at Rakel. “Go—but this time pay attention when I signal you!”

Rakel reluctantly drew closer to the crowd of children, watching them for any signs of fear. Several of them threw quick bows in her direction, but most were focused on Phile as she climbed the ice platform Rakel had made for her. Several of the children were occupied with yanking on each other’s hair and pushing, but they quieted when Phile cleared her throat.

“Princess,” Kai—a grave, adorable little boy—said. He stood to bow to Rakel.

Rakel awkwardly stood until Gerta yanked on her arm, pulling her down to sit on the ground. Gerta climbed into her lap. “Phile is tellin’ us about the time you saved Grandmother! It’s so exciting!”

Kai scooted closer, resembling a bear cub with his thick black jacket, pants, gloves, and hood. “I didn’t know Phile saw you free Vefsna.”

“She didn’t,” Rakel said wryly. She looped her arms around Gerta and adjusted the little girl’s position so her hair wouldn’t tickle Rakel’s nose. Gerta giggled and hugged Rakel, making her smile.

Just a few months ago, I never would have known how warm and precious a hug can be. The twelve years of her exile on Ensom Peak lurked in the back of her mind—an unpleasant reminder of how new the respect and loyalty she had won really was.

But Gerta and Kai never feared me. They never hesitated to reach out for me. Warmed by the thought, Rakel impulsively placed an arm around Kai’s shoulders and pulled him in for a hug as well.

Kai smiled at her and snuggled closer.

“Thank you for waiting, children.” Phile leaned up against the ice carving Rakel had made of her. The sculpture was larger than life, but it captured the thief’s zest—though Rakel had ignored Phile’s request to make several handsome male sculptures to kneel at her feet.

“I will now resume my tale. As I was saying, it was snowing heavily.”

Rakel tapped her magic, and big, fat flakes of snow drifted down from the sky, falling on the children and the stage.

The children clapped and cooed in admiration.

Phile launched into her story, and Gerta leaned back and rested her head against Rakel’s shoulder.

Her actions warmed Rakel and stirred up a pinprick of fear. They all put such hope in her, but Tenebris was truly a monster. Could she really beat him? Determination flooded her heart. I have to stop him from laying hold of that mirror.

She smoothed Gerta’s hair.

I will keep these children safe. No matter how much it costs.


Chapter 2
Raiders In Begna


The sleigh rocked side to side like a cradle as they whisked across snow-covered banks and hills. Rakel tapped her powers, breathing easier when they rushed through her.

“You doing alright, Princess?” Oskar peered at her over his shoulder when he was able to spare a moment.

“Yes. I’m just…preparing,” she said.

Oskar tugged the reins and corrected the reindeer pulling their sleigh. “Don’t push yourself to exhaustion,” he said. “I know you wish to save everyone, but you shouldn’t sacrifice yourself so impulsively.”

Rakel smiled fondly at her attendant’s back. “Thank you, Oskar.”

Phile drew closer to their two-person sleigh. “Are we getting closer?” She was the only one mounted on a horse—which she had swiped from the Chosen army weeks ago—everyone else was in sleighs pulled by reindeer or fat mountain ponies.

“I believe we should be able to see it once we get around this hill,” Oskar said.

General Halvor, traveling at the head of the war party, halted his reindeer. “We’re late,” he said, his face grim. “The raiders have already started attacking.”

Rakel leaned forward to watch when Begna finally fell in view. Normally, the village would have made an idyllic picture. Hills surrounded Begna, sheltering it from the worst of the winter winds; the border mountains dividing Verglas from Mullberg stood guard at its back. But the raiders ruined the pretty image. Clouds of smoke rose from Begna, and even from this distance Rakel could see the angry, crimson flames that devoured some of the buildings. There were no screams, but battle cries and roars of victory echoed off the hills. The scent of smoke burned her throat.

Rakel’s left cheek twisted in anger, and she pulled on more of her magic.

Tollak—a levelheaded man who held the curious magic of charming crafted goods—swung his gaze in Rakel’s direction. “Princess, may I inquire what you plan to do with such a hefty mass of magic?” His voice was polite and unflappable as if they were discussing what to have for afternoon tea.

Rakel, a little surprised he was able to accurately sense how much magic she gathered, stared at the burning village. “It’s a warning.”

“Brace yourselves!” Phile shouted—though she needn’t have bothered.

Rakel had pinpoint control and accuracy over her magic, so when a stalagmite of ice the size of a mature oak tree shot out of the ground, it impaled a wagon the Chosen mercenary soldiers had brought to carry away supplies. The winds picked up, clouds turned an ominous gray, and sleet-like snowflakes pelted from the sky, stinging any bare skin.

Rakel clenched her hands into fists, and several more stalagmites shot out of the ground, ruining the Chosen troops’ supply wagons.

The victorious battle roars changed to panicked shouts, and General Halvor barked, “Take up your formations! Stand strong! Charge!”

The Verglas squadron of magic users and soldiers whisked out of the hills, sweeping down on Begna. Several soldiers armed with bows took shots at the mercenaries. Eydìs—a clever woman who could manipulate rope—breathed panic among the enemy when twine, straps, and rope laying among the wreckage sprung at them as if they were charmed snakes, dragging them down.

Under Frodi’s direction, the fire crawled off the buildings and darted after screaming soldiers.

When they drew close enough to Begna that Rakel could have hit the nearest cottage with a snowball, she shouted, “I don’t see any villagers.”

Oskar’s green eyes traced the snowy ground and the food and materials trampled there. “There’s no blood, just spilled goods.”

“They must be hiding,” Phile said.

“How?” Rakel asked.

Shouts and roars came from the forest.

“Reform the lines. Brace for a second incoming!” General Halvor shouted to his men, who responded with calm, synchronized movements as they changed their formation.

Rakel gathered her magic, preparing to box in the forest invaders with an ice cage, but when the armed forces burst out of the woods, one of the front soldiers carried a light blue flag emblazoned with a white snowflake and an ash gray reindeer.

“For the Snow Queen!” they shouted as they swept down the hill, falling on the Chosen mercenaries.

“It’s the resistance!” Knut—one of Rakel’s original guards from Ensom Peak—shouted, his gap-toothed smile flashing.

“Push hard,” General Halvor said. “Run the mercenaries through Begna to the pass in the east.”

Rakel held on as the sleigh made a sharp turn. Phile galloped past, leaping off her horse and launching herself onto a mercenary soldier.

Frodi and Eydìs regrouped to push the mercenaries in the correct direction, and Rakel erected a thin wall of ice, blocking the west side of the village.

General Halvor glanced at the structure. “Will that hold?”

“Not if they bludgeon it, but I do not think they know that,” Rakel said.

Previously the black-and-crimson-outfitted soldiers were smug and relaxed. Now they fought with grim ferocity.

The resistance fighters joined General Halvor’s troops, creating a V-shape around Begna, pinching the mercenaries between them.

Phile popped out of the madness and wiped blood off Foedus’s blade. “They’re not running for the border like we hoped.”

“Tell our forces to stand down.” Rakel said.

“Fall back!” General Halvor shouted.

In the brief opening, Rakel forged a cloud of ice-made swords. They glittered in the light of Frodi’s fire and shrieked like shattering crystal when she released them. They sliced and stabbed mercenary soldiers and shattered when they hit the ground, raining blade-sharp shards of ice on anyone nearby.

Finally dislodged, the mercenaries began to run east. They shouted—one tried to throw a spear at her, but it fell pitifully short.

Rakel clung to the sleigh, occasionally brushing Oskar’s back as he directed their reindeer, staying in formation with Halvor’s men. Satisfied neither their forces nor the resistance fighters had ventured into Begna among the Chosen, Rakel created another cloud of ice swords and dropped them on the mercenaries.

Just as the swords—falling to injure, not kill—swung towards the soldiers, Rakel saw the female villager stumbling through the mercenary forces. She had been hiding under an overturned cart until two soldiers—running from Frodi’s flames—flushed her out.

The mercenaries were too concerned with their skins to bother her, but she had walked right into Rakel’s formation of ice swords.

“Look out!” Rakel shouted. She threw her hand out, creating a shell of ice to protect the woman, but one of the swords jabbed through her icy shield and shattered.

To Rakel’s shock, a Chosen mercenary darted forward, grabbed the woman by her arm, and yanked her away from the beautiful but dangerous shards. Rakel watched—baffled—as he dragged the woman to an uncharred house, shut the door after her, and then ran off after the rest of his compatriots—his short, black hair sticking up like wet feathers on a bird.

General Halvor pulled back until his sleigh was alongside hers. “Princess, what’s wrong?”

Rakel shook the incident from her mind. “Nothing, I apologize.”

“We’re doing well. They’ll soon find the pass and take it,” Knut predicted.

“Be steady,” General Halvor warned. “Tollak, Snorri, I want you two with the resistance fighters.”

Snorri vaulted over the side of the sleigh he shared with Knut and landed on Tollak’s.

“As you will, General Halvor.” Tollak nodded to Halvor and peeled off from the group.

“Frodi, smoke them out,” General Halvor said.

“Yes, sir!” Frodi saluted, and the fires under his control flared, roaring like angry beasts as they grew in size. Frodi nudged them forward and wolfed down his jerky, desperate to restore the energy he burned while nurturing the flames.

The raiding mercenaries fled Begna, running for the hills. As Knut predicted, they ran down the path that cut between the sloping mountainsides. There they regained a semblance of organization and stopped fleeing, making a stand in the pass.

“Get ready; they’re regrouping!” Phile shouted. She was back on her horse and had three daggers clenched between the fingers of her free hand as she pulled her mount’s reins with the other.

“Charge!” General Halvor barked.

Verglas troops leaped from their sleighs to attack the mercenaries with swords and pikes. When the two forces met, the air sang with the clamor of blade meeting blade.

Rakel kept most of her focus on the resistance fighters. They were well armed, but they lacked armor, so she did whatever she could to shield them. Oddly, the resistance fighters reminded Rakel of Phile and the way she worked with Rakel’s magic instead of around it.

If Rakel raised a protective wall, they chipped arrow slits in it and shot the Chosen soldiers down from behind the safety of the ice. Several of them had swapped out their spears, trading them for one of Rakel’s ice swords, and some of them lobbed snowballs when they ran out of weapons.

More than once their reindeer and snowflake banner caught Rakel’s eyes. Phile said the common people considered me a hero, but I thought she meant they held me in high esteem—like Pordis and Tryggvi. I didn’t know she meant this.

In spite of being cut down on two sides, the mercenary forces started to stabilize. Verglas Troops had succeeded in driving them back, but only a few horse lengths—just past the foothills of the mountains.

Frodi’s fire shrank as he lost energy, but Eydìs pushed forward with rope snakes, dragging Chosen soldiers down, tying them together, and immobilizing them.

“Make them budge,” Oskar shouted. “They have to go deeper. The pass is too wide here!”

“Eydìs is almost out of rope,” Frodi said.

“That is far from being so.” Eydìs sniffed. “But Frodi is about to pass out.”

“No I ain’t!” Frodi protested.

Rakel slipped from her sleigh. “I’ll get them out.”

“Princess?” Oskar leaped out after her. “Are you certain?”

Rakel offered him a smile. “It’s fine. I trust you, Phile, and General Halvor to guard me as I rest,” she said.

“What about me?” Frodi piped in.

“As she didn’t list your name, I believe that implies that she doesn’t think your presence is necessary during her convalescence,” Eydìs said.

“She didn’t list your name either,” Frodi snarled.

Eydìs cut a short length of rope and flung it at a Chosen mercenary. It wrapped around his head, blocking his eyes. “You are correct. But I had the good sense not to draw attention to that.”

Rakel smiled at the pair’s bickering. “I entrust Oskar into your care,” she said.

Eydìs waved her hand. “Of course—though I suspect Phile will be disappointed to hear you did not offer him to her.”

“I’m coming with you, Princess,” Oskar said.

“No.”

Oskar frowned.

“I’m not going into battle,” Rakel promised.

“As you wish,” Oskar said. “Be careful.”

Rakel offered Oskar a small smile, then walked across banks of untouched snow—freezing it beneath her feet so she wouldn’t fall through. Instead of entering the path that cut its way between mountains and cliffsides, Rakel climbed the embankment, stopping when she was high above the battle and could get a good view of it. She peered over the sheer drop into the path, then studied the side of the mountain and felt it out with her magic, exploring the nooks and crannies of the mountainside. When she found a large pocket of snow, she pulled on it. It cascaded down the mountain, marked by large puffs of snow tossed into the air like a cloud.

It roared, but Rakel kept it leashed as it fell, keeping it away from Verglas troops and resistance fighters. She couldn’t reach all the Chosen soldiers—many of them were in combat with Verglas forces—but the back layer she wiped out with a surge of snow, knocking them off their feet. She carried some of them down the path, as if they were bobbing on water currents instead of snow from an avalanche.

The resistance fighters cheered—a few of them almost got injured they were so distracted and delighted with Rakel’s display of power—but when General Halvor barked, they returned their attention to the battle.

With their numbers cut in half, the Chosen mercenaries edged backwards down the path, moving to rejoin their fallen comrades.

Rakel stabilized the mountainside as Verglas forces gushed past her. She moved to follow them when she realized that a pocket of snow on the mountain on the other side of the pass had been loosened. It tumbled down the mountainside farther up the path. Rakel extended her hand—prepared to stop it if it fell in the direction of Verglas troops—but froze when she realized it was going to fall on top of a Chosen soldier and bury him alive.

The soldier stared up at his oncoming doom, knowing he wouldn’t be able to outrun such a massive downfall. His black hair stuck up at funny angles and was a stark color against the white of the snow.

Rakel knew anyone else would have let him die, but she recognized him as the mercenary who had saved the Begna villager. This invasion has wrought enough death!

She threw her arms out, thrusting her magic from her with a wild rush. She formed a slanted shelf of ice above the soldier, and used it to funnel the snow snug against the mountain, where it would harm no one.

The Chosen soldier had his arms in front of his face, but when he realized the snow wasn’t coming, he lowered his hands and stared at the ice formation.

There. Rakel thought, happy with the outcome. She delighted in using her magic to save, not destroy. Though she feared less for her life, the whispered hatred and bitterness regular folk held against magic users always ate at her.

“Princess,” General Halvor called. His sleigh was parked at the base of the cliff.

Phile—still mounted—was at his side. “Jump, Little Wolf!”

General Halvor snarled. “Jump?”

Rakel leaped from the embankment, dropping like a rock and landing on a fluffy snowdrift she formed at the base to lighten her fall.

General Halvor was on her in an instant. He didn’t grab her—he was too honorable for that—but he used his presence like a weapon and intimidated Rakel into the sleigh. “That was unnecessary,” he said.

Phile grinned. “Maybe, but it was fun, wasn’t it?”

Rakel let her lips turn up, which made General Halvor’s scowl deepen. “In the future, it would be wisest to refrain from taking unnecessary risks, Princess.” He turned to Phile. “And as for you, Oskar will be informed of the negative impact you have had on the princess.”

“I’m insulted you thought I would be anything else. I’m a Robber Maiden—I can’t be teaching her silly things like winter fashions and colors that complement her skin tone. It would ruin my reputation,” Phile said.

General Halvor ignored the response and flicked the reins, nudging the reindeer at the front of his sleigh.

Phile followed them on horseback. “Please, Handsome Halvor, don’t be angry. It makes me so sad when I don’t hear your velvety voice admonishing me.”

General Halvor, in silence, guided the reindeer farther into the mountain pass. He pulled up behind the intermingled Verglas soldiers and resistance fighters.

The pass was narrower here, banning any kind of fancy formation. The Verglas forces and the Chosen mercenaries faced off toe to toe. Men shouted in pain, weapons clanged, and the air choked Rakel with the metallic scent of blood.

“Do we need to push them in any deeper, Little Wolf?” Phile squinted to see farther down the mountain path.

“Here is fine.” Rakel disembarked from the sleigh—earning her a look of warning from General Halvor.

She eased her way through the troops, careful to stay out of reach of mercenary weapons, but needing to see the ground so she could make the wall to close off the pass. She stretched her fingers out and reached for her magic, relaxing at its cool touch.

Ice burst from the ground, chiseling and sculpting as Rakel channeled her magic. She started her wall on one side of the pass, and dragged ice up until it extended at least two stories high. The ice was as thick as a horse was long, and cold enough to make her lungs ache. Relying on her significant knowledge of architecture, Rakel did not fashion her barrier after a castle wall, but instead built it like a giant dam. It was slanted, curved slightly upward, and was topped with elaborate arches.

She continued to boost up the ice so the dam would extend from one side of the pass to the other. When she reached the halfway point, however, she heard someone shout, “Look out!”

Startled, Rakel raised her gaze just as the Chosen mercenary with the feather-like hair dove in front of her, holding a shield snug to his chest. An arrow—fired from a different mercenary—thumped into his shield.

If he hadn’t intercepted it, it would have hit her.

Phile pushed a mercenary across the boundary. “Finish the wall, Little Wolf!”

Rakel snapped her attention back to the dam and sealed it off. A few of the Chosen soldiers remained on the Verglas side of the pass—one of them the strange man who had shielded her.

As if sensing her eyes on him, the soldier turned around and dropped his shield. “Good afternoon.” He raised his hands into the air to show he had no weapons. That was all he got out before a resistance fighter tackled him, shoving him face-first into a snow bank.

Unlike the other soldiers, he didn’t struggle. “That’s cold,” he yelped. Eydìs used her ropes to tie him up, and the resistance fighter holding him in place with a knee hauled him upright and scowled in his face. The Chosen mercenary shivered and shed loose flakes of snow.

Rakel, keeping a firm grasp on her magic so she wouldn’t fall unconscious, eyed the odd man. Now that she was closer, she could see he had a beaky nose and an infectious smile. “Why did you shield me from that arrow?”

“You saved my life. A life for a life—that’s my motto. And it’s fair, no?” He wore a cheerful smile that seemed at odds with his rope bindings.

“But you belong to the Allegiance of the Chosen Army,” Rakel said.

The soldier squinted up at her. “Belong is a strong word—particularly for us mercenaries—if you’ll excuse me for saying so, Your Highness.”

Phile threw her arms around Rakel and crushed her in a side hug. “That was well done, Little Wolf. I hoped we would be able to seal those raiders off, but I didn’t have much faith that we would actually accomplish it. What luck! Oh, who is your friend?” Phile peered at the strange mercenary.

“Cronius Winderbag, at your service—though most folks just call me Crow.” The mercenary graced Rakel and Phile with a wobbly bow, unable to keep his balance with his arms tied to his sides.

“Winderbag—that’s an odd surname. What country are you from?” Phile asked.

“Torrens, oh-beautiful-maiden.” He bowed again.

Phile idly twirled Foedus. “Ooh, I like you. But Torrens? How did you crawl out of that backwoods place and end up here in beautiful—and exhilaratingly cold—Verglas?”

“Phile, you do know he is a prisoner and not a guest, yes?” Rakel asked her friend.

“Nonsense. I saw him save you—he’s going to be a bosom companion. I just know it,” Phile said.

“Why, thank you,” Crow laughed. “Though I’m ’fraid I haven’t much of a bosom.”

General Halvor cleared his throat, making Phile freeze with her smile in place. “I thought I made it clear after you released Farrin Graydim in Glowma that I did not want you consorting with prisoners of war,” he said.

“But Crow shouldn’t be a prisoner of war,” Phile protested. “He saved Rakel from an enemy arrow.”

General Halvor shifted his eyes to Rakel for confirmation.

“It is true,” she said. “Though I have my doubts about his motive.”

“I would be happy to swear fealty to you,” Crow offered.

General Halvor scowled. “You are a mercenary. Fealty means nothing to you.”

“Well, yes. Most the time,” Crow agreed, surprisingly practical. “But I’m not really with The Chosen by choice. My mercenary group, The Flock, was—how do you say it?—forcibly conscripted when we wandered a tad too close to one of their recruitment camps in Sarthe.”

General Halvor raised an eyebrow. “And you would abandon the rest of your band?”

Crow’s smile dimmed. “Well, there’re none left to abandon.”

“I beg your pardon?” Rakel asked.

Crow stared at his feet. “They all died in the Battle of Gaula when Tenebris took out two Verglas armies.”

Rakel took a step closer to him. “You’ve met Tenebris.”

“No, but I’ve seen him, and that was more than enough for me,” Crow said grimly.

Rakel hesitated, torn by the pain in his voice.

When he looked up, his intelligent, brown eyes met hers, and he shook himself like a bird ruffling its feathers. “But that’s a different mess, yeah? So, how can I help you chaps?” he asked.

“Snorri, hold him with the rest of the prisoners,” General Halvor said.

“What?” Crow said.

“Yes, sir.” Snorri materialized out of the shadows, drawing a yelp from Crow. He placed a hand on the mercenary’s shoulder and marched him away.

Phile tapped her cheek with the flat of Foedus’s blade. “I dunno. I’m inclined to think he’d help us if you let him.”

“I agree,” said a resistance fighter. He was stout in the shoulders and dressed in dark clothes fit for cold temperatures—though one of his mittens sported a blue patch emblazoned with a white snowflake and a gray reindeer. “I don’t find it surprising at all that our Snow Queen has won the heart of a foreigner.”

General Halvor stared at the man. “He was one of the mercenaries who just attacked your village.”

“It’s not as simple as you think.” Rakel sighed. “I saw him rescuing a Begna villager.”

“A villager?” The resistance fighter puffed out his cheeks in irritation. “We gave them clear instructions to hide!”

“I think she meant to, but she was flushed out.” Rakel manipulated a nearby snowdrift to keep her magic active.

“He might have done it to try and earn your trust. It is likely he is a spy,” General Halvor said.

Rakel considered what she knew of Tenebris and the Chosen Army. “If he had a scrap of magic, I would agree. But if he’s just a commoner…the magic users don’t think highly of the non-magical. I’m not sure they would entrust such a dastardly mission to someone who lacked magic.”

“They charged Aleifr with killing you.” Oskar’s bright voice and charming face lacked warmth of any kind as he stepped out of the swirl of Verglas soldiers and resistance fighters.

Aleifr, a member of her own personal guard, had tried to kill Rakel.

“Yes, but that was a crime of opportunity,” Rakel said. “They had to use someone close to murder me, and at the time, no one else in Verglas admitted to being a magic user.”

“The mercenary’s true motivation does not matter at the moment.” General Halvor stepped closer to Rakel. “I believe a better use of our time would be to speak with…” he trailed off and turned to face the resistance fighter.

“We’re called Snow Men,” he said with a big smile.

“No, we’re not,” another resistance fighter—this one female—joined the conversation. “That’s a silly name.”

The male resistance fighter puffed up. “What would you have us be called? The Order of Snow?”

The woman—she was tall, lithe, and had a beautiful smile—rolled her eyes.

The man cleared his throat and adjusted his jacket, then smiled and bowed to Rakel. “It is my greatest pleasure to meet you, Princess Rakel.”

Rakel tweaked the air temperature, making it rise and fall. “Thank you for your help today.”

“’Twas our honor,” the man said.

Oskar tilted his head. “Were you planning to attack the mercenaries alone?”

The woman shook her head. “No. We try to catch ’em off guard and attack one at a time—either when they’re traveling or camping.”

Phile whistled. “Smart warfare. I can appreciate that.”

“We were told you would be coming, so we held back,” the man said.

General Halvor frowned. “Who told you that?”

“Sirpa. She has been in touch with an older woman in Ostfold,” the woman said.

“Grandmother Hilda’s friend,” Rakel said.

“Indeed,” Oskar said.

“Even before we had word from Sirpa, merchants have been keeping us informed,” the woman added.

“Merchants?” Rakel said, surprised.

The resistance fighters nodded.

Oskar smiled smugly. “I told you it was important to impress the Glowma merchants.”

Rakel recalled Oskar’s insistence that she befriend Pordis—the leader of the merchant guild. “I must confess, I did not entirely believe you at the time. I am glad you were right.”

“Ogle-worthy Oskar is usually right. His cunning intelligence is one of his many charms,” Phile said. She winked at Oskar, who chuckled at her frank compliment.

“Please, allow us to travel back with you to Begna,” the man said, bowing at the waist. “We will alert the villagers that it is safe to come out of hiding, and properly welcome you—Snow Queen.”

“Halvor?” Rakel asked.

“It would be good to meet with the leaders and see if we might better work together,” General Halvor said.

Rakel smiled at the resistance fighters. “Then I will gladly accept.”

Phile tossed Foedus up in the air. “We’ll have a feast tonight to celebrate! Give me two ticks to find Snorri, and we’ll go hunting and bag us some game!”

“If you would follow us, please, my Queen.” The woman resistance fighter smiled in delight.

Rakel pulled back, her shoulders stiffening. Queen? No, I must stamp this out before they feed their dreams. “I am honored by your esteem, but I am just a princess. I am not a queen over anyone.”

Oskar’s green eyes were bright and suspiciously innocent. “You’re the Queen of Snow.”

Rakel narrowed her eyes at him.

“Oh, yes!” The man nodded emphatically.

“Please, this way.” The woman squirmed through the Verglas soldiers that had begun to clump around Rakel and General Halvor.

They parted for Rakel, and she was surprised to find the resistance fighters were lined up—straining on their toes to see her. They erupted into cheers and waved and flapped their homemade blue patches with the reindeer and the snowflake in the air like they were flags.

“Princess!”

“It’s the Snow Queen!”

“Bless you, Princess!”

Rakel shifted awkwardly, embarrassed by the show of devotion, but also deeply pleased. She kept her expression guarded until Phile elbowed her in the side. I know this is what I wanted…but I feel like a fraud. What have I done to deserve this?

“It’s okay to smile, Little Wolf.” Phile had to shout directly into her ear to be heard over the whistles and cheering.

Rakel raised her chin and stiffened her shoulders to keep herself from slouching, but she allowed her expression to soften, and a small smile—the tiniest reveal of the happiness that coursed through her like her magic—graced her lips.

The resistance fighters cheered louder, stamped their feet, and jumped in place. The man and woman who had previously spoken led the way towards the crowd. General Halvor walked behind them.

Rakel moved to follow him, but she was surprised when Oskar placed his hand on her arm. “Princess.” He pointed to their sleigh. The white and gray reindeer that had pulled them to Begna were still hooked up to it. They stamped their hooves and rolled their eyes at the cheering crowd.

Rakel let Oskar lead her away. “What is it?”

“You have been holding onto your magic this entire time, have you not?” Oskar asked.

“Yes,” Rakel admitted.

“Then it’s time you let go and accept the price of your magic.” He smoothed the furs he insisted on piling the sleigh with—even though Rakel was resistant to the cold due to her powers—and fluffed up a back cushion.

“But the resistance fighters—” Rakel started.

“Will still be here when you wake up. He’s right, Little Wolf. You better take a rest,” Phile said. She untied her horse from one of the other army sleighs and mounted up. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye out while you slumber.”

Rakel frowned. “You make it sound peaceful.”

“You look peaceful—no one would ever guess how jumpy and suspicious it makes you. Mind you, as paranoid as you are, I think it’s a wonder you sleep at all,” Phile said.

“I’m getting better.” Rakel let a bit of a pout seep into her voice as she lowered herself into the sleigh.

“You are,” Phile agreed. “But you have a ways to go.”

“I’m not so sure extra caution is a bad thing,” Oskar said as he tucked a fur around Rakel’s legs. “Caution keeps you alive.”

Phile adjusted the red kerchief she wore over her hair. “But fear can make a man live a shell of a life.”

“If you say so. Princess?”

“Yes?” Rakel settled into the sleigh.

“Let go of your magic,” Oskar ordered.

Phile snorted. “You sound like her parent.”

Oskar raised an eyebrow. “And what does that make you? You frequently lecture her as I do.”

Phile batted her eyelashes. “If you’re her father, I will volunteer to take the role of mother.”

Oskar ignored the flirtation and smiled at Rakel. “I’ll take note of tonight’s events and inform you of anything you missed when you awaken.”

Rakel exhaled and dropped her grip on her minty magic. In a few short moments, her muscles fell out of her control, going slack as her vision became fuzzy.

It’s an uncomfortable price, Rakel thought, her mind still under her control. But it is a small thing compared to the joy my magic gives me.

Before Rakel could further ruminate, unconsciousness stole her mind; her breathing deepened, and she sagged on the sleigh, unaware of the world.


Chapter 3
Confidence From The Enemy


“They have an impressive structure, given that only a few of them ever served in the military,” General Halvor said, caught in a rare moment of chattiness. “It seems they use merchants as a method of communication. It is a risky move as the Chosen could shut down supply trains at any time, but it allows them to communicate with one another in a timely manner.”

“I see.” Rakel walked shoulder to shoulder with the general and felt invigorated by his passion. Very little could bring out such pleasure in Halvor; meetings and tactics occupied the highest place in his life. It seems the resistance fighters had embraced both, gaining his respect.

“I believe it would be in our best interests to support them,” he continued.

“You wish to send them some magic users?” Rakel asked.

“No,” General Halvor said. “As I stated previously, we cannot spare them. I plan to send several officers and a small number of troops. Their superior knowledge of weapons and warfare will be a boon to the resistance.”

“You know,” Phile said, walking on Rakel’s other side. “My heart has been shattered.”

Rakel furrowed her brows. “Why?”

Phile chewed a hunk of bread and gave Halvor a reproachful look. “Because I’ve spent weeks buttering up to General Halvor, and this resistance has captured more enthusiasm from him in a day than I have in the length of our relationship.”

General Halvor stared at Phile, his upper lip twitching in what was most likely disgust.

Rakel shook her head when Phile offered her a chunk from her loaf. “Calling your interactions a relationship may be a strain.”

Phile sighed. “Neither of you are any fun. Snorri! I know you’re skulking around. Let’s go spy on someone or steal something!” She turned in a circle, searching for the taciturn scout.

Rakel glanced at Halvor to gauge his reaction. “Do her comments bother you that much?”

General Halvor’s face was as smooth as paper, but his enthusiasm was gone. “What comments, Princess?”

Rakel patted his shoulder, unsure why she was consoling him but feeling the need to regardless. Since leaving my exile on Ensom, I have come to learn that emotions can be tangled and complicated. Black-tea-colored hair and gray eyes lurked in her mind. She ruthlessly shoved the thought away.

She was relieved when the path narrowed, and she could see the ice-dam—sparkling in the afternoon sunlight—up ahead. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be a moment.”

“Call if you need anything.” Phile tucked her loaf of bread under her arm. She tossed Foedus in the air and caught it with the same hand, then turned to face Halvor. “As we spent the night in Begna to speak with the resistance fighters, I imagine the news will have piled up in Ostfold. Do you know where you want Snorri and me to scout next?”

Rakel smiled back at the stationary pair, walked farther down the path, and approached the road block.

She placed her hand on the ice wall, feeling out its strength and structural integrity. It seems the Chosen mercenaries tried to break through it. She felt several cracks and dents in the ice. I think they have given up and left, but I had better strengthen it anyway. She tapped her magic and repaired the ice, channeling her chilly powers through her fingertips. She added a few inches of ice to thicken it up, made a few structural improvements to the base, and smiled in satisfaction.

“You won’t fall unconscious this time?”

Rakel, on sheer instinct, formed several ice swords as she whipped around and steeled herself for a fight.

Colonel Farrin Graydim of the Chosen Army stood a few horse-lengths behind her, watching her. His skin was tanned from hours in the sun, and his tall, lean body was clothed in the black and crimson Chosen uniform. He was handsome, but he had a slightly intimidating air to him due to the white scar that followed the tops of his cheekbones and sliced across his nose.

When he had her attention, he sauntered closer. “You must have to use a great deal of power to trigger it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Farrin raised an eyebrow at her, and the wind ruffled his hair—which was a fascinating shade of black and brown. “You do not recall falling unconscious after successfully stealing my sword?”

Rakel’s chin shot up. “I did not steal it; I won it.”

“I certainly remember you collapsing.” Farrin stopped an arm’s length away from her. “You dropped so fast. I…”

Rakel kept her face and posture passive, though she was on high alert. After retaking Ostfold, it had become obvious that Farrin had feelings for her. But even if he appears to care for me, I do not trust him. He may believe that it is in my best interests to be kidnapped and hustled out of the country. “As you can see, I am fine. Did you want something?” She would have taken a step away from him—and the intensity he radiated—if it wouldn’t have felt like admitting defeat.

“No,” Farrin said, surprising her.

“No? Then you are here to gather information about the soldiers we defeated?”

“Those mercenaries are neither my men nor my responsibility,” Farrin said.

“I see,” Rakel said. She waited for an explanation, but none was forthcoming.

Farrin said nothing but scanned her, as if memorizing her. He unconsciously traced his white scar with a gloved finger, and his eyes—which were gray like wet rock—held a passion that unsettled her. Never had anyone gazed at her with so much feeling.

Rakel kept her mouth shut and fought her inclination to babble in the awkward moment.

When Farrin shifted, she almost sagged in relief, believing the intense moment to be over. Instead, she was shocked when Farrin moved in and slowly, as if she were a wild animal, placed his hands on her waist. His eyes were locked on hers, watching for a reaction.

What? Something is bothering him. He isn’t typically so…demonstrative. “What’s wrong?” Rakel asked. Although his hands rested on her hips, he hadn’t pulled her against him, making it easy enough to meet his gaze.

Farrin exhaled. “Everything.”

Rakel opened her mouth to speak, but his pained expression seemed too deep for a few polite words to soothe. She wracked her mind, trying to think of anything she had read or heard that could be of assistance. She came up empty-handed. Why hasn’t anyone written a handbook of appropriate emotional responses? That would be far more informational than some of the trite things I’ve found in the royal library! In her desperation, Rakel recalled the great comfort she found in embracing Phile, or Gerta and Kai.

She peered up into Farrin’s eyes—which were excruciatingly hopeful. I hope I don’t regret this, but I do not think his actions are a ploy. Hesitantly, Rakel drew a little closer to him.

Farrin took her movement as an invitation, and pulled her flush against his chest and tightened his grip on her waist, sliding an arm behind her back.

Rakel let him cradle her, though her nerves prickled. It’s very different—hugging a man…but it’s not an unpleasant difference. Phile’s hugs spilled over with merriment, and Gerta and Kai’s were warm—like freshly baked bread. Farrin’s was…deeper. It felt different, being gently held against his tall, lean body. Rakel was taller than most of her comrades, but Farrin was taller still. His body molded around hers like a shield.

Rakel, recalling the protocol of a proper hug, reluctantly slid her arms around Farrin’s waist. The tension in his body seemed to drain away, and his stance became more lax.

Satisfied her idea had done him some good, she patted his back the same way she patted Frigid—her giant, bull reindeer. Farrin exhaled a faint trace of a chuckle, and his breath tickled her ear.

The longer the embrace stretched on, the more embarrassed Rakel felt. Her cheeks and even her toes grew warm as Farrin draped his arms around her. When her fingertips began to heat up, she cleared her throat and dropped her arms from Farrin’s torso.

He took a step back, his reluctance to let go clear in the slow way he disengaged from her. “Thank you,” he said.

Rakel busied herself with settling her cloak so she wouldn’t have to look him in the face. “You’re welcome.” He seems improved. Good. Though I do not share his affection, he is…what is he to me? She frowned, perplexed by the question. Farrin was not her companion or comrade, but she wouldn’t call him her enemy anymore, either.

“Have you found the mirror yet?” Farrin’s question shattered her thoughts.

“No. Nor do any of the texts in the royal library contain a reference to it.” Rakel gratefully dove into the safer, less emotionally charged subject.

“But you still believe me?”

“Yes.”

A calculating light entered his eyes. “Ahh, so you have Kavon’s chip of the mirror, then?”

They did. Phile had given it to Rakel when she first joined their motley crew. But she wasn’t going to confirm it for his knowledge. “What?” she asked instead.

“I didn’t find out about the mirror shards until recently. Tenebris has one, as does Sunnira—she was the one you encountered in the Palace gardens.”

“What a lovely woman.” Bitterness dripped from Rakel’s words. Sunnira was one of Farrin’s healers, the one who had made it her mission to kill Rakel. She had slapped a curse—one crafted by Tenebris—on Rakel during the Ostfold invasion.

“You might be able to use the mirror shard to find the mirror—though I don’t know how,” Farrin said.

“Magical artifacts are not your forte?”

He shifted, the long lines of his body betraying no signs of fright or nerves. “That, and I am supposed to know nothing of the mirror. No one but Tenebris’s oldest friends seem to have any knowledge of it.”

“And you are not?”

“I am trusted, but I’ve only known Tenebris for a few years. Sunnira is his childhood friend.”

“I see.” Rakel stored away the fact to ponder later. “Why are you telling me this?”

The corners of Farrin’s lips quirked down. “Because you asked.”

“No, I mean the mirror. Telling me about it because you respect me is unlikely, but believable. Suggesting ways for me to find it due to respect is out of the question. Unless…” Rakel squinted up at him, struggling to judge the situation. Knowing that he likes me, I don’t think he would set a trap for me…and the mirror is supposed to be north—which we hold.

Farrin sighed. “It is not a plot against you.”

Rakel blinked in surprise. “I didn’t say it was.”

“No, but you had that accusing edge to your eyes. I’m informing you because I know you will not use the mirror for your own gains. You will destroy it.”

“Why do you believe that?”

Farrin rested his hands on his sword belt. “You are content with your powers. If you longed for more, you would eye your brother’s throne, but you haven’t—in spite of the zealots in your resistance movement.”

Rakel drew back her shoulders and studied Farrin with newfound respect. I always respected his combat abilities, but even some of my friends and self-professed followers haven’t realized how little use I have for power. Is he that observant of everyone, or is it just a result of his…feelings?

Farrin’s voice was soft. “Have I sufficiently satisfied your curiosity, Your Highness?”

“No.” Rakel knit her hands together. “If you know I will destroy it, why tell me? Your leaders are seeking it—and we have already established that you respect Tenebris in spite of his horrible actions.”

“Sometimes, it is best if the people you respect—even the people you follow—do not face temptations they may be unable to overcome.” He looked beyond Rakel, at her ice dam, and in that moment, Rakel felt sorry for him.

He’s hoping the mirror is just that, a temptation. He has not yet accepted that Tenebris is evil. I imagine it would be very hard to watch someone you respect become dark…

“I understand,” Rakel said, even though she was not referring to the same thing.

Farrin returned his gaze to her and smiled with his eyes. “You return to Ostfold today?”

“Yes.”

He nodded. He was quiet for several heartbeats and pressed his lips together. “When you search for the mirror…check for paths around Ensom Peak that lead north into the mountains.”

Rakel blinked. “Ensom?”

“Yes.”

“I see. Thank you.”

Farrin’s lips took on a sad curve. “Of course.”

Rakel hesitated, unsure what to say. She wanted to tell him he should turn against Tenebris, that he should free himself as the activities of his leaders obviously unsettled him. But…she remembered that he was like a storybook knight. He won’t leave for his own sake. He is too loyal. I wish I could tell him he is being an idiot.

She opened and closed her mouth, at a loss for words.

Farrin seemed to sense this. He took a step closer and grazed his gloved hand across her cheek. “Take care.” He was gone before she could respond, tapping his speed magic and disappearing with only a breeze to mark his exit.

“Something must be done about him,” Rakel said. Her throat was dry and uncomfortable. But I don’t know what. How could I recruit him? I don’t return his feelings; inviting him would be just as false as Tenebris.

Phile popped up from behind a snowdrift. “So did you wrangle more information out of him?”

“You knew he was here?” Rakel asked.

“I suspected. It was blasted hard to keep Halvor from following you. I managed as long as I did only because a resistance fighter came looking for him with an organizational question. King’s toes, that man delights too much in military structure. So, what information did you get?”

“I need to look at the maps in the royal library for a mountain path.”

Phile casually tossed Foedus back and forth between her hands. “Why? You and Oskar spent days brooding over books and maps already.”

“I know our entrance point.”

“Where is it?”

“Ensom Peak.”
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“Steinar?” Rakel rapped her knuckles on his large, ornate door. The hall was as silent as a graveyard, and the room behind the door was like a tomb. “It’s me…Rakel.”

Nothing stirred—not even a valet or attendant to shoo her away.

It had been this way since Rakel and the army had freed Ostfold. Occasionally Steinar—King of Verglas and Rakel’s little brother—wandered the palace. But he avoided General Halvor and any of the military officers, and he usually fled from Rakel.

If someone approached his room, a servant explained that the king was feeling poorly. Rakel seemed to be the only one Steinar did not bother pretending with.

He’s afraid—of me, of retaliation…but I’ve already told him I don’t want the throne.

Rakel cleared her throat. “I wanted to inform you that I’m going with a small task force to search for the mirror described in the report General Halvor gave you shortly after our arrival. Unless…do you have alternative orders?”

Silence choked the air.

Defeated, Rakel rested her forehead against the door. What do I say to him? I’m used to fearing for my life, not reassuring people of goodwill! “Verglas…Verglas needs its king, Steinar.” She jerked back from the door when she realized some of it had started to frost over under her unconscious use of magic. “We’re muddling through, but the people need someone to follow.”

She hesitated, unsure how to voice what was in her heart. “I also need my king. I don’t have the knowledge, or the desire…”

What could convince him to rally? If I encourage him in the manner Phile commonly encourages me, he may take it as a threat.

“I’m sorry,” Rakel said, not knowing what else to say. “I’m sorry I was born with magic. Please…forgive me?”

Rakel shut her eyes and hoped…but there was not a sound nor a movement. She sighed, regretfully traced a hand across the door’s surface, and left the hall.

She straightened the vest of her light blue Bunad and fixed the fall of her cloak. She was going home—or close to it, anyway.

When Rakel left the hallway and made her way through the maze of the severely damaged palace—she still carried a map in case she got lost—she made her way to the west side, leaving the building for the cold winds gusting across the massive iceberg that jutted close to the palace.

Phile was there, as were the rest of the members of their search party. “No luck?”

Rakel shook her head. “I thought he was more open to me after the gardens, but…”

“Give him time,” Phile suggested. “It may not be you he is struggling with.”

“What do you mean?” Rakel asked.

“Guilt is a heavy burden, Little Wolf,” Phile said.

Rakel was a little confused by the pearl of wisdom, but she was distracted when she saw Crow—the Chosen mercenary—perched on a mountain pony parked in the center of the magic users that would be going with Rakel, Oskar, General Halvor, and Phile. “Crow? Why is he coming with?”

“General Halvor thinks he might be useful.” Phile tightened her saddle’s girth. “During his questioning, he said he and some of the other mercenaries were sent to scout around Ensom Peak.”

Rakel frowned. “Farrin said the raiders weren’t his men.”

“They weren’t. Crow said he reported to Colonel Kavon—an illusionist.”

“But Farrin was in charge of taking northern Verglas. He would have known if other troops marched through his territory,” Rakel said.

“That’s the interesting part—Kavon had Crow and the others do this on the sly. They scouted out Ensom while Farrin and his boys were laying siege to Ostfold and the palace.” Phile vaulted onto the back of her horse and patted the surefooted creature’s neck.

“And they didn’t go up the peak?”

“They weren’t searching for you, if that’s what you’re thinking. He said they were told to hunt for a mountain path.”

“They didn’t find it?”

“They did, but it was snowed out and impassable.”

“I see. So this Colonel Kavon was trying to hide his actions,” Rakel said.

“Yep.”

“Interesting.” Rakel edged farther into the scouting party, passing several loaded sleds and more mountain ponies. She found Frigid waiting for her at the far side of the group, eating a flake of hay.

“Are you certain you want to ride him, Princess? There’s plenty of room in one of the sleighs for you.” Oskar furrowed his eyebrows as he studied the reindeer.

“Perhaps I will switch to a sleigh eventually, but for now I wish to ride,” Rakel said.

“As you wish,” Oskar said. He found a footstool and placed it next to the reindeer, giving Rakel a boost onto its bony back.

“Princess.” General Halvor bowed after he approached her. “Our plan remains the same. We will ride across the iceberg and move west, towards Ensom. We have enough supplies to last us two weeks.”

“Excellent. Thank you, General Halvor.”

General Halvor bowed again. “King Steinar…?”

Rakel shook her head. Glancing back and forth between her attendant and longtime captain of her guards, she said, “I don’t know what to do.”

“Patience, Princess.” Oskar smiled sadly. “It’s all we can do.”

“Before the invasion, King Steinar was competent and strong. I am certain he will return to his duties one day,” General Halvor said.

Some of Rakel’s tension eased at his words. “Thank you.”

General Halvor bowed. “With your arrival, we should move on, Princess.”

“Of course,” Rakel agreed.

Oskar groaned, “I always feel like an idiot when I ride a pony. My legs practically scrape the ground.” He sighed, but resignedly mounted up a sturdy gray pony that was almost as tall as a horse.

Phile batted her eyelashes at him. “You could ride my horse, Oskar.”

“The one you stole from the Chosen Army?” Rakel asked.

“We could ride double,” Phile continued.

Oskar laughed. “While your generosity warms my heart, I’m afraid I must refuse. Ponies are the best animal for the terrain we will cover. Well—they’re the best after reindeer.” He winked at Rakel, drawing a smile from her. “Though it is very convenient that we can travel directly west. If the iceberg weren’t here, the gorge would be impassable—good for defending, not so good for speedy travel.”

“I was thinking of melting the iceberg when summer comes,” Rakel said.

“Wouldn’t that flood the palace with water?” Phile asked.

“No, it would fill the gorge, though.”

“And re-fortify the west side of the palace. I see what you are thinking, Princess. A well thought plan,” Oskar said.

“Thank you. Though I believe the water would be too cold for anything to live in it.”

“That makes it an even better border guard,” Oskar said. “Is something wrong, Phile?”

Phile squinted and pointed to the capital. “There’s a bunch of folk gathering on the border of Ostfold.”

Rakel turned Frigid and shielded her eyes. Several dozen commoners gathered at the edge of the city. Rakel could hear their cheers, and they waved something above their heads. “Is that a flag the closest villager is waving?”

Phile crowed with laughter. “It is—it’s your flag! They’ve come to see you off, Snow Queen!”

Rakel was prepared to scoff, but she fell silent when the breeze made the flag flap, and she caught sight of the familiar white snowflake and ash gray reindeer on a blue field.

“Snow Queen!”

“Go ahead, acknowledge them,” Oskar said.

“They think too highly of me,” Rakel said.

“With your brother hiding, they need someone they can believe in,” Oskar said.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Rakel said. But it would feel rude to ignore them…as if I thought they were beneath my notice. She hesitated, then raised her hand and waved.

The cheering grew louder.

Embarrassed, Rakel turned Frigid away. “Are we ready to leave, yet?”

Oskar grinned. “Just about.”

Phile watched Rakel like a curious bird.

“What is it?” Rakel asked.

“Nothing.” The Robber Maiden smiled. “Come on, let’s go find Snorri.”

“You wish for Snorri? When Oskar stands in front of you, available to pine after?” Rakel asked.

Oskar laughed, but it was an uncomfortable sound. “Princess.”

“I do love to ogle Oskar, but Snorri is guarding Crow.”

“I see,” Rakel said with pricked curiosity. “Very well, let us find Snorri.”

Phile laughed. “I do love your curious mind, Little Wolf. Come!”


Chapter 4
The Mirror


The party traveled west—skirting Ensom Peak—until Crow found the tiny, drift-riddled path that led into the mountain range. When they passed her previous home, Rakel caught a glimpse of her ice-castle. The sight filled her with both joy that she was no longer forced to stay there…and a little bit of homesickness. She had poured so much effort and passion into her castle, the magic locked in its walls reached for her.

Under Crow’s direction, the group followed the path as it turned north and traveled through the vast, unnamed mountains that stretched across the northern border of Verglas. The path was steep and difficult, but not as dangerous or impossible as it would have been without Rakel there to clear the road, hold back the snow, raise the temperature of the air, and—when necessary—forge thick slabs of ice that spanned deep valleys and gorges.

They had been in the range for just short of a week when Snorri was able to pick up the trail of the mirror.

“Here.” He stared down a small crack of a path that squeezed between two mountains.

Oskar furrowed his forehead with worry. “How do you know?”

Snorri held up the mirror shard—which Rakel had handed over at the beginning of their journey. “It has the same aura.”

“How close is it?” Rakel asked, fascinated. Looking at the mirror shard made her uneasy, but she couldn’t detect even the faintest whiff of magic that wasn’t hers.

Snorri tilted his head, thinking. “We will find it today.”

General Halvor dismounted. “We’ll have to leave the ponies and the bulk of the supplies here. A small party will remain with the animals—and Crow.”

“You don’t mean to let me join you? That’s harsh, that is.” Although the words sounded like a complaint, Crow shivered and remained happily perched on his pony as he watched birds fly overhead.

“Shouldn’t everyone go together?” Oskar asked.

“We cannot allow an enemy soldier to learn the location of the mirror,” General Halvor said.

Phile raised her hand. “I thought the point of this expedition was to destroy it.”

“It is,” General Halvor said.

Oskar glanced at the sleighs. “It would be wise to have a soldier or two remain with the supplies, but I would rather have Crow where we can keep an eye on him.”

“Must you?” Crow asked through chattering teeth.

General Halvor raised his eyebrow. “You have alternate plans?”

“No. I just imagine wherever this cursed mirror is, it will be even colder.”

General Halvor rubbed his stubbly chin.

“We could always kill him to hide the mirror’s location,” Oskar said.

“What?” Crow yelped.

“Oskar!” Rakel frowned.

“It is an option, Princess. If this mirror is as powerful as Colonel Graydim claims, it will be dangerous if any word of it gets out,” Oskar said.

“It won’t matter because Phile is right. We’re going to destroy it,” Rakel said. She slid off Frigid’s back and patted him.

“Let’s just bring Crow,” Phile said. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about—and with my sterling character, I am a perfect judge.”

“Where did you get your dagger again?” Frodi—who held a tiny ball of flames in his hands to keep warm—asked cheekily.

“Foedus appeared to me in a dream and said he would come only to those who are judged worthy,” Phile said.

Crow frowned. “Last night you said you found it in an empty tomb.”

“Quite right,” Phile said.

“We could blindfold him,” General Halvor supposed.

“I could tie him to a cliff,” Eydìs offered.

“Enough,” Rakel said. “We’re wasting time. I want to find that mirror and destroy it.”

General Halvor and Oskar bowed. “Yes, Princess.”

The animals were untacked, a base camp was established, and then the group finally followed Snorri into the narrow path. Several times the path grew so tight, tall Oskar and burly Halvor—among others—had a hard time slipping through.

“Ow—what are you battering me with? That ugly dagger of yours?” Crow cawed as Phile used a foot to push against him, trying to force him through one of the narrow spots.

Oskar grunted. “She would not have to push if you didn’t wear enough padding to be mistaken for a snow bear.” He yanked on the mercenary by the lapels of his outermost jacket.

“I have a bit of sympathy. It’s colder than a king’s soul here.” Phile grunted as she applied her shoulder to Crow’s lower back.

Rakel tugged on her white braid. “I’ve been raising the temperature.”

“Believe me, Princess, we’re all thankful,” Oskar said. “Suck it in, pigeon!”

“The name is Crow.”

Phile, Oskar, and Crow yelped and tumbled to the ground when the mercenary popped out of the tight pass.

Oskar staggered to his feet. “I’m getting too old for this.”

Crow almost knocked into Snorri who, instead of continuing down the uncomfortable pass, stared at one of the cliff walls.

“What is it, Snorri?” General Halvor asked.

“It’s inside,” Snorri said.

Phile stood up and panted. “The mirror?”

“Yes.”

“It’s inside the cliff?”

“Yes.”

Phile squinted up at the sky—which was gray, misty, and seemed almost close enough to touch. “There must be a way in.”

Oskar peered down the tight path. “Perhaps if we forge ahead.”

“It’s impassable,” Frodi called from the front of the line.

“What if the opening is above?” Eydìs asked.

“You mean the top of the mountain?” Phile asked.

“It’s a possibility,” General Halvor said.

Rakel placed her hand on the rocky slope, feeling the depth and thickness of the ice and snow packed into the mountain. “It’s here,” she said.

“How do you know?” Crow asked, eyeing her with interest.

Rakel shoved her arm into the snow. The drift blew apart, as if a strong wind disturbed it, and revealed a small opening that was partially covered by rocks.

Phile plucked a rock off the top. “Nice work, Little Wolf.”

In a few short moments, the opening was cleared. Oskar had to duck to enter, and Rakel nearly scraped her head, but everyone else was able to enter undeterred. (Everyone but Crow, that was. His layers of clothing meant Phile had to yank him inside like a mother cat dragging a fat kitten.)

Frodi went first with balls of fire bobbing around his head, illuminating the area.

The cave was a shallow, but dark, one-room chamber. The wind howled eerily as it blew across the opening, and it smelled of dirt and stifling, old air.

“There.” Snorri pointed to the back of the chamber.

Set against the far wall was a large mirror as tall as Oskar. It had an ornate gold frame molded into swirls and tiny flowers, and at the top of the frame was a giant, blood red ruby. Several shards were missing from the mirror’s lower right corner, revealing the gold backing. Normally one would call it beautiful, but it radiated an absolute coldness that was so chilling, Rakel’s lungs ached, and her breath froze in the air. Though it was a solid object, Rakel could have sworn she saw ripples stir on the surface and heard hissing whispers echo in the chamber.

The mirror was ancient, and it was evil.

“Destroy it,” Rakel said.

“Are you certain it can’t be used?” Eydìs asked.

Frodi didn’t wait for a response. He engulfed the thing in flames, turning up the heat until tears stung Rakel’s eyes, and she couldn’t look at it.

“Don’t burn yourself out, idiot!” Eydìs yanked Frodi away and shoved a piece of jerky in his mouth. “If you put yourself in a stupor, we’re all in trouble.”

“I can’t do it,” Frodi panted. “Someone else will have to.”

General Halvor lifted his pick axe and smashed it into the mirror. The pickaxe glanced off the mirror, leaving not even a scratch, and Halvor was thrown to the ground. The chamber shook with the power of the recoil.

The soldiers tried using rocks and other weapons enchanted by Tollak. Eydìs tried ripping it apart; Liv attempted to purify it; and an earth magic user tried crushing it between rocks with no success.

Finally, Phile approached it. Her normally bright and happy face was blank of expression as she adjusted her grip on Foedus. Abruptly, she slammed the tip of the weapon into the surface and leaned, all the muscles in her body bunching with exertion. Foedus did not glance off the surface as the other weapons had done, but it didn’t make a crack.

Phile leaned into the dagger, and Rakel could have sworn she heard hissing. The room temperature dropped even though she was using her magic to counter it, and Phile still strained.

Phile gasped and pulled back, sweat beading on her forehead in spite of the cold temperatures. She shook her head. “No good,” she said. “Little Wolf?”

Rakel reluctantly drew closer to the mirror, shivering when she saw the reflection. This close, she could see Foedus had made a nick on the mirror surface, marring it, but it was miniscule—barely a pin prick on the ornate monstrosity.

The mirror didn’t perfectly reflect what was in the room. It shrank the image of those present, and magnified the darkness of the cave. As Rakel stared at it, something brushed her skin.

Use me…

Rakel glanced behind her, but no one else seemed to have heard the dark whispers.

You will be Queen, the most powerful and beautiful in all the land.

Rakel knit her hands together and clenched her jaw so tightly it hurt.

Those who hurt you will pay. They are nothing.

The ice on the mountain outside started to crackle and groan, and behind Rakel everyone murmured as the temperature dropped again.

It is your right. Use me!

Rakel blinked, and the mirror was swallowed in a thick layer of ice. The ice was so cold it made Rakel’s skin turn pink, and the rest of the party had to stumble towards the door.

She tried to push ice under the ornate frame and slam pointed spikes into the surface. Nothing worked. She even pushed ice in the few fine cracks from the missing pieces, but no matter how much pressure and power she put behind her magic, the mirror did not buckle or break.

“Princess,” Oskar gasped in the cold.

“No,” Rakel said. “We have to destroy it! We can’t leave it standing!” She pushed more of her power into it. The ice vibrated with the intensity of her power, and the ground shook.

“Rakel—stop!” Phile fell while trying to get closer to her, groaning as she writhed on the cave floor.

Rakel reached deeper, pouring pure magic into the mirror. She grasped for more. Though she still had an ocean of it left, it wasn’t flowing out fast enough. Rakel felt a glimmer of magic and reached for it, pausing when she realized the magic radiated from her ice-castle on Ensom Peak.

In that moment, Crow tackled her, yelping when he touched her. “Princess, you’ll kill ’em if you keep this up!”

Rakel let go of her powers and turned around, horrified when she realized she had nearly frozen her company to death. Halvor had frost in his hair; Phile was curled up in a ball on the ground, and Frodi was out cold.

“I’m sorry,” she gasped, falling to her knees. “I’m so sorry.”

Oskar knelt next to her and slowly placed an arm over her shaking shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Oskar said.

“Clearly this mirror cannot be broken by regular methods.” Halvor brushed white flecks of frost from his clothes. “We will have to return to Ostfold and further research it.”

Rakel shivered when she felt dark air brush the back of her neck. “We can’t leave it like this.”

“Do you want to take it with us?” Halvor asked.

“No!” Rakel emphatically said.

“Then it must stay as it is,” Halvor said.

“You can seal the cave off with ice and snow,” Oskar said.

“It won’t be enough,” Rakel said bleakly. “Ice and snow cannot contain its wickedness.”

Crow smiled at her. “It has sat here for years, Your Highness. If you hide it well enough, it will stay here for a bunch more.”

“Frodi’s conscious,” Eydìs said.

“Excellent.” Oskar hopped to his feet and offered his arm to Rakel. “I suggest we make our exit with all haste? I find this place…unsettling.”

Rakel took his arm and stood, her feet and muscles unsteady.

Oskar smiled and bowed at her. “Might I suggest you tap some of your magic, Princess?” he said. “You just used a hefty bit of power there, and I fear you will soon fall unconscious if you don’t take preventative measures.”

Rakel fumbled, feeling for the minty rush of her magic. It was there, but it wasn’t nearly as reassuring as usual. It surrounded and encased her, but she could still feel the filthy darkness oozing from the mirror.

She followed Oskar outside and, when everyone left the cave, brought down a curtain of snow and ice, sealing off the entrance.

Crow patted her shoulder. “It’ll hold, Highness.”

Oskar pulled the mercenary away from her. “No touching.”

“As long as we hold the northern Verglas territories, Princess, you have nothing to worry over,” General Halvor said.

Holding territory does not mean the mirror is out of reach. Kavon had men scouting this area without our knowledge. Unable to snuff out the hopeless dread that filled her, Rakel glanced at Phile. The Robber Maiden had a similar expression in her eyes.

She knows, Rakel thought. This isn’t just a minor setback. This is a full-on loss.
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The moment Rakel’s feet touched the grounds of the Verglas palace, she started for Steinar’s room.

“Princess?” Oskar called.

Rakel hurried inside, pausing long enough to see that a bit of the snow in one of the damaged courtyards had melted. She walked—occasionally breaking into a run when her fear spurred her on.

When she reached the ornate door of Steinar’s room, she pounded on it. “Steinar? S-Steinar! Something has happened, and I don’t know what to do. There’s not a book in the world that can help me now. I need you…”

Rakel fell silent and listened.

Nothing.

“Why don’t you answer?” She slapped her hand against the door. “Stop hiding! This isn’t fair of you to make me face this alone! I didn’t want this—I didn’t want any of this! Now I don’t know what to do—and no one else sees it!”

She hiccupped in her near hysteria and dropped to her knees. “Why, why did I have to have magic?” she whispered, her eyes tearing up.

To her surprise, the door creaked and swung open. She saw, her vision blurred, Steinar’s tired but concerned face peer out at her.

“What happened?”

Rakel, in a rare moment of ungainliness, scrambled to her feet and threw herself at her brother. His arms closed around her, and for the first moment since she saw the wretched mirror, she felt warmth and reassurance. “The mirror, it won’t break.”

“What?”

Steinar brought Rakel into his room and sat with her on a white settee. He held her hand as the tale spilled from Rakel’s lips—including the mirror’s whispered promises, something she had not told the others about.

“You’re concerned because you know the problem is more than the present situation,” Steinar said. His features—simultaneously hawkish and elegant, like Rakel’s—were lined with worry.

Rakel shivered. “General Halvor and Oskar fail to understand it. This mirror is bigger than our war. Even if we stop the Chosen and eliminate Tenebris, someday someone will come for this mirror, and they will use it in the most twisted and wicked ways.”

“There must be a record somewhere that speaks of a way to shatter it. You said some shards had been pried from the mirror,” Steinar reminded her.

Rakel shut her eyes and leaned against the back of the settee. “Maybe, but I don’t have much hope. It was so…evil and dark. I’ve always had faith in the strength of my magic, but my powers faltered. The mirror soaked up everything I gave it, and it wasn’t close to cracking.”

“Perhaps your magic isn’t the answer. Maybe it takes a different sort of magic to break it.”

“Liv could not purify it; Frodi couldn’t melt it. If there is a magic that can break it, it will have to be something terrible. I don’t know if there is a person who can have that kind of power and possess the goodness of character to break it.” Rakel shivered.

“There will be,” Steinar said.

“How can you know that?” she asked.

Steinar offered her a warm smile. “Because I know magic users are an extraordinary people and have the greatest capacity to love and forgive. You, taught me that…sister.”

Rakel stared at him, afraid to breathe.

“You are frightened, and I can understand why. You have seen a great evil, and you feel hopeless. But remember the good in the world—your friends, the soldiers who fight for you, the people who believe in you. Their laughter and cheer can give you courage, and the strength to stand when you cannot do it on your own will.”

Rakel inhaled deeply and felt the caress of her magic. He is right. I’m allowing my fear to rule me—just as I used to allow my fear for my life rule me. It’s only worse, now, because I care for so many people.

The stiffness in her shoulders eased. “Thank you.” She smiled at her brother, who returned the gesture and quickly looked away.

“You don’t have to be sorry—about your magic.”

Rakel blinked. “What?”

“Your powers are a gift. You should never apologize for possessing them,” Steinar said.

“I love my magic,” she admitted. “But I know being related to me has put you in a difficult position.”

“I put myself in a difficult position when I continued your exile on Ensom after I had been crowned king. I should have called you home. I knew it was wrong to keep you there, but I was afraid,” Steinar said. “How could you forgive our family for how they had treated you—how could you forgive me for taking a throne that should have been yours?”

Rakel exhaled—as close to a groan as she would allow herself. “Everyone is overly concerned with the throne of Verglas,” she said.

Steinar stared into his lit fireplace.

“I don’t want the throne—it never even crossed my mind as I started reclaiming territory. A magic queen? I can almost feel the daggers in my back just thinking about it.” Rakel shivered in show, but Steinar didn’t laugh.

“If you want it,” he started.

“I don’t. And even if you abdicate, I would sooner see Halvor on the throne than myself,” Rakel said firmly. “I have no business trying to run a government—ignorant as I am.”

“If you had been raised at the palace with me—”

“It still wouldn’t be a good idea. I have a terrifying amount of magic. I wouldn’t be revered; I would be feared. There would be no checks in place to stop me. No, magic users are meant to be a different kind of leader. You have to lead the country, Steinar. There is no one else who can.”

“The people love you more.”

“Who wouldn’t love a hero who sweeps in and saves the day? It’s a story you can read in any child’s picture book. They love me loudly now, but even the resistance fighters must know I would make a terrible queen.”

“What if they don’t care?”

“They will,” Rakel said, recalling the words Oskar spoke to her long ago. He was right. I must lead them to Steinar. They will love him for being a good king and for being human the way they are.

Steinar squeezed her hand, making her smile in delight.

She tilted her head thoughtfully when she noticed a number of maps arranged on the walls, almost exactly the way she arranged them in her library on Ensom Peak. “I believe I have that same set of maps.”

“Do you? Fascinating,” Steinar said. “About the Chosen—” He fell quiet when muffled shouts filled the hallway. He let go of Rakel’s hand and stood, reaching for his sword. “What was that?”

“I don’t know.” Rakel moved for the door, gathering her magic but withholding from showing it—she didn’t want to spook Steinar. Steinar cautiously opened the door, releasing the full blasts of the shouts in the hallway.

“Stop! You cannot go in there,” Knut said, holding Gerta back.

“No, let me go!” The little girl thrashed, fighting to get loose.

Oskar kneeled in front of her. “Gerta, the princess is busy. Can’t you wait a few minutes?”

“I need her!”

“Tell me what’s wrong. I’ll help.” Phile tried to soothe her.

“No! I need—Princess!” Gerta shouted when she saw Rakel and Steinar standing in his doorway. Knut let her go, and she ran down the hallway, scrubbing at her tear-streaked face. “You have to come quick!” she hiccupped.

Rakel reached out to take the little girl’s hands. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Kai. He’s got magic!”


Chapter 5
Mobile Magic


Rakel’s heart stilled. “What?”

“You have to save Kai!” Gerta pulled on her hands.

“Oskar,” Rakel said.

The attendant picked Gerta up. “Where is he, Gerta?”

“Outside the city gates.” Tears and snot flowed down Gerta’s face. “I tried to find Grandmother, but she wasn’t in our rooms!”

Rakel and Oskar ran. Rakel was vaguely aware that Phile, Snorri, and Crow were on their heels, but her mind raced. Kai has magic? Impossible—he’s well past five…though my magic appeared when I was just three. Could he have such a delayed activation?

As soon as they cleared the castle doors, Phile streaked ahead of them. “Out of the way!” she hissed at a group of soldiers.

They left the palace grounds with baffled guards in their wake and zoomed through Ostfold. Folks yelped and leaped out of their way. They almost ran into a cart pulled by a pair of donkeys, but the owner dodged them at the last moment.

Rakel’s side ached with exertion when they reached the city gate, but when she saw Kai standing in the field of snow, she had renewed vigor.

The boy was standing trapped between several crude snow sculptures of horses and soldiers that moved. Whenever he tried to flee, a sculpture lunged at him. The rest of the mobile sculptures were occupied with brutally chopping and scattering motionless piles of snow.

“Kai!” Rakel shouted.

Kai didn’t answer. He cried and tried to back away from the snow creations. One of the soldier snow sculptures brandished its sword at him.

Rakel grabbed for her magic and reached for the snow, but it slipped away from her, mastered by another force.

“Stay here,” Rakel said.

“I wanna come with you.” Gerta put on a brave face, even though her eyes were clouded with terror.

Rakel placed a hand on her cheek. “You are a good friend, Gerta, but you can’t go.”

“Neither should you.” Worry gave Oskar’s face deep wrinkles.

“I have to.”

“It’s magic, Princess. He could hurt you.”

“He’s a scared little boy. He needs someone right now. And if I get close enough, I think I’ll be able to take control of the snow,” Rakel said.

“Good luck, Little Wolf,” Phile said.

Rakel nodded and started walking towards Kai and the snow sculptures. “Kai!” she shouted when she drew closer.

“P-P-Princess,” Kai sobbed. “I’m s-scared!”

“Everything is going to be alright. Try to calm down—your magic won’t hurt you.” Though it might hurt me.

Rakel tried pooling her magic on the snow sculptures again, but like the first time, they resisted.

Her actions caught the attention of a snow horse, which clumsily ran at her.

“No!” Kai screamed.

“Princess!” Oskar shouted.

Rakel quirked an eyebrow and encased the sculpture in a block of ice, stopping it in its tracks.

Kai gulped in air, and his shoulders heaved. “I want my mother!” he cried.

Rakel ventured closer and froze another statue.

He tried to run to Rakel, but a sculpture blocked him and knocked him off his feet. “I don’t want magic. This is s-scary!”

Rakel scowled in anger at the nearest sculpture. “Enough!” she shouted. She tapped her magic again and threw a flood of it at the snow, overwhelming it. The sculptures stopped their trail of destruction and exploded into fine, powdery snow.

Kai cried with relief, his face scrunched with feeling.

Rakel dropped to her knees and hugged him, pulling him to her. “You’re safe, now. It’s okay, Kai.”

The little boy clung to her as Oskar, Phile, Crow, and Gerta descended upon them.

“I d-don’t want magic, P-Princess.” Kai’s teeth chattered as shock hit him.

“I’m sorry,” Rakel said. There was nothing else she could say. “I’m so sorry.”
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“What happened?” Rakel watched a servant place steaming mugs of goat milk in front of the children.

“We were playing one of the stories you and Phile told us,” Gerta said. She held Kai’s hand and shoveled toast topped with brown cheese into her mouth with her free hand.

Kai was pale and quiet. He didn’t move to take the toast or milk and sat on his cushioned chair like a doll.

“Stories?” Rakel asked, puzzled.

“When Phile reenacted your battles with your ice sculptures,” Gerta said. “We tried to make our own sculptures, but we could only get ’em as big as us,” she added, clearly sorrowful they hadn’t created the gigantic statues Phile had coerced Rakel into making. “It took us hours to make ’em and get them lined up across from each other. When we were ready, we shouted ‘Attack,’ and Kai’s snow sculptures came to life!”

Snorri rubbed the back of his neck. “He can make things sentient?”

Rakel tapped the arm of her armchair. “That isn’t quite right. They weren’t alive.”

Crow peered down his beaky nose at her. “Then, Princess, I would love to know what your definition of ‘alive,’ is, ’cause they looked awfully mobile to me.”

Kai stiffened, and Oskar patted his shoulder. “Why don’t you try drinking something?” he suggested.

Kai shook his head.

“They weren’t alive,” Rakel insisted. “I could still feel the snow. Kai’s magic was directly manipulating the snow—the way I do when I use my powers.”

“I think the key was in the words.” Phile rubbed Foedus’s edge across the pad of her thumb. “He said attack, and they did.”

“I agree,” Rakel said. “I think his magic was applied to the snow so it would do his will.”

“A second snow user? That’s surprising,” Oskar said. “Snow and ice users are relatively rare—though they only occur in the northern countries, so I suppose it is not impossible to have two such magic users in close contact.”

“I don’t know if he is a snow user.” Rakel tried to sift through her thoughts and observations. “His magic had a different flavor than mine.”

“Would it feel the same if he had snow magic, too?” Phile asked.

“No. Everyone’s magic has their individual print…but his should have been more similar to mine,” Rakel said. “I could feel a faint link—his magic had a beauty to it that mine shares—but it was different—the way a reindeer and horse are both pack animals but very different creatures.”

She glanced over at Kai and Gerta. Gerta was listening, her eyes going back and forth between Rakel and the rest of the adults as she kept eating cheese-topped toast. Kai, however, was still motionless.

“Kai,” Rakel said. “Do you know what your magic is?”

Kai took in a shuddering breath. “I-I think so.”

Phile crouched down in front of him and smiled. “Do you think you could explain it to us?”

Kai licked his lips. “If I build something, I can give it an order…and it will do it.”

“That’d be why the snow moved—the little gal said they shouted, ‘Attack.’” Crow folded his arms across his chest.

“Not sentience,” Snorri said.

“Yes. It’s more an expression of his will,” Oskar agreed.

Rakel joined Phile in hunkering down in front of the young boy. “Could you show us?”

Kai shrank back in the chair and shook his head.

“Your magic isn’t something you have to fear, Kai,” Rakel said in her most gentle voice.

“Magic is scary. It’s wrong,” he whispered. The haunted look in his eyes twisted her heart.

He knows. Though he fearlessly befriended me, he knows what having magic means. “Do you think I’m scary and wrong?”

“Of course not!” Kai gaped at her with horror.

“I don’t think you’re scary or wrong either. Magic doesn’t make you more special or less human,” Rakel said. She held out her hand and created a paper-thin snowflake the size of a bowl. It twisted in the air, glittering a dazzling silver in the firelight. “It means you have a responsibility and an ability that will never leave you.”

“Magic users are hunted and killed,” Kai said. He stared at Rakel, begging her with his eyes to save him.

“It’s true; they were. And in many countries, they still are. But you live in Verglas. Nothing like that will happen to you,” she said.

“You were all alone on that mountain because you had magic.” Kai shivered and stared at his hands.

“Oh, Kai,” Rakel said. She dismissed the snowflake and hugged him. “My exile is…complicated. One day, I’ll explain it to you. But that was in the past. My brother—King Steinar—would never let anything happen to the magic users. Things have changed. We don’t have to hide anymore.”

“How do you know?” Kai asked, his voice small.

Rakel released him so she could meet his eyes. “Because Steinar wouldn’t do anything to harm me.” She was surprised when she realized she genuinely meant it. Her relationship with Steinar was rocky, but in the few stilted conversations she’d had with him, she knew for certain he had never planned to hurt her, and that wouldn’t change. “And the Verglas citizens have grown to accept us. Many people have come out of hiding and declared their powers publically so they can help us save Verglas.”

Kai rubbed his nose and stared back at Rakel. After a few long moments he lowered his gaze to the plate of toast. “Okay.” He slipped off his chair and padded across the room to pick up a basket of toy blocks Snorri frequently used in their strategy sessions to build models of landscapes he’d scouted. Kai paused with a block in each hand. “If I can’t—if it attacks me again, will you stop it?”

“Kai, the princess is the most powerful magic user ever.” Gerta snatched up another piece of toast and wandered after him. “She can keep you safe.”

“I’m afraid I am not the most powerful.” Rakel ignored Phile’s snort of disbelief. “But I can promise that I will stop your magic, should it prove to be harmful.”

Kai nodded. He sat down on the ground and started arranging the blocks to build a wall. When he had a decent structure going, he said, “Defend.”

The blocks pulled tight, creating a wall. Gerta tried to kick it, but it didn’t move.

Phile prodded the blocks with Foedus. “Can you order it to do more than one thing?”

“I don’t think so,” Kai said.

“Could you try?” Oskar asked.

“Scatter,” Kai said.

The blocks remained tightly interlocked.

“I don’t know how to make it stop,” he admitted after several moments of silence.

“You have to let go of your magic,” Rakel said. “You feel it swirling in you?”

Kai nodded.

“Cut it off.”

Kai set his shoulders then kicked the blocks. They scattered, toppling from their tight formation.

Rakel turned to Oskar but was distracted when she realized that Kai’s mother stood in the doorway—her face wan and tense.

“Kai,” Rakel gestured to the door.

“Mother!” Kai threw himself at her. She took a step back, and at first Rakel thought it was due to the force with which Kai hit her, but it was almost a flinch.

“Thank you, Princess, for saving Kai.” Gerta brushed crumbs from her face and offered Rakel a big, sweet smile.

Rakel smoothed the little girl’s braids. “You did well to come find me.”

“I knew it,” Gerta said, satisfaction crusting her words. She thumped across the study—stopping to grab her abandoned coat.

Kai’s mother placed a shaking hand on his head. “Thank you,” she whispered to everyone in the room, then fled like a nervous doe. Kai, clinging to her hands, was dragged in her wake, and Gerta shuffled after them.

“Playing is gonna be a lot more fun now!” Gerta said as she skipped out of the room.

Knut—Kai’s mother’s escort to the study—saluted Rakel. “Do you need anything more, Princess?”

Rakel rubbed her forehead. “Yes. If you would tell General Halvor I wish to speak to him about what happened, I would appreciate it.”

“Of course, Princess. You did well.” He offered her a gap-toothed smile and ducked back into the hallway, closing the door behind him.

“You all are going through a pretty bit of trouble over one little boy.” Crow eyed some of the leftover toast and goat milk.

“He’s not just a little boy,” Rakel said. She was reluctant to put into words what Kai and Gerta had done for her. They offered love when everyone else feared my touch.

“Even still, one child with magic don’t make much of a difference to the country,” Crow supposed.

Oskar rubbed his head. “Perhaps not now, but he could potentially become powerful. Not on your level, Princess, but he could be similar to Farrin—very troubling to go against. His limit, of course, is that he must build things to use his magic.”

“He’ll need help.” Phile tossed Foedus in the air and caught it by its hilt. “He’s been thrown into a new world, and there are no books or teachers that can help him make sense of it.”

“I will help him,” Rakel said.

“Your time is already in high demand, Princess,” Oskar said.

“Who else is there?” she asked. “I have knowledge of architecture and experience in sculpting.”

Crow drew closer to the fire. “I still think you all are worrying over nothing.”

“Why are you still here?” Oskar asked.

“Nobody put me under arrest again when we got back,” Crow said.

Snorri said something.

“What was that, Mumbler?” Oskar asked.

“General Halvor was distracted,” Snorri attested.

“Indeed,” Oskar agreed.

“He wanted to start making up plans for attacking Chosen forces,” Phile said.

“Oskar, will you explain to him about Kai?” Rakel asked.

“Of course—do you not wish to do it yourself?” Oskar asked.

“I do, but I was speaking with Steinar when Gerta searched me out. I would like to see if I can salvage the conversation.”

“He let you into his rooms, I saw,” Oskar said. “Do you think you’ve gotten through to him?”

“I don’t know,” Rakel said honestly. “But I will keep trying.”

Crow plopped down in the seat Gerta had abandoned. “You all are the strangest folk I’ve ever seen.”

“No one asked you, pigeon,” Oskar said.

Crow squawked in anger as Rakel made her exit.

Phile trotted after her. “Wait, I’ll come with you.”

“Please be aware, Phile, that if you open your mouth to make an observation on Steinar’s handsome appearance while I try to speak to him, I will bury Foedus in a block of ice so cold it won’t melt out until the end of summer,” Rakel said.

“No worries there,” Phile said. “Steinar is handsome, but he resembles you too much. It feels horridly awkward trying to appraise his looks when all I can think of is that he could pass for your sister if I conned him into wearing a dress.”

“I think I understand why we are such good friends,” Rakel said as they turned a corner.

“Because you also think he would look fetching in a Bunad?”

“No. You make me feel normal—a colossal accomplishment, given what I am.”

“And so my legend grows! The next step will be to open a guild of some sort.”

“Are you still babbling about that?”

“I found Pordis and her merchant empire inspiring.”

“You have never struck me as being an honest tradeswoman.”

“Who says I have to create an honest guild? There’s an awful lot of things we could steal from kings—not Steinar of course. I would split the profits with you.” Phile slung her arm over Rakel’s shoulder.

“I emphatically refuse. Having a thief as my closest companion is bad enough.”

“I’m your closest companion? You’re too sweet! Now, about your brother and that Bunad.”

“Phile!”


Chapter 6
Strategies & Siblings


“With Tenebris’s arrival, the dynamics of our battle will change drastically,” General Halvor said.

Rakel glanced around the room, smiling when her eyes lingered on Steinar sitting next to her. It was a miracle that he agreed to attend the war council. Maybe he finally understands…

“I am unfortunately ignorant of the events that occurred when the Chosen first invaded, due to my assignment at the time.” General Halvor uncomfortably cleared his throat. He glanced at Rakel, then stared down at his hands in shame. “However,” he continued after a moment, “I have since gathered information and spoken to those who are knowledgeable. And we have recently found two eyewitnesses from one of the first battles against the Chosen—the Battle of Gaula. Tenebris’s use of magic in that battle made it possible for the Chosen to sweep north and capture territory—until Farrin Graydim and his regiment encountered the princess—as most Verglas soldiers were slaughtered or taken captive.”

General Halvor gestured to Crow and a weary-looking Verglas soldier who stood behind him. “In order to be prepared for what we will soon face, I asked them to give their account of the battle.”

General Halvor stepped aside and motioned for the two men to draw forward and address the council.

This meeting was being held in the royal library—one of the few rooms that hadn’t been damaged in the initial invasion. It was a little awkward, as quite a large group had gathered—including Rakel’s usual retinue, many of the magic users, and a fair number of Halvor’s officers. Some were forced to sit on stools or stand, but an underlying anticipation had the room in a buzz.

We’re an actual force to be reckoned with now. It’s not just hit-and-run fighting and reclaiming territory. It is likely we’ll march for an actual battle. The prospect frightened Rakel, but she was encouraged at the same time.

“Greetings, chaps!” Crow said with a cheeky grin. “I’m your friendly prisoner, Cronius Winderbag—ex-mercenary of the Third Regiment in the Chosen Army. It’s a pleasure to be here!”

The Verglas soldier standing with him was, in contrast, as emotional as a boulder. “Ensign Topi,” he muttered.

“So, what do you want to know? My favorite foods, or perhaps my life-long dreams and goals?” Crow asked.

“Cronius,” General Halvor warned.

Crow ruffled his clothes and had the grace to look guilty. “Right,” he sighed, and all of his inner joy left him. “In the Battle of Gaula, all the soldiers in the Verglas army were—as General Halvor said—either captured or slaughtered because of the Chosen leader—Tenebris Malus.”

Crow rocked back on his heels, and his eyes seemed to focus on the distant memory. “He sliced through the Verglas army with the use of his magic—the ability to curse. He cast a curse on nearly every Verglas soldier present. I estimate twenty-five percent of those cursed were killed. An additional thirty percent were horribly wounded. Probably five to ten percent of the soldiers escaped, and the remaining men—while technically healthy—were enthralled by his curses until they were individually captured. Do you agree, Ensign Topi?”

Ensign Topi nodded.

Phile balanced Foedus on the tip of her pointer finger. “What did he do with those he captured?”

“Some he sold as slaves, but the majority, he was—when my regiment pulled out of the south a month ago—conditioning.” Crow’s jolly voice was flat, and his lip curled up with disgust.

“Conditioning?” Frodi asked.

“Yes,” Crow said. “He was training them to be Chosen soldiers.”

“What?” Frodi sputtered.

“He cannot think any man would loyally serve his enemy—unless he means to gentle them and win them over?” Eydìs said.

“Tenebris Malus does not know the meaning of the word gentle,” Topi rumbled.

Crow nodded. “He rules through sheer power and dastardly intellect. He won over most of his magic user officers by rescuing them from horrible circumstances. In return, they went out and recruited magic users—saving some and luring others in with the promise of acceptance and safety, growing a magical army for him.”

“How do you know this?” Oskar asked with a calculating gaze.

“Ask any of the high-ranking officers why they stand with Tenebris,” Crow said. “They will all grow misty-eyed and emotional and recall how he saved them from some terrible fate. It is his pattern, and they were too stupid to notice, or too hurt to care.”

Rakel recalled Farrin’s loyalty to his leaders, even when he didn’t believe what they were doing was right. Crow is right…He said Tenebris saved him, and he couldn’t leave him.

“We have also received confirmation of Cronius’s word through scouting and reports of our own,” General Halvor added.

Oskar nodded, satisfied.

“The soldiers like me, he lured in with promises of fortune. Mercenaries don’t care whom they fight for, so long as they’re paid. He exploited that weakness, and he generously paid many mercenary groups—who forcefully recruited smaller mercenary groups to increase their numbers and enlarge their payments,” Crow continued. “They have no loyalty to him, and some would leave ’im if they could.”

“If they could?” Rakel asked.

“You just said they were fighting for Tenebris because of money. Why can’t they leave him?” Eydìs said.

“I said some, not all,” Crow said. “The large groups of mercenaries are in it for the money—particularly now that raiding is encouraged. They’ll leave only if they don’t get paid. However, the smaller groups would leave him now if the larger mercenary teams would let them go. Some might even join your cause.”

“Why?” Ragnar—a magic user—asked. “They were kidnapped and forced to fight, but that’s no reason to pick up the sword for us.”

Crow smiled unpleasantly, and his dark eyes glinted. “Many have comrades who were slaughtered—not by the hand of Verglas troops, but by Tenebris Malus himself.”

The library was silent.

Topi glanced at Crow—who still bristled—and spoke, his voice low and guttural. “In the Battle of Gaula, Tenebris needlessly sacrificed a large number of his infantry. When he attacked the Verglas army, he was positioned behind his officers and soldiers. When he cast his magic, some of the curses landed on Chosen troops.”

What? Rakel had to knit her hands together to keep from standing up. “And he didn’t pull his magic off them?”

“Perhaps he can’t?” Liv suggested.

Topi glanced at Crow, who shrugged. “No,” Crow said. “He simply didn’t care. He hadn’t cast his magic over his precious magic users, and he can remove his curses at will. He knew he was sacrificing soldiers to reach the Verglas forces, but it was the fastest way of reaching them and posed the smallest risk to those he really needed to keep happy—his magic soldiers.”

“That’s how your band was killed, wasn’t it?” Rakel asked. Her voice tightened in sympathy as she gained a new understanding of Crow’s situation.

Crow nodded.

The room was oppressively silent as they tried to come to terms with this new information.

“I cannot believe the magic users still follow him,” Phile said. “They cannot be that blind and stupid—particularly after witnessing the unnecessary decimation to their own forces.”

“The promise of power and safety can ease many a conscience,” Oskar said grimly.

“But to kill his own men!” Phile objected.

“Have any of you been accidentally hit by Princess Rakel’s magic?” Crow asked.

Everyone tensed, and it took Rakel a formidable amount of self-control to keep the room temperature even.

Frodi popped out of his chair. “That’s an unfair question! The princess has been facing off against a magic user who can reflect magic and use your own powers against you. Of course she can’t help it if some of us are hit,” he snarled.

“And that is why Tenebris’s magic users remain with him,” Crow said.

“I don’t understand,” Eydìs said. “Tenebris never faces off against Farrin—Farrin is his colonel.”

“It’s not the reason; it’s the passion. There’s no question in my mind that your beloved Snow Queen is a more gentle and reasonable character than Tenebris Malus, but you all stay with her even after getting hit for the same reason Tenebris’s magic users stay with him: loyalty,” Crow said.

The hair on the back of Rakel’s neck stood on end, and she felt oddly rankled. Though Crow hadn’t said anything bad about her, she felt dirty after being compared to Tenebris. We’re nothing alike. Not at all.

Next to her, Steinar tapped his chin. “We have established that Tenebris is a horrifying character, and we have found a potential weakness in his forces—the disloyalty and division of his infantry. How do we use this against him?”

All the eyes in the room turned to him—shocked that he had spoken.

“It is an excellent question, my king,” General Halvor said. “We, thankfully, have a magic user who can counter the effects of Tenebris’s magic.”

Liv blushed and stared at her feet, even as Phile jovially ruffled her hair.

“When a curse was cast upon the princess during the retaking of Ostfold, Liv discovered her magic—the ability to purify wounds and infections and such—can be used to neutralize curses as well.” Halvor continued, “It is likely Tenebris already knows of her existence. If he does not, he will learn of it shortly. We will have a retinue of guards assigned to her—including at least one magic user—as Liv lacks the ability to defend herself.”

“Do you have to touch a person to purify the curse, or can you cast a spell over an area?” a soldier asked, smiling at Liv in encouragement.

Rakel was warmed by the sight. It’s not just me people are accepting, it’s all magic users. Though this is a sinister trial, if it means magic users can rise from the darkness…

“I’m fairly certain I have to touch the person to neutralize the curse, but I haven’t had the opportunity to test it.” Liv offered the soldier a shaky smile.

“It is certainly fortuitous that we have a magic user able to counter him,” one of Halvor’s officers, Colonel Danr, said. “But it is a remedy. We need a tactic to prevent his curses. Tollak—do you have any charms that could help us?”

Tollak rubbed his chin. “No. I might be able to come up with something, but it will take at least a month of research, and I would need to see Tenebris’s magic in action about a dozen times or so. I can’t protect all of Ostfold.”

General Halvor nodded. “Pursue your research in your off-time then. Both Tollak and Colonel Danr are correct. Due to the magical forces we face, it is better for us to attack than defend. I propose we march south and set up a base camp instead of remaining in Ostfold.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to stay in Ostfold?” Eydìs asked. “With the mountains at our back and fresh snow lying on them at all times of the year, we could hold it indefinitely with the princess’s powers.”

General Halvor glanced at Rakel.

Rakel nodded and stood, moving to join General Halvor at the front of the library. “I could, but the side-effects would be disastrous,” she said. “If the Chosen lay a siege on us, I believe our defenses could possibly hold out.”

“They would,” General Halvor assured her.

“However, we would certainly run out of food, and if I were defending Ostfold, it would be too cold to grow anything, and wild game would eventually die out in want of food as well.” Rakel pressed her lips together and gazed out at the large council. She was pleasantly surprised to see that no one wore hostile expressions, narrowed their eyes, or even flinched in fear. Instead, they listened intently.

They will not like what follows… “Which is why we must defeat The Chosen by mid-spring.”

The room exploded in whispers and gasps of shock.

“What?”

“It cannot be done!”

“It took us that long to reclaim Glowma and Ostfold!”

“I cannot use my powers after the middle of spring,” Rakel said.

“Why?” Steinar tilted his head as he studied her. “Does it become too difficult?”

“Not at all; it is for the same reason that we cannot plan to remain in Ostfold and wait out attacks,” Rakel said. “If I extensively use my magic after spring, it will ruin the planting and harvest season. Fruit trees will not bud—and if they do, the bees that pollinate them would die in the cold, or snow and frost would destroy the buds themselves. Crops planted in areas that I freeze over would be ruined—for the year. The grass is perhaps the only thing that would not be killed off, and there would be a hay crop, but it would be smaller than usual and most likely stunted.”

The army officers looked to each other in concern. The magic users appeared to be less worried, but many of them sported wrinkled foreheads and furrowed brows.

“The need to end the conflict supports my previous suggestion. We must travel south and begin facing Tenebris if we hope to defeat the Chosen while the princess can use her magic,” General Halvor said.

“Couldn’t you limit your usage?” Colonel Danr asked.

“I can,” Rakel agreed, “but it will greatly limit my combat abilities. I’ll be reduced to performing magic directly on soldiers and creating ice weapons. I won’t be able to cause avalanches, block roads with snowfall, or create structures of ice.”

Colonel Danr nodded in satisfaction and swiveled his gaze to General Halvor. “Very well. Where, then, do you wish for us to establish our new base?”

General Halvor pointed on the map to a village in the south. “The landscape around Tana will best suit our needs and is in a position to receive backup from the capital or Glowma. As we continue to push south, we will change our main fortification, but Tana will remain a key outpost in our communication relay.”

“I thought Tana was abandoned. Most of its residents fled to Glowma or Ostfold when the Chosen swept in,” a soldier said.

“Correct,” General Halvor said. “It has been abandoned. We plan to ask for volunteer citizens to come with us.”

“Commoners should not be taken so close to the battlefield,” Frodi objected.

“Perhaps, but we need a support crew. The Battle of Gaula has left us poorly outnumbered. We need every soldier we can get. They cannot be spared to do the cleaning and tasks that soldiers normally do when moving as a unit,” General Halvor said.

“You will leave some soldiers in Ostfold and Glowma?” Steinar asked.

General Halvor bowed. “With your leave, my King. We will leave reinforcement troops in both cities, and a squad of guards to protect you.”

“The guards are unnecessary. I will travel with the army to Tana.” Steinar raised his chin—Rakel recognized it as a sign of stubbornness, for she had often done the same thing herself.

Again the room was swaddled in whispers—these more softly uttered and guarded as they gaped at the young king.

“With all due respect, my king, it is far too risky,” General Halvor said.

“Rakel will travel with you—and she should be the Queen,” Steinar said.

Rakel took a step towards her brother and wondered how she could intimidate him into silence. For so long, I have wished he would participate in our plans—but I did not think he would utter such stupid things! He’s worse than Phile. Is this what it means to have a sibling?

“I have magic,” Rakel reminded him.

“I’m going,” Steinar said.

Rakel’s chin also rose as she narrowed her wild blue eyes at him.

“Am I not King?” he asked.

The words sounded boastful, but Rakel understood their meaning. He will let me overrule him, but then I will be the ruler of Verglas. She glared at him.

Steinar stared back at her with the same emotionless mask she usually wore when facing someone uttering death threats.

Blast him for looking so much like me!

“If you wish to come with us, my king, we will begin planning for it,” Halvor said. “However, I do not feel it is a tactically wise move. To have the two remaining members of the royal family present on the battlefield would be…risky.”

“If I die or am taken captive, Rakel can rule,” Steinar said. “I give her my blessing.”

“If you die or are taken captive, I will already be incapacitated,” Rakel promised.

Steinar tilted his head. “If you are incapacitated, the fight will be over and the war lost.”

Why did I ever long to meet him? He’s such a little troll! Though Rakel’s thoughts were furious, she did grudgingly admire him. He’d been held captive in his own palace under threat of death. He had great courage to insist on going to the new base camp.

“Very well, my king,” General Halvor conceded after a few horribly stilted moments.

“No, it’s too dangerous,” Rakel said.

“Aw, Little Wolf,” Phile said, popping up to her feet. “You’re just being a protective older sister.” She threw her arm around Rakel’s shoulders and dragged her close. “You want him to rule? Then leave him be. If he doesn’t do anything heroic or brave, the people won’t follow him,” she whispered.

“As you wish,” Rakel said stiffly. She knew there was truth to Phile’s words, but her concern still crackled like thawing ice in the back of her mind. She slipped away from Phile and Halvor and went to sit down in her chair next to Steinar. “I should have let Phile dress you in a Bunad,” she muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“We’ll have a better idea of the size of our travel party when we see how many villagers volunteer to move with us and establish our new camp, but I plan to send two waves of forces. The bulk of the villagers will travel with the second wave,” General Halvor said, starting to map out the details.

The officers took notes, and the magic users listened thoughtfully.

“Before we leave, all soldiers—and volunteers—will be debriefed on Tenebris Malus’s magic, as well as the magic we know his officers possess,” Halvor continued.

As he spoke, Rakel’s thoughts drifted. It is strange…it has only been a few months since Oskar first approached me on Ensom, but Verglas has changed so much. Our people are no longer divided or seeped in shadows of hatred. Perhaps that is why we can stand against the Chosen and not because of my magic.
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Farrin adjusted his sword belt as he navigated his way through camp, making for his tent. After a day of extensive patrols and tedious scouting and spy work, he was ready to fall into his bedroll and let his night officers take over.

Tenebris’s arrival meant security had to be heightened and more precautions taken. Additionally, Kavon had arrived earlier in the day to report that a large number of his mercenaries were gone. Reports said they had gone out to raid the small village of Begna roughly three weeks ago and had never returned. Farrin did not think it would be wise to tell Tenebris it was because Rakel had walled them out of Verglas.

Farrin held no grudge against Kavon, but he didn’t like the disorderly manner he held towards his post and troops. His soldiers were undisciplined and unruly, causing great tension between Kavon’s men and Farrin’s.

Whether the troops have magic or not, they need to feel respected and work as a unit if we wish to accomplish anything.

Farrin slipped inside his tent and gave his eyes a moment to adjust. He heard a noise and realized he wasn’t alone. He unsheathed his new sword—a clunky thing compared to his previous weapon—then realized it was Tenebris.

“Relax, Runt. It’s just me.”

“Sir.” Farrin saluted and sheathed his sword.

“How fares our camp?” Tenebris asked.

Farrin lit an oil lamp, illuminating his leader—who was sitting cross-legged on a cushion. “Well enough, sir.”

“Has Kavon’s arrival caused any upsets?”

“None worth your notice.”

“Good.” Tenebris’s gold eyes lingered on Farrin’s sword belt. “It surprised me when I heard the Verglas Princess swiped your sword. I thought you treasured it greatly.”

“I do, sir. It was inconvenient, but my magic works just as well with my new sword,” Farrin lied. Using his magic with a new weapon wasn’t as easy as that. He knew every groove and notch in his two-handed broadsword. He knew its balance and could counter swing and parry with it with his eyes closed. Getting to know a new weapon so intimately would take time—more time than Farrin had. When I can get away long enough, I’ll have to reclaim my sword—and speak to Rakel if she is in Ostfold.

“That is good to hear,” Tenebris said, his voice light and easy. “I certainly wouldn’t want my best colonel hindered in any way.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I know I can trust you to carry out any order I give. You have always been my best. As such, your failure to conquer the north and to instead lose territory came as quite the shock.”

Farrin bowed his head.

“Which got me thinking. I’m afraid your missing sword is only a symptom of your dilemma.”

Farrin blinked. “Sir?”

“Yes, you have lost ground ever since the Verglas Princess began her march,” Tenebris continued. “Normally, I would say she must be quite powerful—and if Sunnira is even half-right, she sounds like a true monster. But even a monster shouldn’t be able to beat you, Runt. Not with your magic. This means you must have held back when fighting her.”

“When I first met Princess Rakel, I had hopes she could be convinced to fight with us.” Farrin realized his mistake as soon as he spoke. If he knows she’ll never join, he’ll have her killed before she faces him in battle. “I still believe she could be recruited,” he added.

“It doesn’t matter,” Tenebris said. “Even if she was brought over, she’s too powerful. Her strength lies everywhere. She can defend and attack—she could even cripple a country just by using her powers in their growing season. That is too much power. I stand on my previous judgment; she’ll have to be put down.”

Farrin’s heart roared with rage and desperation, but he kept his face bland and his arms locked behind him. “As you wish, sir.”

“Mmhmm. But that still leaves the matter of your failure. I can accept that you were not too harsh on her from the start, but it doesn’t explain why you failed to kill or capture her in your numerous meetings with her.”

“I have no explanation for my failure, sir.” Giving an excuse would only make it worse.

“Ahh, but you see, I do. I heard about Kavon’s plan to have one of the princess’s own guards kill her. It would have been beautiful if he could have pulled it off, but Kavon chose a poor target to carry out the deed, and it failed. It was a shame, but it was also so very interesting. I heard how you raced off the minute you found out about the plot—in order to warn the princess.”

Farrin was very, very still.

Tenebris drew closer. His eyes glittered in the darkness, and his smile was wide and toothy. “If you had failed me because of her power, I could have forgiven you, Runt. But to fail me because of personal feelings? Because of a weak attraction?”

“I do not know of what you speak, sir.” Farrin’s voice was strong, even though he knew what was coming. The best I can hope for is that he will punish me, and not Rakel…

“Do not lie to me,” Tenebris hissed. He placed his hand over Farrin’s heart. A black flower made of shadows bloomed around his fist.

Pain clawed its way up Farrin’s body. His heart fought to beat, but it was like a hand gripped the organ and squeezed. His magic flooded his body in an angry rush, but he held it back. If I deflect this, he might kill me. Farrin was able to stand for a few seconds before his knees buckled and he choked, unable to breathe. He fell to the ground, incapable of even lifting his head up, but he didn’t utter a sound.

“You are smitten with that wretched princess—enough that you would defy me to keep her alive.” Tenebris stepped over Farrin’s prone body. “When I saved you from those stinking pits, you told me you would be my defender, and now I discover you long for my enemy?” Tenebris tisked and crouched down next to him.

Everything in Farrin screamed for relief. His lungs burned, and his heart was stabbed through. He clenched his jaw and refused to let a sound escape even as his vision blurred. The pain was unimaginable. In all his life, he had never encountered a pain so terrible and all-consuming.

“At least your senseless feelings can amuse me,” Tenebris sighed. “Did you really think she would fall for you—a creature of slaughter and death? You are the same gladiator savage I pulled out of slavery, covered in the blood of others, Farrin Graydim. If she knew what you were, she would be filled with disgust and hatred. You have fallen too far, and her light will never reach you.”

Farrin’s ears rang, and everything grew dim. Just when he thought he was about to pass out or die, Tenebris wiggled a finger, and the curse retreated, sinking back under Tenebris’s skin.

Farrin gasped for air. His body ached all over, and his muscles shook. Even with the pain gone, he still couldn’t move. He was numb, and what bits he could feel screamed with pain.

Tenebris stood and dusted off his knees. “I advise that you re-center yourself, Colonel Graydim. I will not accept another disappointment due to your affection for the Verglas Princess. If you fail me again, your entire regiment will suffer with you.”

Tenebris left without a backward glance, and a cold sweat broke out on Farrin’s forehead as he coped with the brokenness left in his body from Tenebris’s curse. He closed his eyes and tried to breathe.

He’s right. The small, hopeless thought burned in his mind in spite of his physical pain. Rakel, loyal to her country and to her people—though they treated her with contempt—could never look past the blood I’ve shed and the innocents I have killed. If she knew…

The flickering hope he had carried deep in his chest, the one that flared whenever he was near her, snuffed out.


Chapter 7
An Unexpected Development


“Grandma said she has syrup snaps packed, so if you want some, Princess, we can ask her!” Gerta’s enthusiasm was infectious as she waved her red-mittened hands in the air.

“Perhaps after we arrive at Tana.” Rakel tucked a blanket tighter around the little girl. “What do you think, Kai?”

Kai shrugged, but he stayed huddled close between her and Gerta. He hadn’t said much since discovering his magic, although he had brightened when Rakel asked him to come with her to Tana. He—and his mother—were coming, along with little Gerta and Hilda. Privately, Rakel knew it was necessary for Kai to accompany them for the sake of his magic, but she didn’t know if it was wise for Gerta to journey with them as well.

Now, witnessing Kai’s ashen little face, she was glad. Gerta was bright and bubbly and would cheer up her friend.

They were in the second wave of civilians and soldiers traveling to the newly established outpost. General Halvor and a number of the magic users and soldiers were already there, finishing set-up. Rakel had chosen to travel with the second wave, mostly because Steinar insisted on leaving when she did, and he had agreed to wait for the second wave if she did.

“Where is Frigid?” Gerta strained her neck to look around. Most of the soldiers walked or rode mountain ponies, but many of the civilians rode in sleighs pulled by reindeer or plump ponies—like Rakel and the children. Behind them, a pair of ponies pulled a sleigh that contained the frosted chunk of ice that encased Farrin Graydim’s broadsword.

“Oskar has him.” Phile shielded her eyes as she scanned the party. She rode her horse but didn’t stray far from Rakel’s sleigh. “He’s pulling a load of goods.”

“This is so much fun!” Gerta declared. “The sun is out, and the snow is melting. Soon the flowers will perk up!”

Rakel winced at the observation. “Yes, spring is coming,” she agreed and exchanged glances with Phile. Their road was still frozen over, and the hills that smoothed around them like mushroom caps were covered with snow, but the trees in the forest that meandered around the hills dripped water from melting icicles fused to their branches.

“You’re worrying needlessly,” Phile said. “You’re not alone anymore.”

Gerta looked back and forth between them. “Pardon?”

“Nothing,” Rakel said, smiling down at the girl. “Gerta, Kai—”

Rakel was cut off by the sound of a horn. She stilled. “That’s not one of ours.”

Phile popped Foedus out of a sheath on her belt. “Nope.”

A line of soldiers dressed in black and crimson uniforms drifted out of the trees and stood on top of a hill to the west.

We’re under attack. “Children, stay here,” Rakel urged as she slipped from the sleigh.

“Princess!” the leading officer—Colonel Danr—shouted.

“Coming!” Rakel shouted as soldiers and magic users scrambled into position. Rakel felt a pang of longing for Halvor—this was the first time she would enter combat without him—but she set her shoulders and joined Colonel Danr at the front of the caravan.

“Limited foot soldiers.” Snorri pointed at the incoming forces, who marched down the snow-crusted hill. “Most are decorated officers—magic users. That is Tenebris.” He raised a finger to point to a smudgy character standing on the top of the hill.

Rakel stared in disbelief. “He’s sending his men down without him?” Halvor always fought with his men, and Rakel herself was usually among the first to fight.

“Can you act first, Princess? Farrin will soon be on you, drawing you off,” Colonel Danr said.

Rakel extended her fingers, feeling the cool, restless snow coating the hillside. “Keep your men back,” she warned, and then she pulled.

The snow coating the hillside rushed down the hill in an avalanche, throwing soldiers to their knees and rolling them down the hill. Some resisted and stayed standing, but their formation was ruined.

Rakel, watching wildly for Farrin, then covered the hill with a layer of slick ice. Instead of dragging the temperature of the ice down, she nudged it up so a little bit of water and condensation beaded on the ice, making it extra treacherous.

The ice took down almost all the soldiers and some of the officers. A number of the magic users started using their powers, trying to counteract Rakel’s magic.

The mercenaries, when they recovered, tried shooting arrows down at the Verglas army. Rakel raised an ice shield, blocking all the shots.

“Line up! Magic users, at your will! Archers—on my signal!” Colonel Danr shouted.

“I don’t see Colonel Graydim anywhere,” Liv said. She stuck close to Snorri—her assigned guard for the trip.

Rakel’s brow furrowed. “Or any of the magic users under him.” Is this a trap? Why isn’t he here? Colonel Danr nodded, and Rakel shattered the ice shield.

“Now!” Colonel Danr shouted.

Verglas archers fired arrows at the enemy, engaging troops. The Chosen magic users swept down the treacherous hill, drawing closer.

The Verglas magic users met them.

Frodi and Eydìs teamed up and went after a group of four magic users. Ragnar stayed behind them and summoned his elf-friend, Genovefa. They stood by Steinar, smiting anyone who struck out at them.

“Princess!” Crow shouted. He flew past her, almost slipping on a patch of snow. “You gotta attack Tenebris—he’s about to launch his magic!”

Rakel ripped her gaze from the battle to Tenebris, but it was already too late. Inky black magic leaked from him, snaking its way down the hill.

It didn’t hit any of his soldiers, but he seemed to be feeling out the group. Instead of affecting the entire caravan, he hit a small group of five Verglas troops.

“Liv,” Rakel started.

She was already running, Snorri at her back. Phile met them as they reached the archers, and she helped Snorri grab the struggling soldiers and hold them so Liv could touch them.

It worked as smoothly as it had the time Rakel was cursed. As soon as she laid her hand on them, the magic was neutralized.

“What can I do, Colonel Danr?” Rakel asked.

The commanding officer roared, “Pikemen, in position!” then turned his attention to her. “You know your magic best, but I don’t think it would be wise to use it at full power.”

“You think it’s a trap?” Rakel asked, having guessed as much herself.

“The absence of Colonel Graydim feels too convenient,” he said. “If you extensively use your powers and are…er…unavailable, it will be all too easy for a second force to overpower us.”

“You want me to use my powers, but not enough to activate my price,” Rakel said.

“Yes.”

Rakel nodded and eyed the chaotic battlefield. “I agree.”

“Good luck, Princess,” he said.

“To you, as well.” She turned to a wave of incoming soldiers and froze their weapons in blocks of ice, debilitating them. Next, she caged two Chosen magic users and encased an additional one in a glacier of ice when another oily stream of magic crept across the field.

“Snorri, Phile!” Rakel pointed to the incoming stream of magic when they looked to her.

Phile gave her a thumbs up. She grabbed Liv’s wrist and dragged her after the dark magic, Snorri stalking in their shadow.

The earth groaned as a Chosen magic user knelt and shook the ground like an old rug.

Rakel staggered when the earth shuddered. Use as little magic as possible, how to… “Oh.” Rakel formed a slew of snowballs with ice cores and pummeled the magic user in the head. The magic user toppled, and the earth was still once more.

This is much easier without Farrin. Rakel thought, a little in awe of how effortless it was to use her magic against magic users without the colonel brandishing his sword at her. Unless Tenebris uses a large amount of his magic, we will win.

Happy with this realization, Rakel countered a few more magic users and stopped some soldiers, when she saw a streak of black out of the corner of her eye.

Tenebris, still sitting on the top of the hill, was sending down a river of his cursing magic—more than he had used in his test run. Oddly enough, it wasn’t aimed for the heart of the Verglas forces, or even for the front lines. The black, tarry magic oozed down the hillside, crawling towards the outer edges of the formation.

Rakel gave herself a little boost of ice to peer over the battlefield so she could see where it was going. “No,” she whispered. “Kai, Gerta!”

Kai was kneeling in the snow, making soldier snowmen with Gerta’s help. He probably intended to send them out to attack. But they were at the edge of the battlefield, and no one was there to save them.

Rakel ran, staggering through the battle, searching wildly for Liv and Snorri. She didn’t see them. Snorri was either hiding the purifier, or they were still dealing with the last wave. “Phile!” she yelled, almost tripping over the thick skirts of her Bunad. “Kai, Gerta, move!” She ducked to avoid the meaty fist of a giant Chosen soldier.

“Gerta, Kai, get out of there!” Phile yelled. She came from the back of the formation and also sprinted towards the children.

Her horror mounting, Rakel realized neither she nor Phile would reach the children in time. The sludgy magic slithered towards them like a deadly snake.

They were going to be cursed. They’re children—they won’t survive it! Rage consumed Rakel, making her body numb. She couldn’t lose Gerta and Kai! I’ll kill him. I will freeze the blood in his veins! She reached for her powers, gathering them with such strength—

“Children, move!” Phile’s roar knocked Rakel from her cloud of anger.

“No.” Rakel shook her head as she ran, frightened for the children, and terrified by her own thoughts.

Gerta and Kai turned to gawk at the Robber Maiden. “Phile?” Gerta said, oblivious to the danger.

“Move!” Phile yelled, her voice cracking as the ghastly magic pounced.

“No!” Rakel lunged between the children and the oncoming curse, wildly throwing her magic up in front of her—though she knew it would be hopeless. Crow said nothing would stop Tenebris’s magic.

Her ice rang—like a sword sliding out of a sheath—and bloomed like a flower with Rakel at the center. She braced herself for darkness and the horrors that lived there, but when the curse brushed her icy shield, there was a knockback as loud as a clash of thunder. Light sparked between the two forces, and the ground shook.

Emboldened, Rakel leaned against her ice structure and pushed. Her ice exploded, folding up again so it was no longer shaped like a flower, but a shield. When the two powers collided, Rakel felt pain—like someone scraping sandpaper across her arm—but Tenebris’s powers were thrown backwards and faded.

Her knees shook, and she stared up at Tenebris, trying to fathom what had just happened.

The Chosen’s leader seemed to understand, for he turned from the battlefield and walked away. One of his officers shouted “Retreat!” The Chosen magic users fled—fighting flames, ropes, and Genovefa—to follow Tenebris. The troops, however, had mostly been defeated or frozen in blocks, and remained stranded with Verglas forces pouring in around them.

Rakel’s heart painfully hammered in her chest.

“What just happened?” Phile asked, sounding shaken. She was kneeling on the ground with an arm around each of the children, who were huddled into her shoulders.

“I…” Rakel furrowed her brow and tried to gather her scattered thoughts. “I think my magic repelled his. But…how is that possible?”

“Liv couldn’t purify the curse as it attacked—we tried it on his second pass. Maybe it has something to do with power?” Phile said.

Rakel shook her head. “It can’t be. Sunnira hit me with one of his curses.”

“Being able to defend against his powers and being unaffected are two different things,” the Robber Maiden said.

Rakel clamped her hair—which was half free of its braid—to her neck and shivered.

“It’s a good thing, Little Wolf.”

“Then why does it feel so…ominous?” Rakel asked. She wrapped her arms around herself and opened her mouth, wanting to tell Phile about the blinding rage that had consumed her when Tenebris almost touched Gerta and Kai, but nothing would come out. Since the first day I fought back against the Chosen, I decided I would not kill. How could I so easily abandon such an important principle? What is wrong with me?

“Do you think he faked it?”

“No,” Rakel glanced at the hill on which he had stood. “He was very angry when he left.”

“How do you know?”

“I could feel it,” Rakel grimly said. “Like a bad stench in the air.”

“Princess!” Oskar pushed soldiers aside so he could reach her. He wore a scowl on his face; Colonel Danr sprinted at his side.

“Princess, that was marvelous!” Colonel Danr said.

“That was asinine,” Oskar corrected. “You ran head-first into a curse. Why didn’t you tackle the children and move out of the way?”

“But now we know that her magic can block Tenebris’s,” Colonel Danr said. “This will change our strategy and may be the key to winning!”

“That doesn’t mean her actions weren’t extremely foolish.” Oskar growled, and his eyebrows bunched together.

“Oskar, it’s done.” Rakel reached out and hesitated, holding her hand above his arm.

He glowered at Colonel Danr. “You’re worse than Halvor.” Instead of taking Rakel’s hand, Oskar bowed over it and backed away. “Don’t do that again,” he said to her. His green eyes were hard like granite.

Rakel nodded, promising more than Oskar knew. She forced the encounter from her mind.

Oskar sighed, growing smaller as his worry and anger deflated. “Right. Did anyone else notice our favorite Chosen Colonel was missing from that battle?”

Rakel and Phile nodded. “Indeed,” Colonel Danr said.

“Convenient,” Snorri said, startling the group when he popped out of Phile’s shadow with Liv in tow.

“We need to send out guards and prepare ourselves for another attack. Do we agree?” Colonel Danr asked.

Oskar nodded. “We’re only a few hours from Tana. If possible, I would like to send a messenger ahead, but…” He glanced at Danr.

“Done.” Colonel Danr strode away. “Rear guard, report to me!”

Rakel relaxed her shoulders. “Steinar?”

“Safe and sound,” Oskar said. “Genovefa was disappointed more soldiers didn’t try to attack him. Truthfully, I don’t think the Chosen knew we had the king with us,” Oskar said with a slanted smile. “You did well. Do you need to rest?”

Rakel shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“Good,” Oskar awkwardly tucked his hands behind his back. “If you’ll excuse me—Princess, Phile.”

Rakel watched him go and stifled a sigh. He has stood with me since I was sent to Ensom Peak, and I trust him implicitly…but I wish he would not hold me in such formality. She forced her lips into a smile and turned to Liv. “Thank you, Liv, for all you did.”

Liv fluttered her hands. “Oh, it was nothing.”

“No, it was important,” Rakel said firmly. “Without you, I don’t know how we would handle Tenebris. Thank you.”

Liv blushed and looked at her feet.

Pleased that Liv understood, Rakel turned her attention to Gerta and Kai. “I told you to stay with the sleigh so I wouldn’t have to worry about you.”

Gerta’s eyes glossed with unshed tears.

“They were attacking you,” Kai said.

Rakel glided over to them and kept her eyes warm although her voice was firm. “You’re just children. You don’t have to fight.”

“But I want to help,” Kai insisted.

“Me too!” Gerta said. “Them invaders have torn up Verglas—everyone says so.”

Rakel joined Phile in crouching next to them. “That may be, but for now, the way you can be the biggest help is to welcome back those from battle. They fight for you. Instead of disrespecting their sacrifice and insisting you don’t want it, you should put every effort into greeting them.”

Gerta looked down. “We’re sorry,” she whispered.

Rakel placed her hand on Gerta’s chin. “I know. Next time will you do as I ask?”

Gerta and Kai nodded mutely.

“Good. Thank you.” Rakel hugged both of the children to her, smiling when they burrowed closer like puppies.

Phile rubbed her forehead. “King’s nose hairs, I can’t wait to get to Tana.”

“You miss looking at Halvor?” Rakel guessed tartly.

“That too, but I was thinking that when we arrive, Snorri will be free of guard duty. The moment Handsome Halvor releases him, I’m going to drag him over to the nearest Chosen camp, and we are going to steal ourselves some information. All of this not-knowing is driving me crazy.” Phile snorted.

“Perhaps you should take Crow with you. He could tell you the ins and outs of the camp,” Rakel said, only half-serious as she shifted so the children weren’t sprawled on the snow.

Phile tapped Foedus against her chin. “That’s not a bad idea.”

Rakel kept from rolling her eyes, but she was relieved to hear Phile’s plans. The mirror can’t be broken, the Chosen army continues to attack, and Farrin has disappeared. Will none of our problems end?
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Rakel sat just outside the ice walls she had built for Tana and watched tiny snowflakes—natural, not hers—fall and cover the ground in a soft, powdery layer. The silver moon hung high, making the snowflakes glitter like gems.

She raised a hand and studied the snowflakes that landed on her bare skin. Instead of melting, they trembled and swirled with her breath. She could hear murmurs from the guards posted at the gates, and the flickering yellow of their torches stretched past her, clashing with the silver moonlight. Snow crunched under boots, and Rakel smiled up at Knut when he stopped at her side. “Yes?”

“Beggin’ your pardon for bothering you, Princess, but General Halvor would like to hold another war council,” Knut said.

Rakel started to rise, but Knut shook his hands in front of him. “Not right now, but soon. He wanted you to know, but you can still stand out here for a bit.”

“If he needs my help…”

“King Steinar is with him,” Knut said.

“Ahh. It would be good if Steinar would talk to him.” She rearranged her gray cape so it flowed around her like snow on a mountain.

“Yes. And you seem like you need this.” Knut gestured to the falling snow and the gorgeous night sky. He cringed. “I mean that with no disrespect.”

“No, you are right. I am enjoying the weather,” Rakel admitted.

Knut nodded and gave her his charming smile. “Then you should enjoy it, Princess.” He saluted and backed away.

“Thank you,” Rakel called after him as he hurried for the icy walls. She exhaled from deep within her soul, and for a moment she forgot about the Chosen, the mirror, and all of the worries and burdens that clung to her shoulders.

Instead, she listened to the familiar song of the wind dancing through evergreens and the hushed falling of snow. The wind swirled oddly, and Rakel blinked. When she opened her eyes, Farrin stood nearby.

She let a small smile ease onto her lips. “Farrin, you—what’s wrong?” she asked, concern nibbling at her.

Farrin appeared to be normal. He still wore his black and crimson Chosen uniform, his black-tea-colored hair was neat and orderly as always, and he had a sword belted to his side. But the way he stood… He still had perfect posture and square shoulders, but his breathing was a little off—as if it pained him to stand.

He gave Rakel a thin smile and bowed stiffly at the waist. “Princess.”

Rakel stood and snapped her cloak, sending snowflakes flying into the air. “Is that why you weren’t with the attack on my traveling party today—because you were hurt?”

“I am fine, but thank you for the concern.” Though the corners of his lips curled up, his gray eyes were bleak. “I have been told your magic can resist Tenebris’s?”

Reluctant to share, Rakel bought herself a moment by pushing the braid of her white hair over her shoulder. He is still the enemy. I need to be careful what I tell him, for it will surely get back to Tenebris. “I blocked one of his curses with an ice wall.”

Farrin’s eyes finally held a flicker of their usual light. “That is good news for you. I have never heard of anyone fending off Tenebris’s magic.”

Rakel nodded. “I see.”

“I have heard you have a Chosen defector now among your ranks,” Farrin said.

“He was a mercenary, yes.” She turned to look back at Tana. She had built the ice walls to be taller than the village buildings, so she could only see orange light and plumes of smoke, but several soldiers stationed on the walkway were watching her. She waved to them, signaling she was fine.

“I’m surprised you allowed him to join you,” Farrin said. He shifted his gaze to the falling snow.

“Why?” Rakel asked. Crow is not a spy or plant. He has been too helpful, and the pain in his eyes when he spoke of the Battle of Gaula was too real. He is not one of Tenebris’s men.

“Because he’s a Chosen soldier. He has killed and fought Verglas citizens.”

Rakel put her back to Tana and also watched the snow. “The mercenary…he is not evil. His heart is good.”

“You are strong…to forgive the people who despised and feared you, and then to forgive a soldier who killed those people.” Farrin looked as if he wanted to say more. His expression was hesitant, and there was an extra depth to it that Rakel couldn’t interpret.

“If not for Phile, Oskar, and General Halvor, I might have let bitterness eat me alive. When I was exiled, I consoled myself that those who kept me on the mountain were wrong and evil. But although I have magic, I should not presume to know why people act as they do.”

“You are thinking of Steinar, and how he kept you on Ensom.”

Rakel blinked in surprise.

“Try asking him why,” Farrin advised.

“He said it was because he was afraid I might retaliate.”

“That is a partial truth.”

“How do you know?” Rakel asked.

Farrin avoided her gaze. “I spoke with him on several occasions. I didn’t see much use for him, but I know freeing him has been your ambition.”

Rakel caught the edge of her flapping cloak and pulled it closer to her body. “Yes.”

“And you forgive him as well?”

“I do…but forgiving him isn’t enough. I want a second chance—a new beginning. I want to know him, without holding our past against each other.” Farrin shifted, refocusing Rakel’s attention. “But I assume you did not come here to listen to me wax on about my younger brother. How can I help you, Farrin?”

The soft light in Farrin’s eyes was snuffed out. “I came to warn you. Now that Tenebris knows you can resist him, he will be more intent on killing you.”

“That is hardly a change in my expectations.”

“But it is. Previously he would have wanted to destroy you himself. That will no longer be so. Now he will pour any resource he can into ending your life. He will send assassins, spies, and will use every dark trick he can. You will no longer face danger on the battlefield, but in every moment of your life.”

Perfect. After I had just gotten the best of my paranoia. But no. I will not allow Tenebris to steal my happiness. Rakel knit her fingers together—simultaneously frightened and angered by the thought of Tenebris attacking her. “Thank you for the warning.”

Farrin nodded and raised his eyes to the sky. “Also, I will not be able to meet with you anymore.”

Rakel nodded; she had been expecting that. With Tenebris present, Farrin is probably being watched. Even if he has feelings for me, his first loyalty is to his leader.

“I wanted to tell you…. Next time on the battlefield, I will have to fight you seriously, Rakel.”

Rakel frowned as she internally repeated his words. She snuck a glance up at him, but the colonel didn’t seem any more deadly or intimidating than he had been a moment ago. His stance was relaxed, but his eyes were troubled.

“Could you clarify that?” she asked, fishing for information. If he meant we are once again enemies, he wouldn’t have come here tonight.

Farrin finally tore his eyes from the sky and faced her. “Tenebris will be watching me. I cannot afford to displease him, so I will have to fight you with everything I have.”

He can’t mean he will kill me. He still has…feelings for me. At least, I think he does. Rakel frowned thoughtfully. She reached out and placed her hand on his cheek.

Farrin set his gloved hand on top of hers, holding her hand there. “I won’t hurt you.” He was as quiet as the falling snow and leaned into her hand. “But you must fight back as if you fear for your life. Stay away from your troops to limit damage to bystanders.” He hesitated. “If I am injured, or worse, by you or your magic users, I will understand.”

The comment unexpectedly stung. “No.” She stepped back and withdrew her hand.

“Phile stands the best chance. I suspect her dagger is a magical artifact,” Farrin continued, his voice calm and nonchalant.

Rakel shook her head. “Why would you accept this?”

“Because killing you isn’t an option.” Farrin slowly reached for her hand and held it in his, then caressed the back of her hand with his fingers. “And I have always known one day I would pay for what I have done.”

“Whatever you have done cannot possibly require opening yourself up to death,” Rakel scolded.

Farrin stared down at their joined hands, then raised his gray eyes, impaling her with their intensity. “I have slain hundreds—perhaps thousands—of innocents. As a child, I was auctioned off in a Ringsted slave trade, and I was bought by a gladiator trainer from Sarthe. I made my first kill when I was twelve, and I slaughtered countless men and women every week. I became the champion gladiator of Sarthe and held that title for years.”

Rakel was so surprised she couldn’t find any words to say. She involuntarily tightened her grip on his hand.

“I only know blood and battles. I was trained and conditioned to kill. You believe Tenebris is bad? I am just as twisted and dark as he.” Though Farrin’s words sounded threatening, he spoke softly and briefly closed his eyes—as if he could blot out his words. “When he broke me out of the gladiator pits, I was little more than an animal used to hunt and kill. I still am that animal.”

Farrin let go of her hand, which dropped hard.

What do I say—to learn he went through that kind of pain? And I have complained of being exiled? No words would come to her lips. She felt guilty for ever considering her childhood a trial.

Farrin exhaled a puff of laughter that she recognized as his controlled chuckle. “I see I have shocked you. I apologize, but I thought you should know. There is no need to mourn me, Your Highness—though I never gave you a reason to from the start.” His lips were slanted in a bitter sort of smile, and his eyes were filled with yearning. “I only…” his unspoken words trailed off. “Never mind.” He turned his back to her and adjusted one of his gloves. “I will see you at the next battle. Until then.”

He tapped his speed magic, and he was gone.

Rakel pressed her lips into a thin line. Why does he feel that he has no other options? He said he cannot afford to displease Tenebris, but why?

Rakel slowly trekked back into Tana, tilting her head so snowflakes fell on her bare neck as she thought. I do not think it is a ploy or a trap. If it was, he wouldn’t have warned me that Tenebris will use alternative tactics to kill me. Tenebris doesn’t have his wretched sword…does he? Rakel hurried into Tana. Instead of making her way to the cottage in which Halvor had set up headquarters, she moved to the center of the village. The large block of ice that contained Farrin’s sword was there, glittering in the moonlight and covered with a thin veil of snow.

The ice was flawless, even after the long sleigh ride to Tana, but she wasn’t convinced. She placed her bare hand on the ice and tested it with her powers. There, she could feel the tang of his sword ping against her powers and reverberate in her bones. “No, it is here.” Tenebris was twisted enough to sacrifice his soldiers at the Battle of Gaula, so I doubt he’d think twice of abusing his officers. What does Farrin hold close besides his sword? His regiment? Rakel dragged her hand across the ice block. She felt unsettled and unsatisfied with their parting.

I do not wish to see him in pain—physical or emotional. Rakel’s fingers curled into fists as she recalled Farrin’s odd posture. Tenebris has injured him. She knew it with baffling clarity. The Chosen leader had wounded his own man in his fury—probably because of her.

She angrily turned from the ice block and stalked through the flickering torchlight, the hem of her blue skirts dusting snow from the ground. Tenebris is at the root of all of this. Farrin is not the evil one; he is! Unfortunately, if he is as strong as Crow claims, it will take everything I have to match him.

She could do it. Rakel loved her magic, but she was starkly realistic about it. She suspected she could match Tenebris stroke for stroke. The problem would be what would happen after. I could counter him, but what then? Using so much of my magic would have me asleep for days—if not weeks. With magic users like Farrin, the Chosen could strike while I was sleeping. I am not the only magic user Verglas has—or even the most talented, she thought, remembering Ragnar and Genovefa. But I have the best crowd-control and mass-effect magic.

“Something will have to change if we want to eliminate the Chosen—not beat them,” Rakel sighed. And we have to eliminate them—or they’ll be back again for the mirror. She shivered at the thought for a moment. “No,” she decided, straightening. “We have Halvor, Phile, and others like Ragnar. We will win. I will not use my magic to kill.”

Tossing the dark thoughts aside, Rakel turned in the direction of Halvor’s headquarters. A sleepy goat baaed at her as she glided past a stable, and Phile’s horse snorted and stomped a hoof. She stopped to offer the horse her palm to sniff and heard two sets of footsteps.

She spun.

Kai. She willed the tension from her shoulders.

Kai and his mother hurried through the village. Kai carried a bundle of wood, his mother a pack.

“Set it by the door,” his mother said.

“Alright.” Kai stacked the wood by a cottage door. “Shall I go get more?”

“No,” his mother said. “You may go find Gerta.”

“Thank you, Mother!” Kai tried to hug her, but she backed away from him.

“Only for a few minutes. Mind your manners,” she said as she stepped inside the cottage and shut the door.

Kai stood there for a moment like a kicked puppy, his head hanging.

“Kai! Hurry,” Gerta called from deeper in the village.

Kai’s head came up. “Coming.”

Rakel watched the young boy trot away, and her heart ached with pain. The people have come so far…but it’s not enough, yet. Still, she is his mother. She loves him. She will come to accept him.

Rakel fixed her chin and started again for headquarters. Now, for the war…

And all the way there, she kept a watchful eye on the shadows.


Chapter 8
On The Subject Of Poaching


“Isimply cannot believe Tenebris Malus is human,” Phile announced. “Snorri and I snuck into the First Regiment—into his tent—and I couldn’t find anything that indicated anything about his past.”

Rakel pushed food around her wooden plate. “I don’t imagine he became the leader of an army of magic users by acting carelessly.”

“Bully for him, but that will have to change. I am the Robber Maiden! I steal whatever I want, and what I want is information on him!”

Rakel sipped her goblet of apple cider. “Don’t you think you should be satisfied that you were able to sneak around the camp? Based on Snorri’s model of the place, it is a feat that should be commended.”

Phile scoffed. “With Snorri using his magic, it is child’s play. I have decided: when I open my guild, I shall poach Snorri from the Verglas army.”

“And how do you intend to do that?” Rakel nodded and offered a hint of a smile to a group of three villagers who bowed to her as they hurried past.

“I have no idea,” Phile admitted. Her pretty face was twisted with irritation as she adjusted the red kerchief covering the ponytail of her black hair.

The pair was sitting in the mess hall—what used to be an inn before the invasion. As it was the lunch hour, almost everyone was present. Gerta, Kai, and the other two children in the village were eating together under Hilda’s watchful eye. Oskar was seated with Knut, Topi, and a mixture of magic users and soldiers. His infectious smile and good humor had the entire table laughing.

“I am fairly confident I will be able to match Tenebris, particularly if Liv is there to support me.” Rakel smiled at Halvor and Steinar when they entered the mess hall side by side. “But that does raise a few problems.”

Phile nodded. “Your brother told General Halvor he wants your role reduced so you aren’t required to expend so much of your power.”

“General Halvor didn’t agree?” Rakel asked, slightly shocked. Halvor was her second biggest nursemaid after Oskar, and he was intent on keeping her as swaddled as possible. The only reason she didn’t have a guard—as Liv did—was because he knew she would dismiss them.

“Oh, no, he agreed. That is why they plan to keep you in the center of the army instead of on the front lines during the next attack,” Phile said. “But you didn’t hear that from me.”

“They what?” Rakel hissed, dropping her wooden spoon.

Phile raised her hands. “I’m not saying I support their decision; I just thought a fair warning was in place.”

“If I don’t match Tenebris, we’ll slowly be bled of resources, troops, and time. Spring will come, and then I’ll be almost completely incapacitated. And that doesn’t even begin to address the problem of Farrin. We have to strike now—keeping me coddled is not the answer!”

“What we need is someone who has defense-focused magic, and who can guard you while you’re out of it,” Phile said.

“Defense-focused magic?” Rakel asked.

Phile used Foedus to make patterns in the gravy smeared across her plate. “Like Farrin’s. Magic that can counter other magic. Kai has it, but he’s too young and untrained.”

“He’s a child. We cannot put him on the battlefield.” Rakel glanced at the little boy. He was unaware of her scrutiny and smiled at something Gerta said.

“All I was saying is that Kai has defensive possibilities, too.” Phile spun Foedus across her knuckles. “Unfortunately, he’s the only magic user we’ve found so far with such powers in Verglas. Though that does raise a good point we could press on your brother and Halvor.”

“What?” Rakel asked.

“Perhaps we could dispatch a few people to search for magic users outside of Verglas who could help. There are plenty of enslaved and repressed magic users. Any of them would jump at the chance for freedom, and I’m sure there must be some with the kind of powers we need.”

Something about the idea made Rakel uneasy, though she couldn’t put her finger on it. But Phile has the right idea. Recruitment would help us greatly. Rakel thought of Farrin, and she frowned. I wonder…why did I not think of this previously?

“We do not have to journey outside of Verglas to recruit,” Rakel said.

“Oh really?” Phile eyed Rakel. “Because I would love to know where you are going to dredge up a magic user with powers comparable to Farrin’s.”

“I don’t have to find anyone. I will, as you put it, poach him.”

Phile stood up and almost flipped her plate. “What?” She looked around and realized her sudden movements had caught a lot of attention, so she smiled and plopped back down on the chair. After a moment she leaned across the table and growled. “You want to poach Farrin Graydim? How do you intend to do that? Waltz up to him and say ‘I beg your pardon, Colonel Graydim, loyalist and top military officer of the Chosen Army, I have decided I want you for my army. Would you come with me?’”

Rakel thought for a moment. “That sounds about right.”

“And you think he’ll agree?”

“There’s a good chance he will.”

“Why?”

“Because he has feelings for me.” Rakel sipped her apple cider. “I feel ashamed for not thinking of it sooner. I wondered, but it hadn’t occurred to me to push.” Perhaps telling me his background was a cry for help? She winced. I should have stopped him from leaving. If Tenebris learns he spoke to me, I imagine the consequences will be even worse. When she realized Phile hadn’t said a word, she looked up from her drink.

The Robber Maiden was slack jawed, caught in a rare moment of shock. “He has feelings for you?”

Rakel blinked. “I thought you knew. You made enough implications about our friendship that I assumed you did.”

“Of course I knew! But I didn’t think you would recognize his affection for at least a thousand nights!” Phile thrust an accusing finger in her direction. “How did you—a socially awkward exile who barely understands the meaning of friendship and lived like a mountain man in the hills for twelve years—realize that Farrin Graydim fancies you?”

Rakel frowned at the backhanded compliment. “I have a tolerable understanding of what friendship is.”

“Now you do! When I first approached you to practice fighting in the morning, I had to drag you kicking and biting into it.”

Rakel sniffed. “I would never do something so low as biting another person.”

“How did you figure it out, Rakel?” Phile’s voice was solemn, and her dark eyes were crinkled with confusion.

She is serious. Rakel settled her hands on her lap. “It was not as difficult as you seem to think. I was aware of the concept of love—it’s a theme often presented in fairy tales, and I owned several volumes of those when I first arrived on Ensom Peak.”

“That means you knew such a thing existed. You had no way of knowing Farrin felt that way about you. How did you figure it out?”

Feeling uncomfortable, Rakel knit her hands together. It felt traitorous to share Farrin’s heart—though he had done little to disguise his feelings. “It was the way he acted. No one—not you nor Oskar nor Halvor, no one I have ever met—looks at me the way he does. You, Kai, and Greta embrace me without thought. Farrin often touches me and is slow to move away—as though he treasures the interactions. I did not have a category for the way he treated me, so for some time I assumed it was because he saw us as enemies. It took me a shamefully long time to categorize his actions and realize what they meant.”

“I’m shocked.” Phile hunched over her plate. “I didn’t think you would ever get it. I was saving up that tasty tidbit of information to launch on Halvor and Oskar when we needed an edge to win an argument.”

Rakel, no longer feeling badly about holding out on her effervescent friend, raised her eyebrows. “I see.”

Phile removed her kerchief and ran her hands through the fringe of her ponytail. “You think he will be convinced that easily to leave Tenebris?”

“Farrin Graydim is more similar to me than you know,” Rakel said, thinking back to the beginning of her acquaintance with Phile. “He longs for someone to accept him in spite of what he is and what he has done. If we offer that and do not ask him to slaughter, I am almost certain he will join our cause.”

“Will you pretend you love him?” Phile said.

Rakel blinked in surprise.

Phile used Foedus to point at her. “You can’t fool me, Little Wolf. I know you don’t love him, yet. Will you mislead him to assure that he will join us?”

“No,” Rakel said. “If I did that, I would be no better than Tenebris.”

“What?”

“Farrin has a painful history—as I suspect most of the high-ranking officers in the Chosen possess. Tenebris freed Farrin and used his gratitude to recruit him.” Rakel paused, realizing that Phile’s earlier recruitment suggestion had been similar. We would have freed the magic users from their oaths. We are nothing like him.

“I see. It’s admirable that you plan to be honest with him, but do you think his attachment is so strong that he will join us even though you do not love him?”

Thinking back to his pained expression, Rakel nodded. “He’s searching for a way out, I think, but he is afraid no one will take him. If I present a token of my trust, he will come.”

“I have to admit, I find your confidence in his feelings irritating. I was looking forward to using the knowledge of his admiration against you for weeks to come.” Phile sighed and rested her chin on her hands. “So…a token? What would that be?”

Rakel adjusted the sleeves of her linen shirt and said nothing.

Phile sat up. “No—you aren’t thinking…?”

Rakel met her gaze. “It would make my trust unmistakable.”

“It will also get you tossed back to Ostfold when you suggest it to Halvor.”

Rakel peeked at the general, who was listening to an oral report from one of the soldiers. “I don’t want to go behind his back. He deserves to be informed, but…”

“But he doesn’t trust Farrin. Even if Farrin showed up with a white horse and a bouquet of flowers, he would have him run-through,” Phile admitted. “Oskar would react even worse.”

“Oskar is more prone to giving me whatever I want,” Rakel said, realizing with surprise that it was true.

“Yeah, but something tells me he’s not going to let this one go so easily. If you succeed, you’ll be inviting an enemy into the camp.”

“Isn’t that what Crow is? He has made himself well liked.” Rakel gestured to the talkative mercenary, who was chatting up Hilda.

“Fine. You’re right. You should tell Halvor what you’re going to attempt, but I would keep quiet on your idea for a token of faith.”

“Very well,” Rakel said. It displeased her to keep even part of the truth from Halvor, but Phile was right. If he knew she intended to return Farrin’s sword to him, he would forbid it—princess or not. “Do you think they will believe I can recruit him?”

“Ogle-worthy Oskar thinks you can do just about anything, so he won’t doubt you. Handsome Halvor might, but he’ll come around. He knows you are capable, and you don’t boast of your powers. If you think you can snag Graydim, he’ll come to trust you. When will you tell them?”

“There’s a meeting tonight. It’s a small group—just a few of the magic users, officers, General Halvor, Steinar, and Oskar. I will propose it then.”

Phile nodded. “Smart. We’ll be marching out soon for battle. You’ll want to have your plan blended with theirs before then.”

Rakel nodded. She fidgeted, trying to ease her apprehension.

“Don’t worry, I’ll support you.” Phile offered her a smile. “If you can snag Farrin, it will be a large blow to the Chosen and a boon to us. He’ll guard you with everything he has, and I imagine some of his more loyal underlings would come with him, boosting our numbers. It’s the best outcome we could dream of.”

“I hope so.” Wanting to get off the topic, Rakel pointed to Kai and Gerta. “How do you think Kai is doing?”

Phile tapped her lips. “Gerta is treating him the same—bless her soul. If it weren’t for her, I think it would be harder on him.”

“His mother seems to be having a hard time adjusting.” Rakel nudged her plate away from her.

“I noticed that as well. It’s not too surprising, I guess. Even if magic is more accepted now, thanks to you, there will always been some who find it frightening.”

“She is his mother,” Rakel said.

“She’s scared, Little Wolf. Fright makes people do things that are out of character. You of all people should understand that,” Phile said.

Rakel was silent.

“Though I can recognize it would touch a nerve in you. At least he has Gerta’s family. Granny Hilda is as affectionate and warm with him as ever,” Phile said. She offered Rakel a relaxed smile. “And he has you.”

“Us,” Rakel corrected.

“You betcha,” Phile agreed.

Rakel rose. “Would you like to practice?”

“Again?” Though she was surprised, Phile stood with no hesitation.

“Yes,” Rakel said. “I could use the release.”

“Smart girl. If using your magic isn’t enough, we could always try to judge which man in the camp is the most handsome—excluding your brother. Unless…do you have a Bunad in his size?”

“Enough, Phile.”

“No, it is never enough. Just you wait until Colonel Dimwit is part of the camp. Then you’ll have a complete set of handsome men at your beck and call.” Phile winked and zipped out of the mess hall, ducking the snowball Rakel tried to pelt her with.

“Keep running, Robber Maiden!” Rakel called.

“I intend to!”
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The evening meeting was not precisely what Rakel expected. Prior to dinner, three riders of the resistance movement—still unnamed, although the representatives told her they were now considering being called the Frosted Fellowship—entered Tana.

It seemed the resistance had a sizable force in the area and was eager to help in the battle against Tenebris, so Halvor had extended an invitation to attend the meeting. It wasn’t the extra people Rakel found unusual, but more their….behavior.

“We must thank you, Princess, for all you have done for us,” the first representative—an icicle-thin man named Hròarr—said.

Rakel forced herself to smile, though she quite frankly found their good will a little overwhelming. “Thank you, but I could not have done this alone.”

“No, but you have such a pure and generous heart—to fight on our behalf, when we as a people trembled in fear of you?” Hròarr said. One of the other representatives elbowed him.

“That is no way to talk to royalty,” the elbower hissed.

“It is I who must thank you for your loyalty and bravery,” Rakel said, eager to get their attention off her. “I have heard of what you have done—how you have freed villages farther south. Thank you for your courage and sacrifice.”

“Of course, Princess. We are honored by your words,” the third representative chimed.

Hròarr nodded emphatically. “We are!” he insisted.

Rakel exhaled with relief when she saw Oskar and Steinar taking their seats—leaving a space between them for her. “If you’ll excuse me, I wish to sit with my beloved brother for the duration of the meeting.”

The elbower tilted her head. “Beloved?” She then ducked and blushed furiously, catching her blunder. “Begging your pardon, Princess.”

Rakel jumped on the reaction, anxious to prove how highly she thought of Steinar. “Yes. It is unfortunate our lives have been a misery of misunderstandings, but I can now say with confidence that I implicitly trust my brother. Verglas is lucky to have him as its King.”

Hròarr studied Steinar. “As you say, Princess.”

“Thank you. If you’ll excuse me.”

“Of course, Princess!”

Rakel offered the trio another small smile and began to make her way towards Oskar and her brother. “May I?” she asked, indicating to the seat between the two men.

Oskar’s green eyes twinkled. “Of course, Princess. It would be our greatest pleasure.”

Steinar offered her a tepid smile and adjusted the chair so it wasn’t crooked.

“There are more in attendance than I thought there would be,” she said. They’d been forced to commandeer the mess hall.

“It is to be expected. It will be the first real battle we’ll have since Tenebris’s arrival,” Oskar said.

“What about the villages we’ve freed?” Rakel asked.

“Those skirmishes hardly count. We faced nothing but mercenary troops—and only two of the villages had a magic user posted in them.” Oskar said.

Rakel leaned back in her chair with relief when she saw Phile enter. She hadn’t counted on suggesting her plan of action—recruiting Farrin—in front of so many. The support Phile would give would hearten her.

“I believe the talks are about to begin,” Steinar said.

In the front of the room, General Halvor stood with Snorri at his back. The scout fussed with the block model he had constructed of the area where they were hoping to make their stand. Halvor—his arms folded across his chest—watched the gathering with his usual guarded expression. When he caught Rakel’s gaze, he bowed to her and to Steinar.

“If we might begin,” General Halvor started.

The occupants of the room quieted and sat on benches and chairs or leaned against the walls.

“I am pleased to announce that we will have more troops than originally estimated. The southern resistance has sent a considerable number of archers to aid us,” Halvor said. “They make a welcome addition. After speaking with their leaders, I hope to keep them hidden in the crevices of the hills on either side of the battlefield, allowing us to attack the Chosen army on three sides.”

Some of Halvor’s officers nodded and took notes. Ragnar raised his hand. “If you don’t mind my asking, sir, will they be hiding using forestry methods, or do you plan for the princess to shield ’em?”

“Members of the resistance are particularly skilled at attacking Chosen troops and disappearing into the landscape. They will employ this technique to limit their losses and continue to aid us,” Halvor said.

“I could build ice walls—like the ones I made around Tana—to shield them,” Rakel said. “It’s just a matter of making slits for arrows and lookout holes.”

“It is a good idea,” General Halvor said, standing with his hands clasped behind his back. “But unfortunately, we will not be able to carry it out.”

Phile moved to stand across the room from Rakel and tilted her head. “Why not?”

“The princess is the only magic user we have that can defend against Tenebris. We are extremely fortunate to have Liv in our ranks, which means the curses are deadly, but not the instant kills as they were for our troops in the south,” General Halvor said. “We cannot risk dividing the princess’s attention between Tenebris and elsewhere.”

Rakel raised an eyebrow. “I made a glacier and rammed an entire army into Ostfold in a matter of minutes. I am capable of keeping a wall-structure up and occupying Tenebris. Tenebris is powerful, so he most assuredly has a price as I do. He will be limited in some way.”

“You are capable, but if you are unconscious for a number of days, the Chosen will likely trample us. We must assume they know your price, as Colonel Graydim witnessed it. Additionally, if Tenebris has a price or limit on his magic, we have not discovered it—though we have some suspicions,” General Halvor said.

“Crow doesn’t know it?” Phile stood on her tiptoes and waved to the mercenary when she spotted him.

“I’m sorry to say I’m as ignorant as a fledgling,” Crow said. “Tenebris barely tolerated us foot soldiers, but I don’t think even his colonels know what he pays to use his magic.”

“What are your suspicions?” Steinar asked.

General Halvor bowed to the king. “The unusually long amount of time he spent in the south seems odd, given the strong push he made when he entered Verglas. After the Battle of Gaula, he did not use his powers so extensively again.”

“It does seem strange,” Oskar admitted. “Has the resistance heard anything?” he asked, addressing the three representatives.

Hròarr shook his head and ran his hand through his scrubby hair. “We’re fair ignorant of the way magic works, sir. Though it’s possible someone from the far south noticed. There are a few older women renowned for their…arts, and one of them belonged to one of the first conquered cities. It’s still locked up tight as a hazelnut, though.”

“It sounds like Grandmother Hilda’s contact,” Oskar said.

“We will present her with a request to inquire further with her contacts,” General Halvor said.

“I understand that knowing his price or limit would aid us,” Rakel said, “But I still believe that if we wish to use the resistance forces to their greatest capacity, I need to build ice structures to protect them.”

“It’s not possible, Princess,” General Halvor said.

“What if we were to recruit Farrin Graydim?” Rakel asked.

The room exploded in whispers and yelps.

“What?”

“Colonel Graydim?”

“We nearly killed ourselves keeping him occupied in Glowma, and Ostfold was barely any better,” Frodi said.

“Exactly.” Rakel ignored the nay-sayers. “If Farrin could be brought to our side, it would be a terrible loss for the Chosen. They depend on him to keep a large number of our magic users occupied, and none of our soldiers can face him due to his speed magic.”

“Perhaps, but it cannot be done,” General Halvor said. “He is loyal to his cause.”

“Not so loyal.” Oskar’s expression turned thoughtful as he studied Rakel. “If he were, he would not feed the princess so much information.”

Rakel offered her attendant a smile, thankful for his support.

“I think it’s a smashing idea!” Phile said.

General Halvor glared at her.

Rakel pressed her case. “You know he will be dispatched to attack me. You have it worked into the plan to have a small squad of magic users intercept and engage him. Let him come to me, and I will ask him.”

General Halvor placed a hand on the hilt of his sword. “While I must admit Oskar is correct, and Farrin Graydim doesn’t seem to see you as an enemy, I do not think it is likely he will accept your offer. Moreover, it is not wise to hinge an entire battle plan on a mere possibility.”

“Do it,” Steinar spoke, shocking everyone into silence. He didn’t seemed to notice the room’s scrutiny as he stared at General Halvor. “Change the plan so Rakel can speak to Farrin.”

The silence was thick and suffocating until Hròarr worked up the courage to ask, “You think he’ll listen to her, King Steinar?”

“He will.” Steinar’s confidence and firmness were as solid as a frozen waterfall.

General Halvor hesitated. He looked back and forth between the royal siblings and then bowed. “As you wish—though I request that we have a number of back-up plans in place.”

“Of course,” Rakel murmured.

Steinar nodded his acceptance.

“Very well. The resistance fighters will be in four separate groups,” General Halvor said, returning his attention to the model.

The meeting went late into the night, and by the time they had concluded, all but the soldiers on the night watch had retired for the evening.

“Steinar,” Rakel said when she slipped outside after her brother.

“Yes, Rakel?”

“Could you walk with me—for just a moment?” She asked. She glanced over her shoulder, checking to make sure the resistance representatives could see them.

“Certainly.” Steinar offered his arm, which Rakel took. She smiled at him when he didn’t flinch at her touch. “You wish to show the resistance that we are a united front?” he guessed as they meandered away.

“Partially, but I had a question for you.”

“Yes?”

Rakel hesitated, trying to find the right words. “Why do you believe Farrin will listen to me?”

Steinar nodded and dropped his gaze to his feet. “I interacted with Farrin on several occasions, the first of which was when he took Ostfold. The most recent interaction was when he and his forces retreated to Ostfold from Glowma. Therefore, I have seen him before he met you, as well as after.” Steinar met Rakel’s piercing blue eyes with his own. “He knows a great deal about you.”

“I am the enemy. It would be natural for him to keep information on me,” she said.

“No.” Steinar stopped when they reached the center of Tana. His gaze lingered on the ice block that held Farrin’s sword. “The knowledge he demonstrated is well beyond that of spying. He knows your heart—at least, I think he does.”

“Why do you say that?”

“When Farrin left to conquer what was left of Verglas, I was placed under the supervision of Major Peadar. Major Peadar—like all officers of the Chosen Army—possesses magic and a hatred for those without it. As neither he nor any of the Chosen particularly cared about my well-being, they decided to have me isolated.” Steinar hesitated. He scuffed his boot on the snow-covered ground and seemed unwilling to continue.

“They threw you in the dungeons?” She gripped the skirts of her dress with her free hand to keep the breeze from ruffling them.

“No…they put me in the tower where you were kept as a child.”

Rakel’s heart stopped. “There?” Her voice was little more than a squeak. “I’m so sorry. I-I tried to topple it in the invasion. I could have killed you!”

“I wasn’t kept there by the time you arrived,” Steinar said. “When Farrin returned and learned where I was, he came and personally escorted me back to the castle, putting me under guard in a spare bedroom.” Steinar’s forehead puckered as he stared at the glittering ice block. “I thought he was going to execute me, but when I said as much, he laughed. He told me he would be happy to leave me in the tower—and it would serve me right—but if he did, it would be that much easier for you to save me.” Steinar shifted his gaze to the sky. “I thought he was lying. I couldn’t conceive of the idea that you would possibly want to save me. But Farrin knew. He had no reason to lie to me—he didn’t care for me at all. Because of his words, I dared to hope.”

Steinar looked to her again. “I’m sorry, Rakel, for everything our parents did and for everything I have done. That tower…I had to endure it for a few weeks, and it nearly drove me mad. I cannot imagine how you felt spending years there.”

“I am sorry for the treatment you endured under the custody of the Chosen,” Rakel said.

Steinar snorted. “It was better than what you received from your own family. I was ashamed to learn from our enemy about you.”

Rakel tried to soften the topic with a teasing smile. “I don’t know. I resorted to books—there are very few written on you.”

“He will be yours, if you wish it.”

“Farrin?”

“Yes.”

She sighed. “I hope you are right.”

“I don’t mean he will just be your soldier,” Steinar said. “The way he spoke about you…”

“I know,” Rakel said. There were footsteps behind them. Rakel spun, ready to face—Knut and Ensign Topi on patrol. She exhaled and let her shoulders sag but remained alert. If she was a target, Steinar must be one as well. I can’t even speak to my brother without Tenebris ruining it in one way or another…

Steinar gave her a lopsided smile. “I am sorry that you bear so many burdens. You carry all of us on your shoulders.”

“It is a shared burden,” she said. “I do not carry it alone—nor would I ever be able to.”

“You are certain you do not wish to be queen?”

“I have no desire to rule or make laws. But selfishly, I want to be the Snow Queen,” Rakel said. “If you tell Phile, I will deny it all my life, but the name delights me. I want to be the monarch of winter and to protect our people with what most would think the worst weather in the continent. If I could live out my days with those I consider important—with those I love…I would consider my life a blessed one.”

“I am sorry to tell you, my sister, but if I must be King of Verglas, you will not be able to live carefree,” Steinar said. Though he smiled, his eyes were sad. “You are powerful, and even after we defeat the Chosen, there will be some who crave power and will seek to test themselves against you.”

A cold hand clenched Rakel’s heart for a moment as she thought of the mirror. He’s right, but how can I stop it?

“Additionally, I don’t believe the magic community will let you sink into obscurity. You are wildly powerful, and you bring others hope. Don’t you wish to free magic users across the continent?”

She thought of Farrin and the pain in his eyes as he explained his past; she thought of Liv, who bravely accepted the censure of other women for her magic. “Yes.”

“So, I will be King of Verglas. You, sister of mine, will be the Snow Queen—of all the continent,” Steinar decreed.

Rakel chuckled. “As if the continent would have me.”

“They will,” Steinar predicted. “But first, if I were you, I would prepare myself for the backlash you will face from Tenebris. He will not take it kindly when you steal his best colonel.”

“True, but it will just be one of the many sins I have committed against him,” Rakel said.

“I hope Farrin joins—for your sake,” Steinar said. “You need a guard, and he would never leave you.”

“I am not Verglas’s only hope,” Rakel reminded him.

“No. But you offer the path of the least bloodshed.”

But I don’t. If word gets out about the mirror, Verglas will be bathed in blood. A feeling of hopelessness threatened to storm Rakel. Even if she could recruit Farrin and rid Verglas of the Chosen, what then? It was just a matter of time before their doom arrived in a different body, veiled with a new shade of darkness.

As if sensing her troubling thoughts, Steinar straightened and smiled. “Come. The hour is late, and we need to sleep.”

“Very well. Thank you, brother.” She squeezed his arm.

“It is my pleasure, Rakel.”


Chapter 9
Vows To Verglas


Phile dropped from the sky like an owl and grunted when she landed on the snowy ground. “You called it, General. The Chosen troops began marching when we pulled out of Tana. If they continue on their current course, we will meet them in the valley between the Lowland Hills.”

General Halvor adjusted his grip on the reins of his mountain pony. “Excellent work. And Snorri?”

“Following up to make sure they stay on course. He’ll make the signal—though I don’t think we’ll miss ’em.” Phile glanced at Rakel, who was crouched on the ground rubbing snow between her fingers. “What’s wrong?”

“The temperature. It’s above freezing; the snow is starting to melt,” Rakel said. “I’ll have to lower the temperature.”

“Will that overtax you?” Oskar asked.

“No.” Rakel watched the Verglas army as the wind picked up. “It will be particularly easy with the hills on either side, isolating the wind.”

Though they were called the Lowland Hills, in truth, they were cliffs—nearly sheer cliffs with a large valley stretched between them.

“Very well. We will continue on this route.” General Halvor turned his pony to the front of the army. “Move out!”

Rakel managed to scramble on top of Frigid. He snorted, but he was less skittish than the reindeer pulling the supply sleighs. Rakel patted his furry neck and muttered, “Me, too.”

In spite of all her brave words to Phile, Steinar, and the rest, she was apprehensive. What if I’ve overestimated Farrin’s feelings for me? What if he doesn’t care about Tenebris’s actions? Rakel shifted on her blanket saddle, moving side to side with Frigid’s swaying walk. What if Tenebris was not using his full strength against my counter attack during the surprise ambush, and he is much stronger than I?

“Chin up, Princess,” Oskar said.

Rakel shook her head, clearing her mind of her grim thoughts. “I apologize, what did you say?”

Oskar was in one of the sleighs instead of on a pony. Though he had to look up at her, a knowing edge glittered in his eyes. “You are doubting yourself. Don’t.”

“I think it would be natural. I promised a great deal,” Rakel said.

“Stop worrying. If any mortal can pull off this battle, it’s you,” Oskar said.

Rakel glanced at Phile—who carried Farrin’s sword, wrapped and disguised. “I hope so. If I can’t, I might ruin us all.”

Oskar’s smile was as timeless and knowing as the snow-covered mountains. “You are the Snow Queen, Rakel. Have faith, and step forward.” He gestured at the valley. Verglas troops poured in one end; the Chosen oozed from the opposite direction.

Grateful for the chance to set her musings aside, Rakel drew her shoulders back and tugged on her magic. It sensed her fear, for it doused her like an avalanche. Rakel scowled and tilted her head back, taking control of her powers. It softened under her hands, and the temperature began to fall. She closed her eyes and felt for the ice structures she had made the previous night. They were standing—though she couldn’t tell if the resistance fighters were behind them or not. At the moment, the walls were covered with caps of snow, hiding the resistance troops in darkened caves.

Rakel dismounted Frigid and started walking with Oskar to the front lines. It took several minutes to reach the magic users stationed in front.

“Archers, on my mark,” Halvor shouted as he rode past. A Verglas soldier—Knut probably—blew a haunting note on a ram’s horn.

From the Chosen side came a drumbeat that throbbed like the heartbeat of a monster. It made Rakel’s stomach churn.

Eydìs held a hand to her chest. “They have so many more soldiers.” Dismay clawed at her voice.

“Stand strong, partner.” Frodi removed his gloves and snapped his fingers, cradling tongues of fire in his palms. “We’ll get through this.”

Eydìs nodded, though the creases on her face spoke of worry. “Good luck, Princess. We’ll hold them off.” She smiled.

“Thank you. Phile, which regiment are we facing?” Rakel asked as General Halvor stopped his mount by her.

Phile joined them. “The third, Kavon’s—like Halvor predicted. I think almost all of Farrin’s magic users are present, but none of the mercenaries under him are. It’s all Kavon’s forces, and a few squads of troops Tenebris brought with himself.” She rubbed her mitten-covered hands together and gave Rakel a reproachful look. “Do you have to make it this cold? Give it a few more minutes, and I won’t be able to feel my nose.”

Rakel eased off on her powers. “Sorry.”

“Everyone is in position,” General Halvor said. “We are ready.”

“Do we let them strike first?” Oskar asked.

“No. I want to use our archers as our first attack, but we will make them come to us,” Halvor said. “Princess?”

Rakel scanned the troops. “You are certain Steinar will remain in back?” She had argued strenuously against his presence, but Steinar had been insistent.

“Yes,” General Halvor said.

“I still can’t believe you let the king out here,” Phile said.

Halvor sourly frowned at Rakel. “He gave his word to stay out of combat—which is more than could be said for other royals of the same family.”

“This is a risk we have to take, Halvor. If I can get Farrin…”

“I know,” General Halvor said.

Oskar pointed to the sky. “I believe they’re readying their assault.” Swollen thunderclouds formed overhead. In spite of the cold temperatures, lighting flashed and crackled.

Rakel scowled. “He’s finally learning. He used the warm temperatures and my artificial cold front to create a storm-head.”

“Princess,” Halvor started.

“Done,” Rakel said. There was a large boom overhead as Rakel tapped her powers, this time using them to clear out all warm air. The temperature dropped again, making Phile shiver.

“Darn that boy!” she sniffed.

“Incoming,” Topi called.

“Archers, on my mark!” General Halvor shouted, wheeling his pony around.

The Chosen mercenaries charged across the valley with a roar, their weapons raised.

“Now!” Halvor shouted.

Verglas archers fired, taking down rows of enemy troops. But the Chosen far outnumbered them, and more soldiers poured on the field to make up for the loss.

Verglas archers nocked another round of arrows, and the front-line troops—all bearing shields improved by Tollak, who charmed them to be lightweight and nearly impossible to dent, much less destroy—raised their shields and prepared for the onslaught.

“Magic users, now!” Halvor shouted.

Frodi flicked his hands, and the rope Eydìs had laid up and down the lengths of the field erupted into flames. Frodi yelped, surprised at the ferocity with which they caught fire. Blue colored flames leaped up like a flickering wall, scorching the Chosen soldiers near it.

Eydìs rubbed her hands with glee. “That worked better than I expected.”

Frodi stared at the wall of fire, aghast. “What did you do?”

“I soaked the rope in barrels of alcohol.”

“Well done,” Halvor said.

“Yeah, it doesn’t last too long, though,” Frodi said. The blue colored flames consumed the alcohol in the ropes and sputtered out.

Halvor unsheathed his sword. “Infantry, stand firm!”

The two forces collided in a cacophony of sound. Some soldiers shouted; others screamed. But the Verglas lines held, and the shields kept them safe until they pushed through with their own attack.

Knut blew another note on the horn, signaling the arrival of the Chosen magic users. There were more than they had ever faced previously—at least forty of them—but one of them was struck down by Genovefa before they drew close enough to attack.

“Excuse us,” Eydìs said.

Frodi saluted Rakel. “Princess.” He chased after his partner, who almost hit him in the face with a pack of dried food.

“Eat up. We’re going to have some fun.” She laughed.

Farther up the line, Rakel heard curses of irritation as Tollak slapped unbreakable restraints on every Chosen magic user he could find. A Verglas soldier built like a massive blacksmith guarded his back, throwing attackers away like they were wee kittens.

Many of the magic users poured around them and fell on the magic-less Verglas troops, wreaking havoc.

“We’re going to be heavily outnumbered in magical strength.” Rakel gathered up more and more of her powers.

Phile offered her a smile. “Only for a few minutes. Have faith in him, Little Wolf. He picked you, after all.” Phile abandoned her mittens and thick jacket, leaped onto her horse, and cantered away. “Don’t worry, Oskar. This time I’ll steal a horse for you, too!” she called over her shoulder. With a whoop, she plowed into a Chosen magic user who was harassing Verglas troops.

Rakel itched to use her powers, but she had promised Halvor she wouldn’t move until Farrin or Tenebris did. Her magic roared in her as she watched a Chosen magic user slay a Verglas soldier. Shot with arrows like a pincushion, he kept running through the ranks like a madman—his eyes unfocused and his mouth fixed in a horrible grin.

Just when Rakel was about to reach out and encage him, Genovefa pounced, moving with her elf-speed and grace, knocking him unconscious in an instant.

“Princess,” Oskar said. “Tenebris is up to something.”

Rakel swallowed sharply when she saw the black cloud forming at the far end of the valley. Her mouth went dry. “If you’ll excuse me, Oskar.”

Oskar bowed. “Godspeed.”

Rakel tried to smile but gave up on the lost effort and trotted away. She kept to the edge of the fight so she was out of the way but able to intervene. As she watched, the black cloud slithered across the valley like a monstrous snake, making its way towards the Verglas front line. The frenzied screams from deep in the Chosen army reaffirmed Crow’s testament—Tenebris sacrificed his own soldiers to throw his deadly powers at the enemy. Merciless.

Rakel waited until the cloud stretched only a few horse lengths away from Verglas troops, then used her magic. A crystalline wall of ice jutted out of the ground, stretching high above the battlefield and extending past the reach of the black cloud. She used more than necessary—she wanted to be certain it wouldn’t get past her.

The black cloud brushed against the ice wall. Rakel yelped—she could feel the darkness snapping at her magic—making the wall frost over and carving snowflakes the size of sleighs into its surface.

The cursed magic resisted for a moment, straining to force its darkness through the white ice. The crystalline wall sang and shattered—but the black cloud disappeared.

Rakel released the breath of air she had been holding. It works. I can counter him.

A breeze picked up. She blinked, and Farrin Graydim stood in front of her, his new sword held above his head. His white scar underlined his dark eyes. Instead of his recent expression of tolerance, the sharp, relentless edge was back in his face. His lips were turned down in a barely discernible frown that, matched with his furrowed eyebrows, darkened his expression. He swung his sword down at her, and it took everything she had to keep from moving.

“I warned you I would fight you at full strength.” Farrin said. He had stopped his sword a hair’s breadth from her neck, and rested it on her collarbone. “Defend yourself.”

Rakel clenched her shaking hands into fists. “No, thank you.”

Farrin took a step closer, but the blade of his sword didn’t even nick her skin. “We have to fight, Rakel. You stand between my leader and what he wants.”

“So leave him.”

Farrin drew his shoulders back. “The Chosen took me in when I was little more than an animal and made me human. I can’t abandon them.”

“Did they really, though?” Rakel asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Does Tenebris see you as more than a leashed attack dog?” Rakel asked.

Farrin froze, his expression indiscernible.

This is where it gets dangerous. If I say the wrong thing, I could anger him. “Using your magic isn’t what makes you human or not; it’s your heart.” Rakel pointed to the Verglas troops, who were standing against the vicious battering ram of the Chosen forces. “My heart is with this land and these people, but they would never force me to do something I didn’t want, and they wouldn’t beat me like an animal for refusing them.”

Farrin’s eyes narrowed. “Your people love you because you have never slipped into the shadows and stained your hands with blood. I know your childhood is a void, Princess, but you must realize that the majority of magic users have darkness in their hearts.”

“That is a horrible excuse,” Rakel said. The wind tugged on the braid of her hair.

Farrin’s lips twisted. “You think it is an excuse? You think I take pleasure in killing? I stay with the Chosen because they accept me. You cannot tell me that after hearing of what I have done, you earnestly wish to befriend me. You are speaking with me only to occupy me so I do not harass your other magic users.”

Rakel flinched when she heard shouts. Tenebris had launched another cloud of darkness—one Rakel hadn’t noticed, so it reached the Verglas forces. The cloud disappeared, and moments later the shouting stopped. Liv. Rakel smiled and returned her attention to Farrin. “You are right. My job is to stop you and counter Tenebris, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have a legitimate point. You should not stay with Tenebris.”

“There is no one else who will take me, Your Highness.”

“I will,” Rakel said. “And so will Verglas.”

Farrin stared at her. The animosity left his frame as undisguised pure shock flashed across his face. He chuckled. “That is a very poorly laid trap. You cannot want me.”

“I do.”

“Your people would revolt.”

“Not if you are my friend,” Rakel said, confidence marking her voice. She was less certain about this point, but based on the reaction of the resistance representatives, she suspected that while most would view him with suspicion, all would attribute the change to her miraculous powers—not Farrin’s strength of character. “So join us.”

“You cannot be serious.”

“I am.”

“I have killed thousands, Rakel. My hands are stained with blood.”

“That is your past. It is despicable that you encountered such pain and were forced into such horrifying acts, but it is still the past. If you want to get out of this darkness in which you have entangled yourself, you have to reach past it.”

Farrin’s eyes were lit with painful hope. “How can you trust me?”

Interesting, he does not ask why he should trust me. “Because I have seen you, Farrin Graydim—not the colonel of the Chosen Army.” I need Phile to pass off the sword. Rakel sent a catapult of snow in the air.

“I do not believe you,” Farrin said.

“Trust does seem to be a rather rare commodity among magic users,” Rakel acknowledged. “So I took the trouble to prepare a token of my confidence.”

Farrin raised an eyebrow. “A token?”

“Little Wolf, catch!” Phile shouted as she raced past on her horse. She handed off Farrin’s sword—wrapped in cloth. When Rakel took it, she almost dropped it due to its weight. She fumbled, aware that Farrin’s eyes were focused on the weapon.

Farrin flexed his fingers as Rakel freed the sword of its wrappings.

“A token,” She repeated. She held out the sword.

“What is to keep me from taking my sword and slaughtering your troops?”

“Nothing, except I know you would not do that.”

Farrin raised his gaze from the sword to Rakel. “You really want me to join you?”

“I do.”

“And will I be your leashed dog?” Farrin asked.

“You are your own man, Farrin. I trust you to do what is right.”

“And your people?”

“There is some unrest, but they are growing to accept magic users. If any of them try to limit you, I will take on the same treatment they give you,” Rakel said. Please, please let this work. For his sake, as well as for the sake of Verglas. If he returns to Tenebris, he won’t survive.

Farrin’s eyes grew warm. He brushed his sword, but instead of taking it, leaned closer to Rakel.

Ah…yes…I forgot the need to address…this. “I am aware,” Rakel said.

Farrin tilted his head. “Of?”

Rakel gulped. He was close enough that his breath fanned her white bangs. “Of how you feel about me.”

The corners of Farrin’s mouth curled up. “I wasn’t particularly trying to hide it.”

“I see,” Rakel said.

“You are rejecting me?”

Yes. “No.”

What? Yes, I am! Say yes! Rakel met his gaze and squared her shoulders. “But I will not lie to you and tell you I return your affection when I do not.”

Farrin studied her. “I see.”

“All I can offer you is friendship,” Rakel said. The way his eyes smoldered made her panic a little. What am I supposed to do? She felt like a cornered rabbit, but this time she knew it wasn’t danger she faced.

“Will you push me away?” Farrin asked.

Rakel frowned. “Why would I do that?”

Farrin’s smile grew wolfish.

I am in so much trouble, thought the part of her mind that sounded suspiciously like Phile.

Farrin wrapped one of his hands around the hilt of his sword. “Very well, I accept your offer—on one condition.”

“Yes?”

“That my officers and anyone from my regiment who wishes to follow me is allowed to come as well and receives the same treatment as I do.” Farrin’s eyes were back to the gray of wet rock. Combined with his crooked smile, Rakel realized that he was happy.

“Of course. As long as they conduct themselves in an honorable manner, we will welcome them,” Rakel said. He’s worried we wouldn’t accept them? Hah! Every magic user we get is a boon!

“Very well,” Farrin said. He took his two-handed broadsword from Rakel and swirled it once. “Then I pledge to you, Princess Rakel of Verglas, my sword, my body, and my heart. I am yours to command.” He planted his sword in the ground and waited for her to say something in response. The absolute sincerity in his voice made her feel uncomfortable.

She tried to ignore the ardent light in his eyes and rifled through her memory for something to say in response. Why didn’t I read more storybooks as a child? Thinking of nothing useful, she blurted out, “I accept your pledge with gratitude. I will be comrade-in-arms, and your friend, and I promise you the honor and respect you deserve.”

On an impulse, Rakel stood on her tip-toes and kissed his forehead. “Will you guard me on the battlefield and when I fall unconscious from my magic?”

“You have nothing to fear, Princess.” Farrin brushed her bangs aside. “I will stand with you from now until the end of time.”

“Rakel,” she said.

Farrin smiled with his eyes. “As you wish,” he agreed.

Together, they turned to survey the battlefield.

Soldiers from both sides had fallen. The snow of the battlefield was dyed red, and magic crackled up and down the lines. Tenebris was gathering another cloud of dark magic; Genovefa sliced through the Chosen lines like a scythe, and soldiers clashed with roars and shouts.

“First, we have to save your people,” Rakel said.

“Tenebris will try to strike them down,” Farrin said.

Rakel smiled as her magic sang in her blood. “Let him try.”

“You can overpower him?” Farrin asked.

Rakel glanced up at him. She knew she was wearing a sly smile—like Phile’s—but she couldn’t help it. Farrin had agreed! This battle will be ours! “Yes.”

“He has strength I have never seen,” Farrin warned her.

“And I have you. If you will guard me when I fall, he cannot stop us.”

A smirk spread across Farrin’s lips. He bowed his head. “You will always be safe as long as I can reach you, Rakel.”

“Then Tenebris does not stand a chance.”

They started for the battlefield, walking shoulder to shoulder. “What can I do to help?” Rakel asked.

“Use your flashy magic to gather attention, then I’ll signal them.” Farrin maneuvered so they stood on the Verglas side of the valley.

“Very well.” Rakel raised her arms, and three giant snowflakes the size of cottages formed above the Chosen army. She spun them several times and then shattered them.

Farrin pulled a silver whistle from a pocket of his uniform and blew it three times.

When the snow settled, the battlefield was silent.

Rakel knit her hands together, and though her throat squeezed, she stood—tall and proud—with Farrin.

“Tenebris,” Farrin shouted. “This has gone far enough. You must end this! We have become the very darkness you vowed to defeat.”

His words echoed in the valley.

Tenebris stood with several men and women clustered around him. He nodded, and one of them fired an arrow. Rakel gathered her magic, prepared to fling it up, but Farrin stepped in front of her and swung his sword with his speed magic.

The arrow bounced off the sword and fell to the ground.

The silence grew strained. “Is that your answer?” Tenebris asked.

“Yes,” Farrin said.

“All units, focus fire on the princess and the traitor,” Tenebris ordered. “Coat the valley with their blood!”

“First Regiment,” a gruff woman Rakel recognized as Farrin’s shapeshifter scout. “You must choose, stand with our leader…or stand with Tenebris! I know where my loyalties lie!” she shouted. She transformed into a wolf and galloped for Rakel and Farrin.

Ice crackled in Rakel’s hands as she forced herself to stare at the incoming wolf. The canine halted a few feet away from them, swung around to stare at the Chosen army, and growled, showing her teeth.

“Wait—wait for me!” Bluff scrambled across the valley, doing his best to skirt Verglas troops. “Excuse me.” he almost tripped over one gaping soldier. He would have been sent sprawling if Dryden—the baby-faced girl gifted with strength magic—hadn’t grabbed him by the neck of his cape.

“You are hopeless,” she grunted. “You can’t even abandon your post with a shred of dignity.”

Roughly twenty Chosen officers followed them, casting anxious looks at the Verglas troops as they hurried to Farrin’s side.

“Traitors!” one of the officers standing with Tenebris shouted. “You will be torn to pieces and held in disgrace for eternity!”

“We better survive this, sir,” Bunny said. It was odd—hearing a woman’s voice come from a wolf. “If the Verglas troops kill us after this, I will be furious.”

“I wouldn’t risk you all if I didn’t trust our new allies,” Farrin said. His soft edges and good humor were gone, replaced with the seriousness of an officer on the battlefield as he took inventory of his men.

General Halvor rode up on his pony. To his credit, he did not bat an eye at the magic users—an unexpected addition. “Welcome to the Verglas Army.” He glanced at Oskar as he also rode up—mounted on a Chosen horse.

“Thank you, though I fear we have raised Tenebris’s rage.” Farrin indicated the black cloud gathering on the opposite side of the valley.

Bluff bounced up and down. “What do we do, sir?”

“For now, stay separate from the Verglas troops. I do not want there to be any…accidents—with all due respect, General Halvor,” Farrin said.

General Halvor nodded.

“That won’t be necessary,” Rakel said.

Farrin and the closest magic users turned to stare at her, but General Halvor scowled at her over their heads.

“I think it is time for you to witness how those with power are supposed to conduct themselves. Stay here. You will not have to fight.” Rakel moved for the front lines.

“Princess—” General Halvor started.

Oskar cut him off. “Are you certain about this, Princess?”

Rakel watched the black cloud across the valley swell and grow. “Farrin will guard you when I am unable.”

“It is still an unnecessary risk,” General Halvor said.

“It’s not.” Rakel smiled at the general. “But it is sweet of you to seek a way to spare me of this. Thank you, Halvor, Oskar.” She continued for the front lines, activating chunks of her magic. The wind picked up, ripping some of her hair from its braid, and Tenebris’s magic users attacked Verglas soldiers.

Farrin followed her like a shadow. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to stop Tenebris from turning this into a blood bath,” Rakel said.

“And your men are concerned?”

“Because of what might happen when I’m comatose.” Rakel offered him a quick smile. “I’m entrusting them to you—and they are everything I hold dear.”

“We’ll be fine. But do you really think you can face that?” he nodded his head in Tenebris’s direction.

The cloud crawled in their direction like a sickened creature. It spread like a disease as it moved—widening and expanding. It rolled over Chosen forces, making them scream and shriek as it hit them.

Rakel winced at the inhuman cries, and her heart beat furiously in her chest. Her mind screamed at her to run and flee because she knew that cloud was coming for her. The memory of the curse she encountered in Ostfold made her hands clammy and her heartbeat erratic. But I can’t flee. I can’t give way to this darkness, or it will slaughter Phile, Halvor, Oskar, Steinar, Farrin—everyone I know. And when it reaches the mirror, it will swallow up the world.

“Yes. I can stop him,” Rakel said. I have to. She forced her lips into a smile, even though her face felt as malleable as stone. “Trust me.”

Farrin brushed his gloved fingers across her hand. “I will stand with you.”

Rakel nodded and turned her attention to the cloud—which threatened to block out the sky. She sucked in her breath, pulled on her magic, and threw up a massive ice wall.

She didn’t attempt to create a piece of architecture; she went for sheer power and created a jagged, crystalline wall of frosty white ice.

The cloud and wall collided. Pain—like nails digging into her skin—hit Rakel. It’s painful to even graze his magic, but it’s a much more bearable byproduct than his curses. The ice wall sang and shattered, and the black cloud disappeared.

While she was busy defending, Tenebris had built up ammunition. Three rivers as black as tar oozed across the battlefield, spattering the churned snow. They were significantly smaller than the cloud, but moved much more swiftly and in unpredictable paths.

Rakel blocked the first with a massive ice shield and cut off the second, impaling it with a giant stalagmite of ice. The last one reared up like a snake preparing to strike—causing panic among the Verglas troops. Rakel gritted her teeth at the burning pain in her mind and redirected her magic, freezing the last river all the way through.

Drums beat from the Chosen army, and the troops rearranged themselves. They started marching down the sides of the battlefield, moving to box the Verglas troops in.

Rakel reached for the hills and pulled back her magic, whisking snow off the glittering walls behind which the resistance fighters were positioned.

Someone in the Verglas army blew a note on the ram horn, and the resistance fighters loosened their first round of arrows. A wolf howled, and lightning struck the center of a Chosen squadron.

Farrin’s men—they’re helping!

Rakel inhaled and stopped the curse that lumbered across the field. She caught sight of a giant black cloud hanging over the valley, and hurried, creating a giant, vaulted shield above the Verglas army. Little black droplets rained from the cloud. When they hit the ice shield, they fizzled and faded. Each droplet was a pinprick of pain for Rakel.

“Die, monster!”

Rakel jolted out of concentration to see a Chosen magic user running for her, his weapons dripping with poison.

Farrin appeared behind him, caught him by the throat, and flipped him over his shoulder. The magic user went down with a gurgle.

“You’re doing well,” Farrin said.

Rakel grit her teeth and hurried to block a streak of Tenebris’s black magic. “He has more power than I estimated.”

“He’s had years of practice,” Farrin said. He casually spun around and deflected two arrows.

“How long do you think he can continue at this pace?” Rakel asked. Her magic worked with her, pumping through her blood and brushing her soul, but she could already tell this battle would cost her several days of sleep—and it wasn’t over yet.

“It will take a great deal to force him into a retreat,” Farrin said. He lunged forward, blocking a spear thrown at Rakel. “If you don’t mind my inquiry, why haven’t you gone on the attack?”

Rakel almost bit her tongue when she blocked a plume of Tenebris’s magic. She could feel it burn her ice as it dissipated. “Pardon?”

Farrin’s eyes were watchful as he scanned the battlefield. “His magic hurts you, and yet you can defend against it. It is logical that your magic would be uncomfortable—if not dangerous—to him.”

Rakel stared at Farrin. Recruiting him might be the best thing I ever did for this war.

A pained scream shattered her reverie. A Verglas soldier howled as Liv—mounted behind Phile—galloped towards him to break his curse. Tenebris had snuck a strike past her.

Rakel returned her attention to the Chosen’s leader. “You say he won’t easily call a retreat?”

“No.”

Rakel smiled. “Excellent.”

She dug deep, heaping as much of her magic as she could hold. The temperature dropped, the wind howled, and snow tumbled down the sides of the hills and swirled from the sky. Rakel threw her arm at Tenebris. Ice sliced through the battlefield like a sword, hitting him.

He blocked it with his dark magic, but the recoil knocked him a step back. So if his magic burns mine, mine forces his away. Interesting.

Spears of ice shot out of the ground, nearly impaling him. An avalanche threatened to bury him, but he threw it back, rerouting it to blanket his troops.

Rakel reached for more of her magic. Ice began to bloom like flowers across the battlefield. She formed a hundred ice swords and threw them at Tenebris. He shattered them with a wall of his dark magic.

“He’s not going to pull back,” she muttered. She glanced back at the Verglas forces. They were standing their ground against the Chosen mercenaries—the resistance forces were ripping through their ranks with their archers—but the cold temperatures, wild wind, and the snow were slowing them down.

They can’t survive in this much longer. If Tenebris won’t leave, I have to trap him long enough for us to leave.

Recalling the various cages she had forged out of ice, Rakel rubbed the tips of her fingers together and grabbed as much magic as she could handle. Her ears rang, and her knees buckled under the physical strain as she pulled at all the ice and snow in the area.

The ground rumbled, and men shouted as the hills themselves shuddered and groaned. Rakel swallowed and carved into the ground with her ice magic, creating a circular wall that spiraled around Tenebris and his guards. When she raised the height of the walls, he seemed to guess what she was trying to do and tried to use his magic to destroy the wall. He reacted too slowly, however, and Rakel patched whatever holes he made as he struggled to break free.

She gave the walls a ceiling, creating a perfect sphere of ice that entombed the Chosen leader. She barely noticed when Farrin dispatched two soldiers and joined her.

He tilted his head, an appreciative grin playing on his lips. “I see,” he said. “If he doesn’t realize what you’re planning…it will be brilliant.”

As if in response, a booming noise made the ground shake, and a side of the ice sphere was blown to pieces. The rest of the sphere—thick and frosty—cracked and fell in on itself, making a dangerous avalanche of ice shards and blocks. Just to be safe, Rakel then dropped a load of wet, heavy snow from the hillsides on top of the fractured ground.

There was no sign of life.

“Retreat!” General Halvor shouted.

Rakel held a fist of magic to keep herself standing upright. She blinked, and Farrin was gone.

Phile whistled. “Little Wolf!”

“Here, Princess.” Oskar lifted Rakel onto his horse. “Can you hold on long?”

“For a bit. How are our troops?”

“Battered, but I don’t think this could be considered a loss. The Chosen sustained a much higher mortality rate,” Oskar said, mounting up behind her.

Rakel almost fell off the side when the horse lunged forward.

“Fall back in formation,” General Halvor shouted. “Take the injured, but move!” His pony tossed its head and whinnied when Farrin appeared, not even out of breath.

“Tenebris is calling a retreat,” he said. “He has one slight injury, but a colonel and one of his close companions were both grievously injured by the falling ice.”

“Shouldn’t we push him now?” Frodi asked. He stood as if it pained him, but he still held a ball of fire. At his side—also mounted on a pony—was Steinar.

“No,” General Halvor said. “Our soldiers cannot continue with this pace. We need to regroup and reorganize.”

“But Halvor,” Steinar said.

“The princess cannot fight Tenebris any longer. She is barely holding on the way it is,” General Halvor said.

Concern furrowed Farrin’s brow as he watched her.

He’s worried—he doesn’t know this is normal. Rakel forced her lips into a quick smile.

Farrin frowned gravely and gently held one of her hands.

General Halvor eyed them, but addressed Steinar. “As it stands, we don’t have anyone capable of fighting him without sustaining heavy losses. I’m calling a retreat.”

Steinar nodded.

Rakel shut her eyes and strained to hold on.

“Princess,” Halvor said.

Instead of speaking, Rakel opened her eyes.

“You can let go,” Halvor said. “We have emergency procedures in place for this situation. You can rest.”

Farrin still stood next to her, his expression guarded as he watched the conversation play out.

Her eyes flickered from Farrin to Halvor as she wondered what would happen after she fell unconscious. “Are you sure?”

Halvor caught her unease and offered her a nod. “Yes.”

“He’s right, Little Wolf,” Phile said.

“The sooner you begin resting, the better,” Liv piped in. She was still mounted behind Phile and yipped in surprise when the Robber Maiden abruptly swung her horse around.

“I have you, Princess,” Oskar assured her.

Rakel’s eyes slid towards Farrin, and she wordlessly asked, Will you guard them?

Farrin smiled and raised her hand to his lips. The warmth of his lips and his breath was a tender caress on her skin. “Sleep well, Princess.”

Rakel narrowed her eyes and wanted to lecture him—his reaction was something she did not want to encourage—but fighting Tenebris made her feel like she had been chewed up by a snow bear and spat back out, so she let go of her magic.

When she did, she felt a sharp, suffocating magic whisper on the winds.

You are just like Tenebris.

Shocked, but lacking control of her body and mouth, Rakel sagged against Oskar, aghast. Her thoughts slipped through her fingers, and with mounting horror and fright, Rakel plunged into a dreamless sleep.


Chapter 10
New Beginnings


Her body ached. Not the ache of strain, but the pain of having been dragged across a bumpy road for miles. She couldn’t help the groan that escaped her mouth as she blinked in the bright light, trying to make sense of the bleary world.

“Phile?” she murmured.

Phile was always there when she woke. Why wasn’t she saying anything?

Rakel raised her hand and pinched her eyes, clearing her vision. It took her several tries to find the strength to sit up in bed.

She was splayed out in the only bed of the tiny cottage she shared with Phile and Liv in Tana. Two cots were folded and stacked against a barren wall, but there were blankets, cushions, and a few straw dolls scattered around the room. One particularly well-made doll was tucked in Rakel’s right hand.

She smiled. “Gerta.” She rolled her shoulders, wincing as her bones cracked and resettled. Her mouth felt as dry as fall leaves, and her stomach rumbled in a most unseemly fashion.

The cottage was lit with golden sunlight that splashed in through the windows. Rakel turned, bathing her face in the light like a cat, and was surprised to see a familiar back.

Farrin stood outside one of the two windows in a defensive stance. A breeze stirred his hair—which revealed more of its rich brown undertones in the late afternoon sunlight—and his head tilted as he scrutinized the street.

Judging by the way he’s standing, he has his sword unsheathed and positioned in front of him.

“He’s been there every day ever since General Halvor deposited you here,” Phile said. Her silent entrance startled Rakel.

“I think he would have stood there all night, too, if Oskar didn’t brow beat him into sleeping. He takes his oaths very seriously, that one does. Here.” Phile offered her a glass of water. “You always sound like a sick camel when you first wake up.”

“Excuse me?” Rakel asked after she took a few sips. She grimaced—her voice was dry and scratchy.

“You see? Just let your teeth go, wander around dressed in sand-colored furs, and you’ve got the perfect disguise.” Phile laughed.

Rakel scowled at her friend and drank more water.

“How do you feel?”

“I’m hurting,” Rakel admitted. “Touching Tenebris’s magic isn’t…pleasant. I have no physical wounds, but I feel mentally bruised—like my mind was shaved with a scythe.”

“How bad is it?” Phile asked.

Rakel tipped her head as she tried to judge the pain. “Not terrible. It’s more like a partially healed wound. I expect I will be fine in a day or two.” She finished her water. “What happened while I slept?”

“It’s been better than expected. It was a little dicey for a few days—could have cut a king’s beard with the tension of the camp—but Steinar did his best to welcome Farrin and his troops. And even though Halvor has been hesitant, that tactical mind of his has been skipping with glee,” Phile said.

“He’s pleased with the new recruits?”

“Pleased is a vast understatement. He’s had the entire camp debriefed on their abilities, and he ordered special training so our magic users could learn how to fight with theirs. He and Farrin’s second-in-command, Bunny, have been running practices.” Phile threw Foedus into the air, caught it by its ugly hilt, and then used it to slice a piece of bread from a loaf. Rakel wrinkled her nose—not tempted due to her knowledge of the various things Phile used Foedus for—but gratefully took the roll and goat cheese Phile offered her instead.

“I suspect General Halvor is getting ready to split the magic users up into small squads. We assigned partners previously, but with twenty-four magic users added to our roster, he now has the actual numbers to assign them to missions.”

“Any news of Tenebris?” Rakel asked.

Phile plopped down on a chair and leaned back so it balanced on two legs. “He’s been quiet. That battle cost him quite a bit of trouble. He had higher losses, and a few of the mercenary groups who reported to Farrin have left his services. The others are not happy with his disregard for their lives.”

“He hasn’t attacked?” Rakel asked.

Phile reached forward and slid a fluffy pillow behind Rakel so she could lean back. “No.”

Rakel sagged with relief. “Good.”

“Were you that worried?” Phile balanced Foedus on a fingertip. “You whacked him a good one with that final attack of yours. You hit Sunnira. Farrin said she was the best with healing magic in their camp, and their second best came to our side with him.”

“Sunnira,” Rakel said, recalling the name with dislike.

“The woman on my to-be-tortured list for hitting you with that curse in Ostfold, yes,” Phile said.

Rakel nodded and rubbed her forehead. I was upset about something right when I passed out…what was it?

“You did well, Little Wolf. I don’t think anyone expected you to actually convince Farrin—well, besides me that is. Anyway, for certain no one dared to think Farrin’s underlings would come with you. That battle was a significant win.”

Rakel leaned back against the pillows. “I never considered their loyalty. It was a pleasant surprise.” She glanced at Farrin, still stationed outside her window.

“I’ll get you something more substantial to eat. Liv left a stew to simmer over our hearth; just give me a moment.” Phile popped out of her chair and disappeared into the back room.

Rakel watched her go and tried to follow the nagging thought that she was forgetting something. I remember I was having a hard time staying awake, even though I held my magic. What was it?

You are just like Tenebris.

The thought resurfaced like an ugly stain, making Rakel flinch as if she had been hit. No, I am the opposite! I bear no resemblance to him at all.

You have his power, the nasty voice whispered. And you wanted to kill him.

Rakel scoffed, but the protest died in her throat. She gripped her blankets with shaking fingers, remembered her all-consuming rage when Tenebris attacked Gerta and Kai. Even if only for a moment, I wanted him dead. “I—it was…even so, I won’t kill him. It has been my resolution from the start of this war. I will not kill!”

You manipulate just as he does.

She fiddled with the blankets. Was she that different? Hadn’t she lured Farrin to her side and won his loyalty because she offered him friendship—just as Tenebris had done when saving him from the gladiator pits?

“I’m not our leader. No one would call me the commander of the resistance forces,” Rakel whispered.

Instead they just call you the Snow Queen.

Rakel pressed her hands to her forehead and tried to silence the nausea-inducing thoughts.

“Hopefully it isn’t too flavored.” Phile marched back into the bedroom, carrying a wooden bowl. “Oskar always lectures me to give you bland food for the—what’s wrong?”

Rakel lowered her hands. “Nothing. I’m fine, thank you.” She took the stew and devoured it, feeling much better with a full stomach.

Phile helped her change into a fresh dress and braided her hair for her.

“Ta da!” Phile showed Rakel a mirror. She had pulled Rakel’s snow white hair into a complex braid that draped down the crest of her head, giving her a rougher, almost warrior-like edge.

“Thank you.” Rakel stood and smoothed her skirts, nodding in satisfaction when her legs held her. Phile had also convinced her to wear one of the creations Inga—Gerta’s mother—had made for her. The dress was in two pieces—an overcoat of night-sky blue, and a silver-white under-dress that matched Rakel’s hair. The overcoat was reminiscent of a soldier’s jacket—tight in the shoulders, arms, torso and waist, and then draped over the flowy white underskirt. It had gauzy, stiff white trim that reminded Rakel of frost, and was embroidered with a swirling snowflake pattern.

“Of course,” Phile chirped. “Are you ready?”

Rakel adjusted one of her sleeves and nodded.

“Everyone will be thrilled to see you. You’re sure you’re fortified?”

“Yes, though I thank you for your concern.”

Phile bumped her head against Rakel’s and gave her a quick hug—holding Foedus uncomfortably close to Rakel’s throat as seemed to be her custom. “Always,” she said. She took two quick steps across the room. “This should be good. I don’t think Farrin has seen you in anything except for your horribly baggy cloaks and boring Bunads.”

Rakel blinked. “What do you mean?”

Phile ignored her and flung the door open. “She’s awake—and decently cared for!” she announced.

Rakel brushed her bangs out of her eyes and stepped into the street. The soldiers patrolling the area and the villagers going about their work stopped to smile at her.

“Princess!”

“You’re awake!”

“You are so beautiful…”

“Good job smashing that Chosen leader, eh?”

Rakel fought a blush under their close scrutiny and open delight. “Thank you—and thank you for your support.” She couldn’t find the strength to look at Farrin as everyone cooed over her.

“It was our delight.”

“You are our Snow Queen!”

“You look all proper and royal—makes me hope for the future!”

She finally risked it and peeked at Farrin. He was leaning against her cottage, a hint of an indulgent and wistful smile curling his lips. The slight furrow of his eyebrows and the light in his eyes, however, were saturated with gentle longing.

Unnerved, Rakel fixed her gaze on the ground and twitched her outer dress to give her hands something to do.

“The princess is awake?”

Rakel, hearing General Halvor’s voice, turned to him, grateful for the distraction. “General.”

General Halvor stopped in mid-step and stared at her for one moment, then directed his gaze to Phile. “Your work?”

Phile batted her eyes. “You don’t like it? How cruel, Halvor!”

“It isn’t practical,” General Halvor said.

Rakel peered down at her dress in worry and almost jumped when Phile whacked Halvor in the chest.

“Stop worrying, Captain Mother. A woman has to dress up occasionally, even in times of battle,” Phile said.

“Princess!” Oskar plowed his way through the crowd. “I am glad to hear you have awakened—and you look as fresh and lovely as new snow.”

The tightness eased in her shoulders, and she smiled. “Oskar.”

“Oh, I’m not alone—Sire?” Oskar stepped aside.

Steinar shuffled out from behind Oskar—Snorri in his shadow. When he saw Rakel, he smiled shyly. “Are you alright?” He hesitated and held out his arm for her to take.

A smile bloomed on Rakel’s lips. She was embarrassed but delighted with the attention—even if Farrin’s eyes made something twist in her—but seeing Steinar, her brother, hold out his arm to her, her joy bubbled over.

“Yes!” Rakel laughed and threw her arms around Steinar, hugging him. Steinar returned the gesture and wrapped his arms around her.

Several of the village women in the area cooed and clapped. “Siblings,” they said. “So much alike.”

Rakel stepped back and turned to General Halvor. “Phile told me the magic users are practicing together.”

“Yes, outside of Tana,” General Halvor said.

“I would like to observe them—I assume you have news to share?”

“Indeed—quite a bit of it,” Oskar said.

“To the practice area!” Phile declared.

The audience scattered, and General Halvor and Snorri turned to go, Steinar walking between them. Oskar followed after the trio, and Phile pounced on him, twining her arm around his waist as they trailed after them.

Rakel hesitated and turned to Farrin. “Will you come with us?”

He offered her a deep bow. “It would be my pleasure. Please, allow me to tell you how breathtaking you are.”

“Thank you,” Rakel said, some of the heat returning to her cheeks. Don’t be foolish, she chided. This is just because of the new dress. They ambled after the group, walking side by side. “Phile told me you guarded me while I slept. Thank you.”

“There is no need to thank me. You asked me to guard you, and I will,” Farrin said.

Rakel stubbornly shook her head. “No, you deserve to be thanked. I do not wish to take you for granted. Ever since discovering my price, I have dreaded it. Your presence changes that.”

“I am glad,” Farrin said.

They walked in silence. She was hyper aware whenever his arm brushed hers, and she was tempted to scoot away from him, but she suspected it would feel like a retreat, so she did her best to ignore the warmth he radiated. When they reached Tana’s ice walls, she asked, “Are you satisfied with your treatment—and the treatment of your underlings?”

“Yes,” Farrin said. “We have faced less censure than I imagined we would.”

“Phile said things have been tense, but not dire.”

“I agree. Although I must credit the response to General Halvor, and to King Steinar.”

Rakel felt a small smile bud on her lips. “He’s more important than you thought, isn’t he?”

“General Halvor? I was always aware he was the military mind behind your battles.”

“No, Steinar.”

Farrin was quiet as they left the village and followed the group to the flat field that stretched to the west of the village. “Meeting you has changed him,” he finally said. “Previously he was hopeless… Have you asked him yet why he kept you on Ensom?”

“No,” Rakel admitted.

“Ask.”

Rakel was about to press the matter when a gruff female voice shouted, “Get off me, you stupid bird!”

Rakel peeked past Farrin and saw his scout—the shapeshifter—storm up the field. Holding her hand was Cronius Winderbag.

Crow gave the shapeshifter a charming smile. “No. I intend to never part with you, precious!”

“If you don’t, I will gnaw your arm off.” The shapeshifter glowered.

“Don’t say that. The whole camp knows we will soon marry and have little crow hatchlings of our own.”

Rakel stared at the spectacle. The shapeshifter always seemed confident and controlled—if not a little rough and tumble. But now her ears were beet red, and her shoulders were hunched with embarrassment as she stomped around with Crow meandering in her trail.

“What happened?” Rakel asked.

“He caught sight of one of Bunny’s animal forms when I sent her off to spy,” Farrin said.

Phile joined their conversation—she had reluctantly been forced to part with Oskar, and now dragged Snorri behind her instead. “He’s taken quite a shine to her.”

“Why?” Rakel asked.

Snorri mumbled, and Phile elbowed him. “She can shift into a crow,” Snorri said—louder and more clearly.

“He’s been infatuated ever since,” Phile added.

Rakel considered the matter. “There is some humor to the situation,” she said.

“Some?” Phile snorted. “It’s been the best campsite entertainment since Knut lost five card games and had to dress up like a maid.”

At that moment, Bunny stopped to fix a Verglas magic user’s stance. “What?” she barked when she realized Crow was staring at her.

Crow gave an exaggerated, love-addled sigh. “I love me a strong woman.”

Bunny’s face twisted, and she turned on her heels and strode away from him.

Rakel glanced up at Farrin. “Do you think she’ll become annoyed enough to hurt him?”

“No,” Farrin said.

“If I could recruit Bunny—and Crow—for my guild, we could pull off many a pretty heist,” Phile said, rubbing her chin. “Of course, Bunny is female.”

“As are you,” Rakel pointed out.

“Yes, but if I want to rival you and have a group of handsome men around me, I need to strenuously recruit the male demographic. Hmm, say, Snorri, what plans do you have for your future after the war?”

“Army,” Snorri said, not at all fazed even though Phile leaned against him.

“We’ll see,” Phile said. She glanced at Farrin.

He raised his eyebrow. “Yes?”

“No, I’m not even going to bother asking you—though you would give us a dashing air!” Phile said.

Farrin didn’t say anything in response, but he gave Snorri a nod of respect.

Snorri sighed and returned the nod.

“Was that a wordless exchange of compliments?” Phile asked.

“Yes,” Snorri said.

Phile squawked and kept speaking, but Rakel’s attention was drawn to the practice field.

It was a beautiful sight to behold—all the different magic users sparring and fighting. Tollak was huddled with Bluff, showing him some sort of lightning rod. Ragnar was drilling a few of the Verglas magic users who were villagers and possessed no formal training. Big balls of fire were sure signposts for Frodi’s location…but…something about it bothered her.

It dug at the back of her mind, even though the sunshine felt warm and glorious on her face.

She lifted the hem of her dress—the underskirt was getting wet—and froze, taking another look at their surroundings.

Loads of snow had fallen off the trees, and the sun felt stronger. Rakel knelt and rubbed the snow between her fingers. It wasn’t powdery or icy, but wet and heavy. Some of it was even slush. When a person walked, instead of producing a crisp crunch of snow, it was a moist, sloshy sound.

Spring. Rakel gritted her teeth. It’s almost here. I’m running out of time.

“Is everything alright?” Farrin asked.

“Yes,” Rakel said, although her forehead furrowed with worry. She tried to smile when she realized he, Phile, and Snorri were watching her with concern.

Snorri hesitated, then said, “We always have several thaws and freezes, Princess. It will get cold again.”

Rakel nodded and stood. “It is just a reminder that we need to end this invasion as rapidly as possible.”

“Princess!” Oskar called. “Please allow me to introduce you to the new magic users!”

Rakel smiled at her friends and hurried to join her attendant—though the knowledge of spring’s impending arrival gnawed at the back of her mind.


Chapter 11
Fun With Phile


After Rakel’s awakening, Tana held celebrations for three nights in a row. The last of them was held outdoors with everyone crowded around warm fires, joking and singing songs. The celebrations went late into the night, and almost everyone in Tana attended them, rejoicing over the battle against Tenebris, and mourning the loss of the soldiers who died in combat.

Rakel repositioned Gerta’s knitted hat on her head as Knut played a song of mourning on a zither. “Gerta, Kai.” The pair was tucked under her arms like sleepy kittens. “It’s time for you to go to bed.”

“But I’m not sleepy,” Gerta insisted—even though her eyes were closed, and a patch of drool on Rakel’s dress marked where the little girl had lain her head.

Kai ran his hands through his already mussed hair. “Me either.”

Rakel smiled and hugged them closer. “Even so, you need to sleep.”

“No,” Kai protested.

Phile plopped down on a tree trunk positioned next to Rakel. “Come, children. We’ll carry you there.”

“Would you first sing us a lullaby, Princess?” Her eyes were wide and pleading.

“A lullaby?” Rakel said.

“A song to make us sleep,” Kai said.

“Some other time,” Rakel said.

“Why?” Gerta asked.

“Yes, why?” Phile wore a mischievous grin. “I too would love to hear the princess’s singing voice.”

Rakel chose to be blunt rather than mince around the topic. “I don’t know any lullabies.”

Gerta’s jaw dropped. “You don’t know any?”

Rakel placed her hand on top of Gerta’s head. “I’m afraid not.”

Phile sighed—a sound from deep within her soul. “King’s teeth, Little Wolf, I’m sorry. I always forget…”

Rakel offered her a smile. “It’s not your fault.”

A muscle in Phile’s jaw jumped. “No, but it still makes me angry.”

Rakel placed her hand on Phile’s shoulder and shook her head. “It’s fine. It’s different now—better than anything I could have dreamed of.”

Kai leaned into Rakel and peered up at Phile. “What are you mad about?”

Phile smoothed her face, letting a smile return to her lips that cast a warm glow on her olive-colored skin. “Nothing, children. Would you like me to sing you a lullaby?”

“Yes, please!” Gerta wriggled out from under Rakel’s hand and scurried to Phile’s side, almost tripping in her eagerness.

“I only know songs from Baris. This one my mother sang to me when I was a wee thief. It’s about sand and stars and tales that never end,” Phile said.

The children wiggled in anticipation.

Phile started humming. The song was lower pitched than Rakel would have imagined, but Phile sounded lovely as her smooth voice danced up and down while the logs in the fire crackled.

Rakel leaned back, warm with contentment as she listened to Phile and watched her friends and comrades in arms seated around the fire. Farrin stood nearby, listening—with a subtly amused expression—as Topi and Snorri discussed spying techniques with Bunny and Crow. Steinar sat next to General Halvor, and the two were deep in discussion with Pordis—the merchant guildmaster of Glowma who had arrived with a supply caravan that day.

She scanned the crowd, searching for a familiar head of brilliant red hair and a charming smile. He was standing in the shadows, fixing his cloak, so she almost missed him.

Instead of his usual smile, his face was lined with grief. “Oskar?” Rakel murmured. He turned his back to the fire and walked away.

Rakel rose and slipped after him, worrying over his expression. “Oskar.” She hurried to catch up to him.

“Ah, Princess! I hope you enjoyed tonight’s celebration.” Oskar’s bright smile was back on his lips, but Rakel could still see a lingering grief in his green eyes.

“I did. Is everything alright?”

“Of course,” Oskar said in surprise. “Why do you ask?”

“You seem…unwell.” She was unsure of how to further inquire without overstepping her boundaries.

“Ahh, it is nothing you need to trouble yourself with, Princess,” Oskar said. “I have seen my own folly, and I must be forced to live with my regrets.”

“If you would like to talk about it…”

“I am not worth your time, Princess.”

“Of course you are,” Rakel said. “You have supported me and stood with me. I want to hear what is troubling you.”

Oskar sighed and shut his eyes. “It’s when you say things like that, that I feel like the most awful being in Verglas.”

Rakel reached out to place a hand on his shoulder, but she hesitated. “I apologize.”

“It’s not you, Princess, it is my own sins that plague me.” Oskar turned so they faced the circle of campfires. The peppery scent of smoke lingered in the air, and Rakel could detect a whiff of the boar they had roasted earlier.

“Yes?” she prodded.

“I have done wrong by you for so many years, and I didn’t see it,” Oskar said. For the first time ever, Rakel could sense the difference in their years and see it in his face. Though he was ten years older than she, he usually looked as young as Phile or Knut. Tonight, though, his eyes were tired and heavy, his smile sad and jaded.

“You did for me what no one else did, Oskar. Before anyone had need of me for this invasion, you treated me like a human being,” Rakel said. I know that, now. All those years I thought you were mentally addled, you were sincerely friendly.

“Perhaps.” The bitterness in his voice made the word sour. “But I could have done so much more.”

Rakel studied his face, searching for clues. What is he talking about? He was the sole being who truly cared for me.

“All those years on Ensom Peak. I should have spirited you away from Verglas and taken you to Baris. Magic isn’t feared there—it’s just something some people have—but no one sees much use for it, so it’s generally ignored.”

“Oskar, you are too noble to resort to kidnapping.” Rakel smiled, trying to lighten the mood.

“Not if it meant you would have had a better childhood. You are royalty—a princess. Persons of such caliber are supposed to be kept separate, and so I thought that would be best for you. But I see it now. You are happiest when you are with people. Though you are reserved, you take pleasure in seeing the joy of others,” Oskar said.

“You cannot take responsibility for my parents’ orders. As my attendant—your smiles were more than anyone else offered me,” Rakel said.

He ignored her words and shook his head in misery. “I was so proud of myself and self-righteous for—for what I did do for you. But I gave you things when I should have sought to bring other people into contact with you. I should have hustled you off and not kept you exiled. It is my failure.”

Gave me things? Rakel strained her mind, trying to remember when Oskar—when anyone—had ever given her anything. She didn’t think he had—although he had encouraged her self-guided studies and reading—the books!

“You were the one who gave me books every month?” Rakel asked.

Oskar winced. “I did not mean for you to find out. Ever.”

Rakel was simultaneously crestfallen and warmed. It had been her long held hope that her parents had cared enough about her to build her library. To learn it wasn’t them disappointed her, but to discover it was Oskar more than made up for it. “Books are terribly expensive, and you gave them to me by the crate load. You must have spent every coin you made on my library.”

Oskar pressed his lips together and stubbornly remained quiet.

Rakel mulled over the epiphany, trying to puzzle through it. “You made the most of your assignment as my attendant, then.”

Oskar exhaled, deflated. “I wasn’t assigned to you.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I volunteered. And before you give me too much credit, I am only partially responsible for your library. Giving you books was always important to me, but Steinar bought some of the maps and models for you when he became king and realized what I was doing.”

That explains our identical map sets. “I always thought it was odd my parents would send a male attendant with me, not a footman or a female servant.”

“I was in line to serve Steinar,” Oskar admitted. “But I saw you a few times when you were a child. When I learned of your exile to Ensom…”

Oskar chose to serve me. He chose me, when everyone else was afraid. Rakel stared at her attendant. The disappointment of her parents’ decision was nothing compared to the realization that she hadn’t been alone, even when her exile first started.

“It was too cruel to treat you like a monster, when all you were was a scared little girl,” Oskar said.

Rakel struggled to put her thoughts into words. “I don’t think you realize how much you have done for me, Oskar.”

“I failed you, Princess.” Oskar’s eyes were sorrowful. “If I had tossed aside my stupid ideas of royalty and class…you would have been so much happier.”

“No, Oskar,” Rakel argued. “You are too filled with regret to see what you have done for me. Don’t you realize it? If you hadn’t given me those books—if I didn’t have the knowledge of architecture that I possess, there are a hundred times the invasion would have finished us.”

“I kept you isolated.”

“No. I did that,” Rakel said with conviction. “You were always pleasant—I thought you were ill in the head because you weren’t afraid of me. I could have reached out to you, but I was too wrapped up in my misery.”

“You were a child, Princess.”

“And you were scarcely an adult,” Rakel challenged. “Choosing to serve me and move to Ensom, what, besides an enviable position, did you leave behind? Family? Friends?”

Oskar looked away, confirming Rakel’s suspicions. Yes, he had to leave things that were precious. Feeling emboldened, Rakel placed her hand on Oskar’s arm. “I see it now, Oskar. Not just on Ensom, but in this invasion. You have always thought first of me and my concerns. Thank you. From the bottom of my heart, I thank you. But you mustn’t live with all this regret. Things are different now. I am happy; it is time you think of your own happiness as well.”

Oskar stared at Rakel.

Rakel swallowed and gazed into his familiar face. She had always longed for family, but she had never known how close it was. Oskar was her father and brother rolled into one. He sought to protect her when the rest of the country threw her away. “Thank you,” she repeated. “Your actions saved me—and have saved our country.”

On an impulse, she hugged him.

Oskar’s shoulders shook for a brief moment, then he returned the embrace. “You are too good for us, Princess.”

“If I am, it is because you taught me to be so.” Rakel pulled back so she could smile at the attendant.

Oskar returned the smile, then glanced beyond her to the fire. “You might wish to go assure your particularly dangerous beau that this is not what he thinks.”

“My what?” Rakel turned and saw Farrin—still standing by the campfire but turned in their direction. Rakel sighed in aggravation.

“For what it counts, I approve of him.”

Rakel spun around and gaped at her attendant, horrified. “Why?”

“Because he’ll keep you safe.”

“He says he has shed innocent blood.”

“Yes,” Oskar acknowledged. “I imagine he’ll have to forgive himself for that. But he would never hurt you. Even when you fought him, he took a surprising amount of care to see that you remained uninjured. That being said, if you wished to remain single for life, I would gladly support you.”

Rakel cracked a smile. “Thank you, my attendant. I do need to speak to him—and Steinar, it would seem.”

Oskar smiled. “Enjoy the celebration, Princess.”

“Thank you, but…Oskar?”

“Yes?”

Rakel frowned at the slushy ground, then gathered enough courage to meet his eyes. “Could you teach me a Verglas lullaby?”

Oskar smiled. “It would be my honor, Princess.” He reached out and placed a warm hand on the crown of her head.

“Thank you.” She said.

Oskar nodded, bowed, and made his exit.

Rakel made for Farrin’s tall shape in the shadows of the fire. A nagging moment of warmth tickled at her memories, and for one brief moment she could recall—as a small child—a young Oskar kneeling in front of her, smiling and ruffling her snow-white hair.

Life is so much better now…but I must always remember the kindness of those who first reached out for me. General Halvor was taking notes on a few pieces of parchment while Knut relayed a funny story to Steinar. Hilda had come for Gerta and Kai, so Phile was free—performing a daring dance on top of a stool that involved a lot of hopping and rocking. She wore a huge smile, and her eyes were lit with delight.

Finally, there was Farrin. He was a tall, lean shadow that lurked behind the laughing, singing, and clapping soldiers and villagers. When she joined him, he didn’t say anything, but his head tilted, and there was a painful sort of questioning look set in his eyes and the wrinkle of his forehead.

Aware of his gaze, Rakel recalled Oskar’s advice to reassure him. What do I say? I cannot blurt out that I see Oskar as my family. Rakel pressed her lips together. “I am blessed to have Oskar’s loyalty.”

“Are you,” Farrin asked in a flat tone.

It seems that was the wrong thing to say. In fact, I think I have made it worse. Rakel darkly eyed the Robber Maiden as she leaped from one stool to the other. What I wouldn’t give to have Phile’s knack for communication. “Yes. I realize now that I’ve never been as alone as I thought I was.”

Farrin’s stance grew stiff. “I see.”

And that apparently was not the right thing to say either. Blast—what do you want me to say? “So sorry I just had a touching moment with Oskar, but it’s because I now know he has cared for me as my father should have?” Rakel almost slapped her hand over her mouth when she realized she had snarled the words out loud.

“He’s like a father to you?” Farrin’s voice was so warm with affection she could almost feel her face heating.

“Yes, or a brother,” she muttered, embarrassed and angry to be so.

“I’m glad.” Farrin shifted close enough so their arms brushed. “You deserve that sort of support.”

Relieved at his response, Rakel exhaled deeply. She found it oddly difficult to swallow when Farrin caressed the back of her hand with his fingers.

“Is everything alright?” His voice was barely above a whisper.

“Yes.” Rakel smiled. “Everything is perfect.”
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Farrin crouched uncomfortably in the shadows—tensed in an awkward position, but he dared not shift until the soldier five paces away moved along.

“Wow.” Phile leaned past him to peer through the gaps in the foliage of the evergreen tree in which they hid. “You like to get real close when spying.”

“You frequently move in even closer.” Farrin shifted so the tree’s needles no longer scratched his face.

“Oh, I haven’t the grace and the wondrous abilities to pull that off,” Phile said.

“You left carving marks with Foedus in my best desk the last time you went through my tent,” Farrin said.

“Well, there was that one time,” she acknowledged.

Snorri—the other scout Halvor had instructed him to take—turned to stare at her.

“What? Farrin had confused Little Wolf by telling her she would have to pound him.” Phile said.

“I don’t believe I used the term ‘pound,’” Farrin said. He watched Tenebris’s tent, deep in thought. I wasn’t aware of Snorri’s existence and shadowy magic until I witnessed it myself. Could he sneak closer while using his power? “Snorri, can you get just outside the tent?”

Snorri mumbled something, saluted him, and then melted into the shadows.

“Where is Bunny?” Phile asked.

Farrin pointed to the crow sitting on the bare tree branch that stretched over Tenebris’s tent.

“You don’t think they’ll guess?” Phile asked.

“No one—superior or underling—was informed of Bunny’s crow form, except for me.”

“Saving it just in case, eh? I wonder who is more paranoid, you or Rakel.”

“It was not a move of paranoia but of respect. Bunny has several shapes she can change into—including a few she has not told me of. It is for her safety,” Farrin said.

“I suppose that’s fair. Which reminds me, we need to have a chat.” Phile flipped out her ugly dagger and was somehow able to toss it back and forth between her hands in spite of all the branches webbed around her.

Rakel said Phile never told the same story twice about how she got the weapon, but Farrin was certain it was magical. I can’t fully deflect it. She’s nicked me more times this season than I’ve been hit by any one person for years. “You wish to hold a conversation in the middle of a scouting mission, while we are sitting in a tree near the heart of the enemy camp?”

“Yeah,” Phile said. “I find adrenaline and the fear of getting caught often produce more honest answers.”

Farrin exhaled in exasperation. “What do you want?”

“This is very important, do you understand? This is a question you must stake your life and code of honor on. I very much doubt you will ever face such an important conversation again in your lifetime.”

The Robber Maiden likely would have gone on, but Farrin removed his gaze from Tenebris’s tent long enough to give her a flat look.

“Okay, fine.” She leaned close. “This is it: Phile is both a girl’s name and a boy’s name, so it will be the perfect name for your first child.”

“What.”

“The first brat Rakel gives birth to. You really ought to name it Phile.”

Farrin stared at her. She uses the exterior of a blissful imbecile to lure others into whatever trap her wicked mind comes up with. No wonder she and Rakel are friends—they are both fiendishly clever.

Farrin went back to scrutinizing the tent, nursing a pinprick of resentment that Phile would attempt to use his feelings for Rakel as leverage.

“I’m being serious,” Phile said.

“You do not often say something without hidden depths and calculations. What is it you are after?” Farrin asked.

“Eck. Aren’t you a saddlebag of fun? What I’m telling you, Farrin Graydim, is that you shouldn’t give up hope with Rakel, but you need to be crazy careful with the way you approach her. If you get too intense, she is going to leave you faster than a king loses money.”

“Tell me, how does King Steinar feel about your poor attitude towards his station?”

“I can’t help it. I was raised from a babe to distrust people who decree they’re better than anyone else—which actually excludes Steinar, as he has quite the low opinion of himself,” she said. “But we’re not talking about Rakel’s kid brother. We’re talking about Rakel. And you.”

“Yes? Is this where you intend to threaten me to take care of her and promise not to hurt her?”

“No, there’s no need for that. I’ve liked you from the start—and even if I didn’t, standing outside her room for a week solid without moving was a pretty good indicator you will keep her from encountering any harm. I just want to make sure you know that it is okay for you to pursue her,” Phile said.

Farrin tilted his head and listened. “Thank you for your blessing?” he said, only half paying attention to the conversation.

Phile opened her mouth to say more, but Farrin silenced her, raising a finger to his lips.

Tenebris stormed from his tent, his face twisted with dark rage. A uniformed soldier followed him, cringing as Tenebris fixed his face so it no longer resembled the visage of a monster.

“The Second Regiment has disbanded?” he demanded.

The soldier nodded and leaned back—away from his leader. “The report from Colonel Grimick stated that the officers will arrive in several days, but all the mercenaries left.”

Tenebris clasped his hands together and squeezed them until they shook.

He isn’t just angry—he’s enraged. He never displays actual signs of fury.

Bunny—in her crow body—dropped from the trees and pecked at the dirt. She ruffled her feathers, but neither men took any notice of her as she hopped around until she found cover behind a pile of equipment. Hidden, she wriggled under the canvas side of Tenebris’s tent and disappeared.

Careful, Bunny, Farrin thought. If he finds you in there, he will know you are not a mindless animal.

Farrin shifted his gaze to the shadows, but none of them seemed to harbor Snorri.

“There is good news, though,” Tenebris’s lackey said. “According to the message, a southern village was wiped out. Colonel Grimick believes the resistance sustained major losses.”

Tenebris nodded. “Good.” His charm and smile were back in place. “That is more of what I wish to hear. Make it so.”

The soldier squirmed. “Which colonel do I tell this?”

“To whom would you normally report?”

The soldier dropped his gaze, and Farrin knew the man was thinking of him.

“Ah, yes. Colonel Graydim did a fairly large amount of structural damage when he turned traitor. I guess it goes to show that it doesn’t do any good to be humane to your guard dogs.”

Farrin winced. He thought Tenebris had been kinder when he first met him, and perhaps had turned less and less merciful with the passage of time, but he had to wonder… Did he ever care for any of us?

“Inform Kavon. It is time he took some of his mercenaries raiding again. Scouts found that Tana and a number of the other villages have been receiving supply caravans. Destroy them,” Tenebris said.

“Tana, or the caravans?”

Tenebris gave the soldier a toothy smile. “The caravans, of course.”

The soldier scribbled down Tenebris’s words and saluted him. “Sir.”

Tenebris adjusted his helm and watched the soldier go. When he was left alone, he took off the helm, smoothed his hair into place, and then repositioned it.

For a split second, Farrin thought he saw an oozing scab of crusted blood on Tenebris’s head, but he put the helm back on too quickly for Farrin to be sure.

Tenebris turned on his heels and stalked towards the medical tent. “Sunnira,” he called. “I received word from Grimick…” his words trailed off as he left the area.

“Timing,” Phile whispered. “Is everything.”

“The slaughter of the southern village does not bode well,” Farrin said.

“No, it doesn’t,” she agreed. “But we can hope the losses weren’t as bad as they claim.”

It’s possible, though not likely. His heart heavy, Farrin mimicked the whistle of a song bird.

Bunny hopped outside of the tent, pecked at the dirt again, and then flew off, taking to the sky. Snorri was nowhere to be seen.

“Sir, I have their numbers,” Snorri said.

Years of experience in the battlefield was all that kept Farrin from startling as he turned around to find Snorri nestled with him in the prickly branches.

“Well done, Snorri,” Phile praised. “Now let’s get out of here.” She slipped from the tree, as quiet and sure-footed as a cat.

Farrin—and Snorri—followed her, though Farrin gave Tenebris’s tent one more inspection. What will it take to force him out of Verglas? Killing him might be the easiest way, but I suspect Kavon and Grimick would not give up on the mirror even with Tenebris gone.

Farrin stifled the desire to massage his forehead and slipped through the shadows, refocusing himself on his task.

He needed to get out of the Chosen’s camp, first. Then he would see what General Halvor, King Steinar, and Rakel had to say.


Chapter 12
The Beauty In Magic


“Princess, look out!” a soldier yelled.

Rakel spun around, but Farrin was already there, bearing down on the would-be attacker with his speed and two-handed broadsword. In a few heartbeats, he had the soldier disarmed and immobilized.

“Thank you,” Rakel said. She froze the boots of five Chosen soldiers to the ground with chunks of ice, letting the Verglas troops chasing them catch up.

“Of course,” Farrin said. He lunged forward, slicing his sword through the air in front of her. The orb of black fire that had been creeping towards her bounced off his sword and flew back at its caster.

The Chosen magic user screamed in pain.

“We’ve got more enemy soldiers rolling in, Princess.” A reckless grin lit up Pordis’s face as she strode towards Rakel and Farrin. “About thirty paces behind me.”

“Thank you for acting as bait,” Rakel said.

“My pleasure. Tryggvi is going to be thoroughly jealous.”

A squad of Chosen soldiers scrambled around the corner and ran for Pordis, freezing when they realize they had run straight into the street Rakel and Farrin had claimed. Rakel raised a wall of ice behind them to keep them from fleeing, then pelted several dozen ice daggers at them.

The soldiers shouted and tried to charge, but Rakel froze over their weapons—making them too cold to hold. Their hands formed clawed shapes—and ached with the unbearable temperature, probably—and they turned to dart up an alley, running straight into Bunny and Tollak. The men screamed, Bunny roared in her snow bear form, and Tollak chuckled.

“Good show!” Tollak said.

“I must say, battle is certainly nothing I would wish upon any person or country, but there is something satisfying about paying back these wretches for all the damage they have rained down on our pure Verglas,” Pordis said.

“I am glad to see you made it through your captivity without any injuries.” Rakel raised her hands, and snow started to drift down from the sky—causing shouts of panic from Chosen soldiers.

Armed with the knowledge that Tenebris was going to disrupt their supply caravans, Pordis had volunteered to take a number of her wagons near the medium-sized city of Kiby. It was smaller than Glowma, occupied by the Chosen, and positioned near the Verglas-Kozlovka border.

A number of soldiers and magic users—including Bunny and Phile—had gone with Pordis as her “employees,” and also to serve as her guards in case of violence. As predicted, Chosen forces intercepted them and took them captive. Once they were taken inside Kiby, they waited for dusk to fall, then Phile broke everyone out and opened the city gates, letting Rakel and additional Verglas troops inside.

I think this might be the easiest battle we’ve had so far. All the extra magic users make quite a difference, and having Farrin has greatly improved my ability to fight. It was a wonder how much easier it was to use her magic when she wasn’t always listening for an ambush.

Rakel heard a number of soldiers stomping in their direction. She listened for the familiar clink of Verglas armor. Not hearing it, she iced over the street and strewed powdery snow on top of it.

The Chosen soldiers moved from the alley to the street and wiped out.

Rakel raised an eyebrow at Farrin. “Your soldiers would have worn ice cleats.”

“Kavon has been south—out of your reach—and he doesn’t much care about his front lines,” Farrin said. He stalked towards the fallen soldiers like a cat.

Rakel turned her back to him. “His indiscretion is our gain.”

“Indeed.” Pordis tapped her chin. “As it stands, I do believe you will have the Chosen booted from Verglas in another season or two.”

Rakel winced. “It is to be hoped it doesn’t take us that long.”

A rumbling boom made icicles hanging from roofs fall, and the ground shuddered. Rakel staggered and looked in the direction from which the boom had come.

“You think they got out?” Pordis ran her fingers down the flat of her shortsword.

“It is possible,” Rakel said. To keep the Chosen forces from escaping, she had sealed up the city gates with ice, but depending on which of the Chosen magic users were stationed in Kiby, they might be able to break out regardless.

Farrin sheathed his sword. “Should we check?”

“I am reluctant to leave our post,” Rakel said as Bunny—still in her bear body—chased a Chosen soldier past them.

An arrow shrieked. Farrin tapped his speed magic and was in front of Rakel with his sheathed sword raised—though Rakel’s magic had reacted as well and bubbled between the ex-colonel and herself. The arrow bounced off Farrin’s sword.

Farrin held out his hand. “Dagger.”

“It won’t be balanced.” Rakel pressed her lips together in concentration and did her best to forge a dagger that mimicked Foedus.

Farrin gave the ice dagger a wry smile but took it. His grey eyes traced the rooftops. He flicked his wrist, throwing the weapon, and a soldier crouched in the shadows of a two-story home yelped and fell off the roof.

Rakel tried to adjust her hair—Phile had twisted it into another strange, warrior-like braid—and melted the ice on the street when she heard hoof beats.

“Mount up, Little Wolf. We’ve got some runners.” Phile burst on the scene with her horse, Frigid, and a spare horse for Farrin.

“If you’ll excuse us, Lady Pordis. Tollak and Bunny will guard you,” Rakel said.

Pordis waved to the trio. “I understand.”

“Go, go, go.” Phile impatiently turned her horse in a circle.

Rakel balked at mounting Frigid—it was always difficult to climb on top.

“No time—the reindeer won’t be able to keep up,” Farrin said. He grabbed her by the waist and lifted her up onto the spare horse, then mounted up behind her.

“Lady Pordis, if you don’t mind.” Rakel’s voice jarred as the horse started trotting.

“I’ll watch the reindeer for you. Good luck!” Pordis snatched up Frigid’s reins and dragged him up towards the passageway where Tollak hid.

“I apologize, Rakel. The saddle is going to make this uncomfortable,” Farrin said.

“Your poufy dress doesn’t help,” Phile added as they raced down the streets.

“You were the one who made me wear this poufy dress,” Rakel said with gritted teeth.

“You should have argued more,” Phile said factually.

Rakel decided to be magnanimous and ignore the jab. “What happened?”

“One of the soldiers used Frodi’s power against him and lit a keg of firework powder, blowing a hole straight through the wall. Frodi used up so much energy, he got himself knocked out—though Eydìs was trying to shove food in his mouth when I left.”

“The hole is still open?” Rakel asked.

“Nope. Ragnar’s elf-friend is guarding it. A new one.”

Rakel bounced uncomfortably on the saddle. “Not Genovefa?”

“Nope. This one is a male.”

“How many made it out?” Farrin asked.

“About twenty to thirty soldiers. Not enough to take back the city, but enough to do harm to some of the smaller villages,” Phile said. “A few of our troops are already giving chase. They were on foot, so catching up shouldn’t be a problem. Ragnar—it’s us! Get your elf-friend to move!” They galloped straight towards the dark hole in the wooden wall.

A dangerous-looking elf clothed from head to toe in armor stood in the center of the hole, with groaning soldiers strewn around him.

“Let ’em pass, Ysolt,” Ragnar said.

The armored elf moved aside sedately, barely missing Phile, Rakel, and Farrin as they hurtled through. They had to stop, however, and squint in the moonlight to find the tracks.

“We should have brought Bunny to track them,” Farrin said.

“Nah, with that many men, it should be easy,” Phile said.

“As long as they haven’t split up,” Rakel said.

“True, but I don’t think they will. This way.” Phile nudged her horse forward.

Though the daytime weather eased back and forth between freezing and thawing, the night brought out cooler temperatures and cast a silver light over everything. Shouts and the bone-cutting clang of clashing weapons clotted the air, but all the noise came from the city and grew muted the farther they chased the soldiers.

Phile urged her horse ahead. “I see ’em!”

Rakel clung to the saddle as Farrin leaped from the horse, tapped his magic, and zipped ahead. She scrambled to use the reins, but thankfully the animal followed after Phile and her mount. When it stopped and tossed its head, Rakel shimmied down—almost falling on her posterior—and ran the remaining distance to the chaotic battle.

Farrin zipped from soldier to soldier, but it appeared the pursuing Verglas soldiers were outnumbered. Rakel stretched her hand and started freezing the Chosen soldiers from the waist down, immobilizing them.

Some of the mercenaries panicked and swirled their weapons around them, and a few slipped from her reach and ran—only to be pounced upon by Phile and Farrin.

When they subdued the last of the soldiers, Rakel released the breath she had been holding and let herself relax.

One of the Verglas soldiers saluted Farrin and Phile and bowed to Rakel. “Thank you for the assistance.”

“It was no trouble at all.” Phile tossed Foedus in the air and caught it.

Rakel offered the soldier a smile. “I’m glad we could be of service.”

Farrin inspected the Chosen troops. “Is this all of them? I thought the original estimate was twenty to thirty. There are nineteen here.”

“A few split off prior to your arrival, sir,” the soldier said.

“Do you want our aid in tracking them down?” Rakel asked.

“No,” the soldier said. “I imagine you are needed back at the city. Me and the boys can track ’em.”

Phile swung up onto her horse. “He’s right. We should head back.”

Rakel reluctantly approached the mount she shared with Farrin. “I suppose so,” she said dubiously.

Farrin bowed to her. “May I?”

Rakel let her expression grow pinched. “If you do not mind.”

“Your education in riding has been sorely lacking,” Phile said. “We’ll have to fix that come summer.”

Rakel had been rather proud of herself for staying in the saddle and riding Frigid to Kiby, so she frowned at her friend after Farrin boosted her up. “If we do not have greater concerns.”

Phile swatted her hand at her. “Concerns? Nah! We’ll have the Chosen bagged and kicked out by then.”

“Tenebris must be taken care of,” Farrin said, sliding into place behind Rakel. “Or he will simply ride right back in.”

Rakel mulled over his words as she waved farewell to the soldiers. He is right. Tenebris could simply recruit more through the same slimy means he used to recruit Farrin and the others. But how to defeat him personally?

“Ahh, yes, good point.” Phile frowned and put Foedus away as they followed the trail of churned snow back to Kiby. “If he’s still around in summer, perhaps I should go back to Baris and consult the oracle who gave me Foedus.”

Rakel raised an eyebrow. “Is that your newest origins story?”

“I’ve always said Foedus has royal bearings,” Phile said.

“You daily complain of its ugliness,” Farrin said.

Phile opened her mouth to reply, but a blue fireball exploded over the city, followed by two crimson ones. The roar and flashing lights of the fire made the horses spook. Phile’s horse pranced a few steps and reared, but Farrin and Rakel’s mount wheeled around and tried to flee.

Rakel grabbed fistfuls of the horse’s mane, and Farrin snaked an arm around her waist, anchoring her.

“The city is clear!” Phile chirped when the horses stopped panicking and blew out big puffs of air.

“I remember the signal,” Rakel said, a little shaken.

Farrin’s arm was still around her waist, but his grip was gentle. “Shall we head for the front gates?”

“Sounds good,” Phile said. “We can go back to Tana with the messenger to let Halvor know how it went.”

“If he’s back from his assault on Dovre,” Rakel said, recalling the general’s other plans. Attacking Kiby was part of a two-pronged assault.

“He will have returned to Tana,” Farrin said. “His attack was to take place earlier in the day.”

“Excellent. Let’s get to the front gates, shall we? Though before we leave, I expect they’ll want you to thaw the gates and forge a block of ice to temporarily patch that hole in the wall, Little Wolf.” Phile rode off without waiting for a response, nudging her horse into a trot.

Farrin didn’t push their mount after hers. “Will you be able to make the patch without tapping enough of your magic to activate your price?”

“Yes. As Pordis and Phile let us in, I didn’t use much when we entered the city—which is usually when I expel a hefty bit of magic. I’ll be fine.”

Farrin shifted behind her, but his arm remained on her waist, and his hand clasped her side. Unused to the close contact—hugging her by the waist was something neither Phile nor Gerta and Kai often did—Rakel stifled the desire to shift and wiggle. Though Farrin’s hand and arm were covered with sleeves and a glove, she could feel his heat, and whenever he spoke, his breath caressed her right ear.

He’s very warm.

“Can you ride Frigid back to Tana, or should we ask Pordis if we can borrow one of her sleighs?” Farrin asked.

Disappointment stabbed her through the ribs. Rakel tapped her magic, sweeping away the ridiculous sensation and returning her clarity. “I would like to try patching the hole first and then see how late it is, though I suspect I will be able to ride.”

“We won’t reach Tana until late in the night,” Farrin said.

“I am aware of this, but whenever I sit in a sleigh and everyone else walks or rides, I feel…coddled.” Rakel frowned.

“You cannot help it,” Farrin said.

“I know, but it still bothers me.”

“Oi—are you two love birds coming? Or should I ride ahead to give you a moment of privacy—’cause you certainly won’t get that when we return to Tana,” Phile called far ahead of them.

Rakel scowled at her, but Farrin chuckled. “We’re coming,” he assured the Robber Maiden, though his lips lingered close to Rakel’s ear, and his arm didn’t leave her waist.

“I’m not saying you have to, I was just asking. As fond as I am of both of you, I’d rather avoid witnessing your tender moments.”

“Phile.” Rakel growled.

“Ohh, good job, Little Wolf! That was a decent impression of Handsome Halvor!”

Rakel held in a groan, but she did rub her forehead. “I am embarrassed to expose public proof of my questionable taste in friends.”

Farrin chuckled again and nudged their horse forward.

Someday I will see Phile unnerved. Rakel vowed. Someday!
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Rakel had assumed all but the night watch—and probably General Halvor—would be asleep when they arrived in Tana. It was in the early hours of the morning, but dawn was still a long way off.

To Rakel’s surprise, the outpost was well lit and bustling with activity. Spotting a familiar face in the chaos, she called, “Knut.”

“Princess,” he saluted.

“Did something happen?”

Knut hesitated.

“Did the attack on Dovre go badly?” Phile furrowed her brow in worry.

Knut smiled. “No, it went quite well. The magic users chased the Chosen troops all the way to the Kozlovka border.”

“Really?” Phile beamed. “Excellent—two wins in a night! That will pull Tenebris’s beard.”

“Tenebris does not have a beard,” Farrin said.

Rakel eyed Tana. “If it wasn’t the attack, what is it?” No one was crying, and the air was crisp and clean—not heavy with the metallic scent of blood—but it seemed like all the villagers were up and huddled together.

Knut’s face lost its animation. “You see, Princess…”

“Princess!” Gerta hurtled across the village, running towards her with a tear-streaked face.

Rakel knelt so she could catch her and embrace her. “Gerta, what’s wrong?” Her mind raced with possible disasters. Did something happen to Hilda—or Kai and his magic?

Gerta gulped. “It’s Kai’s mom.”

Rakel released Gerta and placed her hands on her shoulders. “Was she injured?”

“No. She ran away!”

For a moment, Rakel felt relief. No injuries, no lost battles, no outbreaks of magic…and then her words sank in. She ran away. “With Kai?”

Gerta shook her head. “She left him.”

All the muscles in Rakel’s body went numb. She abandoned her child? Just like that? “There must be a misunderstanding.”

“She snuck out when Kai was sleeping. She took her clothes ’n a pack—she didn’t leave nothing of hers.”

Phile was incredulous. “And she left Kai behind?”

Gerta burst into tears, and Rakel wanted to join her. How could she? How could she abandon sweet and gentle Kai? “Gerta, where is Kai?”

Gerta scrubbed at her face with her mittens and hiccupped.

“Princess.” Oskar joined the little group. His face was lined with exhaustion and sadness as he bent over and scooped up Gerta in his arms. “She told you?”

“It’s true? Kai’s mother left?” Rakel asked.

Oskar nodded. “Halvor sent out some troops with the intension of tracking her, but even if they catch her…”

He trailed off, and Rakel dazedly nodded. Even if they find her, what can we do? If we force her to take him, how will Kai suffer?

“Where is he?” Rakel asked.

“Kai!” General Halvor shouted.

Rakel shifted her gaze from her attendant to the general, who stood in the center of Tana with Hilda. The little boy was fighting a soldier trying to hold onto him. He kicked the man in the shins and bit the soldier until he was released, then ran out the back gate of the village, tearing into the snow field west of the city.

Halvor raised a whistle to his lips, but Rakel shouted, “General—I’ll go after him.”

She gave chase—abandoning her self-taught elegance and formality to run after the boy. “Kai!”

Phile was on her heels, but Farrin zipped ahead with his speed magic, cutting Kai off. Farrin’s sudden appearance surprised Kai, who tripped and fell face first into the snow.

Phile and Farrin hung back as Rakel hurried to his side. “Kai.” Relief coated her voice as she knelt in the snow. She placed a hand on his shoulder, but Kai sprang up.

“Don’t touch me!” he shouted.

Rakel’s heart grieved for the broken boy. His eyes flickered with pain and hurt, his chin trembled, and his entire body shook. He raised his fists to his eyes and gave a dry sob.

Rakel reached out again, but Kai took a step away from her. “No!” Kai shouted. “Don’t touch me! I-I’m a monster!”

“No, you aren’t,” Rakel said.

“Yes, I am! Mother left me because I have magic. I hate magic! It’s evil! It is wrong! I hate it. I hate it!”

“Kai—”

“I was happy until I got it. Magic is wrong. It’s evil! It has to be!”

“It’s not.” Rakel rolled her shoulders back, working to keep the edge out of her voice. It is not Kai I’m furious with, she reminded herself. It seems fearing your own child is something that transcends ones’ station when magic is involved. But royal or commoner, how could any mother ever think abandoning her child as acceptable? I’d like to find that worthless—she cut her thoughts off.

Rakel cleared her throat. “Magic is not wrong, Kai. Your mother is.”

Kai cried and dropped to his knees.

She eased closer to him. “Her actions are wrong and hurtful. You have done nothing to warrant this.”

“Then why did she leave me?” Kai squinted up at her with tear-glazed eyes.

When she saw the pain flooding his eyes, her magic roared within her. If I ever find that woman, I will teach her magic worth running from… Rakel flinched. Too much like Tenebris. Enough. She pushed the thought aside and concentrated on Kai.

“Some people, like your mother, do not understand our powers. They are afraid of getting hurt. It is unfortunate, but again and again you will have to prove that you can be trusted, that you will not abuse your powers.” She hesitatingly tried to embrace him, unsure if he would shake her off again. This time he leaned into her and rested his head against her shoulder.

“It’s not fair,” he whispered.

Rakel remembered her lonely childhood and years of isolation. “I know.” She raised her gaze from the shivering boy and saw Farrin and Phile. Standing just past them were General Halvor and Oskar. The sight of the stocky general and the red-headed attendant produced a surge of warmth in her heart. “We are alike, Kai. Our parents abandoned us, but we are not alone. Gerta, Grandmother Hilda, Phile, and I—we all love you! You are wanted—and treasured.”

Some of Kai’s trembling subsided, but he still clung to her. “Will she come back?” he asked in a small voice.

Rakel hesitated. “I don’t know.”

A dry sob escaped him.

Rakel’s fury rekindled, but she tempered it. What can I do to reach him? Thinking back to her loneliest times, she remembered her books from Oskar, and the steadfast knowledge that Halvor would never sacrifice her when fighting the Chosen.

She cleared her throat. “Kai, I know I’m not your mother, or even Grandmother Hilda, but I love you. Nothing would make me happier than to call you my family.” The words were out of Rakel’s mouth before she realized what she was saying, but she knew them to be true. “I want you. I see how special and amazing you are. I will stay with you through the good and the bad—no matter what happens.”

Kai’s eyes were still glazed with pain, but Rakel saw a flicker of hope in them. “You promise? We’ll be family?”

Rakel wasn’t exactly sure what they were agreeing on. She was too young to be his mother, and the wound was too fresh. But maybe…I can be his Oskar, and that is a kind of family that is just as special and important. “I give you my royal word,” Rakel said. “You will always be in my heart.”

Kai buried his face in Rakel’s dress again, and Rakel rested her hands on his back. “You’ll never be alone, Kai. You are loved. And if you can accept your magic as a gift, you will see there is a beauty there.”

Kai shook his head. “If there is beauty, why did my mother run?”

Rakel hesitated, wondering if what she was about to say was too much. “There is a great deal of darkness in the world, Kai. But life is not hopeless, and you need not live in fear of it. Rather, if you look for it, you will find that the continent brims with love. Do you understand?”

“Grandmother Hilda said you’re a saint for helping us when you were so hated. Is that what you mean?” Kai slipped out of her grasp so he could peer up at her.

“I’m not certain I’m the best example, but yes. The same goes for magic. You can accept what the fearful and hateful say about it, or you can see it with love and delight.”

“How? How can you love something that ruined your life?” Kai asked.

Rakel thought over the question for a moment. She could recall Phile praising her for her delight in her magic, in spite of all that happened to her because of it. It’s what makes you so powerful, she had said. “Magic hasn’t ruined my life. It’s brought me joy.”

“But you were exiled because of your magic,” Kai argued.

“Yes,” Rakel agreed. “But…I take joy in the magic itself.”

Kai stared at her with furrowed eyebrows, his attention hinged on her words. He wants to understand…but how can I show him?

Rakel flattened her lips, deep in thought, then eyed the open field they stood in. She reached for her magic, and, like always, it answered her, twining around her like a cat. Rakel hesitated a moment, feeling out the natural snow and the frozen earth. She nodded, and ice shot out of the ground.

Under her artistic eye, a castle formed. It wasn’t huge like the one on Ensom—but rather a miniature one, a child’s fort. She made its tallest tower twice Oskar’s height, but the walls surrounding the crystalline fort were short enough for a tall adult to peer over.

She could feel Kai’s eyes as she sculpted and created, her brain running over figures and structures while she forged the ice into a work of beauty and craftsmanship. When she finished the castle, she made two life-sized ice sculptures—one of Gerta and one of Kai. When she caught Kai’s pained expression, she made a sculpture of Phile, then Oskar, Hilda, herself, and on and on until a crowd of ice people were stationed in front of the castle.

She studied Kai, who appeared impressed but not quite convinced. He’s not there yet. He’s seen me build and sculpt before. But how can I show more beauty than a castle? Rakel realized she was thinking more along her preferences than Kai’s, but what would Kai—an artistic boy with a sweet heart—find lovely?

Rakel raised her eyes to the clear skies. If I could do it… Rakel inhaled and pulled on her magic. Clouds formed and snow started to fall as Rakel worked her magic on each individual flake. It was harder than she thought—it required a different kind of precision than she was used to—but after a moment, she raised her hand and caught several snowflakes.

“You can craft something beautiful with your magic, Kai. That is what makes it glorious.” Rakel knelt in front of him and held out her hand. The snowflakes hadn’t melted on her cool skin, and they were big and fat, making their beautiful designs easier to observe.

Each snowflake was a work of beauty—extending in different shapes and lines—but at the center of every flake was a white heart.

For the first time, Kai cracked a smile. Rakel returned the smile and kept hold of her magic, making the heart-filled snowflakes drift down from the sky.

“But…I can’t do this,” Kai said, pointing to the flakes.

“No,” Rakel agreed. “You have to find beauty in your own way.”

“But I can’t,” Kai argued.

“Sure you can.”

Rakel turned in surprise to see Frodi—dark circles under his eyes—stomping towards them. A pack of magic users stood behind him, marveling at the snowflakes and watching Rakel’s exchange with Kai.

Frodi marched all the way up to Kai and Rakel and offered them a smile. “You think that’s great, watch this.” Frodi tossed his gloves aside and clasped his hands together. When he pulled them apart, fire flickered to life with a roar.

Kai jumped, but his expression went from fear to awe as Frodi stared at his hands in concentration. Slowly, the flames morphed into a fist-sized horse shape.

“Wow!” Kai laughed when Frodi flicked his hands and the horse-shaped fire went cantering off. “Can you make a reindeer?”

“Sure,” Frodi said.

“I want to see!” Gerta shouted as she ran across the snow. She joined Kai—taking his hand in hers—and gasped in delight when Frodi formed another fist-sized tongue of fire into the shape of an elegant reindeer—antlers and all.

Several of the villagers joined Kai and Gerta in watching the fire show.

Not to be outdone, Bluff followed them.

“Everyone stand back,” Bluff said. “Princess, could you raise and lower the temperature in short successions?”

“Yes,” Rakel said.

“Could you please do it on three?” Bluff asked, pointing to a blank area. “Over there specifically?”

Rakel nodded and grabbed her magic.

“One…two…three!”

Rakel drastically raised the temperature—as he requested—jumping with everyone else when lightning sizzled and struck the ground in the area he had indicated. She lowered the temperature again and rubbed her ears—slightly deafened by the strength of the booming thunder.

“Ta da!” Bluff pointed to the spot where the lightning had struck. It had turned the snow at the site of the strike to water, splashing it in the air, and then Rakel’s magic had refrozen the liquid while it was spraying. The result was a flower-like formation of ice.

Soon, other magic users were following Bluff and Frodi’s example. Bunny transformed into her fox body and bumped noses with anyone who knelt down next to her—delighting Gerta and Kai. Dryden threw grown men up into the air and caught them like they were straw dolls. Eydìs manipulated her rope so it trailed after her like a dog and playfully rubbed against people.

Kai’s face was alight with wonder.

For the moment, he had forgotten the hurt of his mother’s decision. The pain would return, but Rakel hoped he would remember this moment and remember how loved—and lovable—he was. She shifted her gaze to the villagers and soldiers who had joined them on the snow field, smiling as she watched them chat and marvel at the magic users’ displays.

Farrin moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with her so his arm touched hers. “You did well.”

“No, it wasn’t me…” Rakel trailed off, barely able to speak due to the strength of her feelings as she watched everyone laugh, talk, and share. Her heart swelled, and on an impulse, she hugged Farrin. “For a moment, I had forgotten how far we had come—how much better it is now, for magic users.”

Farrin slid his hands down her back. “Kai’s situation is cruel.”

“But we have this,” Rakel said. “Magic users used to cower and hide for fear of what would happen, but we don’t have to any more. There will still be moments of darkness—like Kai’s—but he will be loved!”

“You have changed Verglas,” Farrin said. “Though I fear the rest of the continent is not like this.”

“Then we’ll change it,” Rakel said. “These people welcome magic because they see how it can help them, and how we mean them no harm. If we could teach magic users how to use their magic for good—how to see the possibilities in it—they could change the way people think!” Rakel looked up at him, her eyes bright. “Do you think it’s possible?”

“I do.” Farrin brushed a tendril of her white hair from her face. “Though it may take years of sweat and anguish.”

“If it means children with magic will not grow up like we did…” Rakel smiled and rested her face on his shoulder so she could still see the impromptu gathering. “There’s hope, Farrin. And it’s not too late. In spite of the mirror, in spite of the darkness, there can be good.”

“Yes,” Farrin agreed. His arms were warm and secure. Rakel leaned into him and relaxed, letting his warmth encircle her.

Rakel didn’t know if they stood together for hours or minutes, but she was almost asleep when the gathering broke up.

Oskar and Phile walked past them. Oskar carried a sleeping Gerta and Phile leaned into him and yawned, unusually quiet, although she looked happy enough. “It’s late, Princess. You should sleep,” Oskar said.

Rakel pulled herself from Farrin’s warm embrace and blinked at the horizon—which was starting to glow violet with the promise of dawn. “Yes,” she agreed. She blinked owlishly at Phile. Pleased silence is unusual for her. I always thought she was joking about her admiration for Oskar. Could she—no. The lack of sleep has made me stupid. She tottered for a moment, but Farrin caught and corrected her.

Kai trudged towards her, his face pinched with exhaustion, but lacking—she was glad to see—the sorrow that had defined it.

Farrin picked Kai up like he was a baby. “Your strength served you admirably today,” he told the little boy.

Kai plopped his head on Farrin’s shoulder and, to all appearances, started sleeping.

Farrin held his hand out to Rakel, his expression placid.

She studied him for a moment…and realized that her feelings for Farrin were very different than her love for Phile, Gerta and Kai, Oskar, and Halvor. So much for resisting his affections. I didn’t even last a month. Her inner thoughts were blunt and more honest than usual. Phile is going to cackle.

Farrin tilted his head, and his gray eyes seemed especially piercing. “Is something wrong?”

She thought a moment, then took his hand. “It’s fine.” I don’t need to discuss it with him yet. I don’t know the extent of my feelings, and I have gone too long without sleep. Later.

If she felt extra warm as she trudged through the wet snow and made her way back to Tana, she attributed it to the tall, handsome magic user at her side and the young boy he held.

Phile joined them for a moment, and her gaze swiveled from Rakel to Kai. She slightly furrowed her eyebrows, set her lips in a firm line, and nodded solemnly at Farrin. “Remember: it’s a boy and a girl name.”

Rakel blinked. “What?”

Farrin gave the Robber Maiden a flat look and then smiled at Rakel as they drew closer to the walls of Tana. “I fear the early hours have addled her mind.”

“Probably…” Rakel trailed off when she caught a glimpse of the ground.

A small patch of snow had melted, giving way to the grass underneath, which was starting to perk up.

“Rakel?” Farrin asked when she stopped walking.

We have to hurry, Rakel thought, reality crashing back upon her shoulders. We have to defeat the Chosen. We’re almost out of time!


Chapter 13
To March South


Several days later, Rakel sat in the mess hall in Tana—between Farrin and Steinar—listening to General Halvor give the latest updates.

“As long as we continue to avoid coming into contact with the Chosen’s main army—which includes the likes of Tenebris and his two colonels, Grimick and Kavon—we have an upper-hand in the war,” Halvor said. “When our soldiers and magic users work together, they are much more difficult to face on the battlefield. The Chosen Army does not enjoy the same benefits of cohesive forces and teamwork. In fact, our scouts estimate that less than a third of Tenebris’s mercenaries remain with him. Many of them surrendered in combat, and even more of them are leaving voluntarily.”

Several people clapped, a few whistled, and almost everyone smiled.

“By using the resistance’s hit-and-run techniques, we have managed to strike key points in the Chosen offense. I am pleased to announce that Tenebris has pulled out of his northern-most camp, has abandoned most of his northern fortifications, and has retreated south,” General Halvor continued.

“King’s toes!” Phile exclaimed.

The atmosphere of the room brightened as people were further encouraged.

This doesn’t seem right, Rakel thought. Tenebris is brutal. Why is he retreating instead of laying waste to us? Concerned, she glanced over at Farrin. “Could this be a ploy to get us away from the mirror so Tenebris can snatch it in secret?”

He flashed her a small, reassuring smile and draped his arm over her shoulders. “Your clever general has scouts and spies in place around the mountain path, and I have eyes on Tenebris. If he directs a team north, we’ll know.”

General Halvor’s expression turned somber as he continued. “However, the southern villages and towns have paid dearly for our success.”

Everyone quieted and returned their attention to the general.

He gestured to Bunny and Snorri, who stood behind him. Bunny had her right arm in a sling, and Snorri had bandages wrapped around his head, two black eyes, and a broken nose. “Our scouts report that three villages and two cities have been razed. These were fortifications already under Tenebris’s power. He destroyed them and slaughtered hundreds.”

“Even though they were under the Chosen’s control?” an officer, Colonel Danr, asked.

Halvor nodded grimly. “Furthermore, with the loss of his sellswords, Tenebris has changed tactics and has broken up many of his magic users into teams—like we have—of five to twenty. He has sent them across Verglas to destroy whatever they can. Some of you have encountered them.”

He set his gaze on Rakel and Steinar. “Two of these teams have been sighted west of Ostfold. Both times, the forces were scared off. However, I am sending some of our magic users north for additional security.”

West of Ostfold…that’s where Ensom Peak is…and the path that leads to the mirror. Rakel started to lean into Farrin—seeking his warmth as reassurance—until she realized what she was doing and fixed her posture.

“We have succeeded and accomplished incredible feats given our odds, but now comes the most difficult part of the war,” Halvor continued. “As the tide continues to turn in our favor, we will be put on the defense and struggle to hold as many of the settlements in Verglas as possible against pressure from Chosen magic users. Some of the villages will be evacuated, and the refugees will be taken to larger cities or sent north to Ostfold. Even with that approach, our forces will be thinly spread.”

“What you’re saying is that we cannot afford to let this war continue much longer,” Oskar—sitting in the first row—stated.

General Halvor glanced at Rakel. “For more than one reason.”

Steinar’s face creased with worry. “We need to have a direct confrontation with Tenebris, don’t we?”

“Yes,” General Halvor agreed.

“The heaviest losses we’ve faced were in our second battle against him,” Colonel Danr said.

“I am aware, but if we don’t paralyze their main force, this war will grow long and bloody,” General Halvor said.

“What about assassinating Tenebris and his top men?” a magic user asked.

Rakel warmed to the idea. It would spare the people of all the bloodshed facing him head-on would cause.

General Halvor looked to Farrin, who shook his head. “Can’t be done.”

“Why not?” Rakel asked.

“For as long as I have known him, men have been trying to kill Tenebris. He’s never been caught off guard. It is conceivable that somewhere in the world there is an assassin good enough to kill him, but it would take a long time to find such a person.”

“But our scouts manage to get close to him,” Eydìs argued.

“Yes, but the scouts also lack the necessary attack power,” Farrin countered.

“What about you?” Frodi asked.

Farrin shook his head. “My magic does not work well against his cursing powers. Mental attacks are hard to counter. I’ve managed to deflect his attacks, but only when he is in direct contact with me. I can evade them, but that won’t help us. As far as I know, Rakel is the only being alive who can stop his curses before they are placed. Liv’s ability to purify his magic is extremely rare as well, particularly because Tenebris often kills anyone who can do so.”

The room—once bright and exuberant—turned quiet and grim.

“We will win,” General Halvor said. “Our goal, however, must be to limit our losses and prepare ourselves for the possibility of another invasion in several years if we do not stamp out all the Chosen officers.”

Rakel’s stomach rolled. This isn’t what I thought it would be like. I thought it would grow easier, and everyone would be happy and free afterward. All of this fear and death—blast that mirror!

Rakel rubbed her eyes. “We will need to face Tenebris in the next two to three weeks,” she said. “Any later, and everything will be in bloom.”

“We are limited to the locations to which Tenebris flees,” General Halvor said.

With this exchange, the room began to lighten again.

“Our Snow Queen,” someone murmured.

Rakel smiled in affection, but at the back of her mind, their reaction nagged at her.

“We will pull out of Tana in three days and march south,” General Halvor continued. “During our march, we will stop at one of the villages that were razed so we can witness what Tenebris has done.”

He means we have gotten complacent. If we don’t see the slaughter, it is easy for us to brush it off. Rakel thought.

“That is all I have to say. Thank you.” Halvor bowed stiffly.

The meeting adjourned; the crowd began to disperse. Rakel, however, remained sitting, contemplating Halvor’s words.

“Is everything alright?” Farrin asked. His eyebrows were raised in a subtle expression of concern, and he brushed her shoulder with his fingers.

“Yes, it’s just…we’re winning.”

Farrin nodded.

“But it doesn’t feel like it. Towns are razed; villagers are slaughtered…” She trailed off.

“Life is far more complex than humanity would want. Just because you win doesn’t mean everything will turn out well,” Farrin said.

Remembering her talk with Kai, Rakel said, “But there are still things worth fighting for.”

“Of course,” he agreed. “Unfortunately, Tenebris lacks mercy and will do his best to bring as much damage upon Verglas as possible even as he loses.”

Recalling the way he had very obviously wounded Farrin when Farrin was still in his services, Rakel pressed her lips together. “He’s searching for the mirror. That’s why he sent the teams north.”

“Presumably.”

“How many know about the mirror?” she asked.

“Of the Chosen? Not many. But Tenebris was not the only one to learn of it.”

“You mean groups besides the Chosen know of its existence?” Rakel asked.

“Assumedly,” Farrin said. “I cannot say for sure, but I don’t believe he discovered its existence by happenstance. Tenebris is too purposeful for that.”

Rakel fell silent and stared at her hands.

Farrin placed his hand on top of hers. “I know it feels hopeless, and the knowledge of the slaughter he has committed is horrible, but you have to remember what you’re saving your people from. You cannot allow yourself to take responsibility for his actions. You should be proud of all you have accomplished, Rakel.”

He squeezed her hand. Without thinking, Rakel repositioned her palm so their hands were intertwined, drawing strength from the connection. “Thank you, Farrin.” She drew back her shoulders and smiled at him. “It can be difficult to remember what we’re doing is right.”

Farrin, who had been admiring their hands, raised his eyes. “You are burdened with many responsibilities, but you have done well. Even before I sided with you, I admired you for your loyalty and courage.”

“I’ll have to be the one to face Tenebris, won’t I?” Rakel asked, her dread building.

“Not necessarily. Liv’s powers might prove to be more fatal to him.”

Rakel looked across the room where the female magic user smiled brightly at one of Farrin’s underlings. “I don’t think I could ask her to.”

“She would do it,” Farrin said.

“Yes,” Rakel said. “She’s plunged headfirst into his magic to save others. Though she feels inadequate, she has courage like I haven’t seen…but…”

Her magic isn’t meant to hurt others. And mine…mine is meant to protect. But how can I face him and win? If I took his life, wouldn’t that make me more like him?

“We can find another way. As I recall, you’ve had an antipathy for killing since you started the resistance. No one will force you to change that stance. If you can capture him in ice, I can help you,” Farrin said.

Rakel nodded. She could feel his heat leaking into her through their joined hands. Though it felt a little strange, it was oddly relaxing. She squeezed his hand, released it, and then stood. “I will think on it.”

“Don’t take too much of this burden on your shoulders,” Farrin warned.

Rakel smiled. “I know. Come—Crow has Bunny cornered. We should grab him lest she reacts violently. Soon, your healer won’t be able to fix his nose anymore.”

Farrin stood and glided behind her. “As you wish.”

The door to the mess hall creaked open. Out of the corner of her eye, Rakel saw Gerta—her cheeks wet with tears—peer inside. “Farrin, could you see to Crow and Bunny?” Rakel asked.

Farrin followed her gaze. “Of course.” He tenderly tucked a tendril of her white hair behind her ear. Though he didn’t say anything more, his eyes were bright with longing, and he brushed Rakel’s cheek with a finger.

The gesture made warmth bloom on Rakel’s face, and she involuntarily leaned toward his touch. I love him. She ruthlessly pushed the thought down. Then she pulled her face away to give Farrin a business-like nod, raised her chin, and focused on Gerta—grateful for the distraction.

She heard Farrin chuckle as she left him, but her mirth—and embarrassment—died away as she approached the little girl and crouched next to her. “What’s wrong, Gerta?”

“Nothing,” Gerta said in a small voice.

“Are you seeking out your grandmother?” Rakel asked. Hilda had attended the meeting to give the latest report from her contacts.

“No,” Gerta said. “I wanted to talk to you.”

Rakel drew the little girl aside so they wouldn’t block the door. “What would you like to talk about?”

Gerta tugged on her worn skirt. “I want magic, too. Like Kai,” she blurted.

Rakel blinked—that had been the last thing she had expected. Who—besides Phile—actually wants magic? “Why?”

“I want to be special, too.”

Rakel smiled. “Oh, Gerta, you are very special.”

“How?”

“Deep in your heart, you have such potential to love and cherish. That in itself is its own kind of magic.”

“But it’s not the same,” Gerta said.

“Maybe, but it doesn’t take powers or magic to do extraordinary things.”

“Then what does it take?”

“It’s something you already have: hope.” The answer spilled from her lips. “Hope never dies, and if you can cling to it, it’s the strongest kind of power there is.”

“If I have hope, can I still be with Kai?”

“Is that why you want magic?” Rakel asked.

“Yes. The other village children said Kai is different because he has magic, and he’ll leave me.”

Rakel chuckled. “Gerta, a little thing like magic couldn’t separate you two. As long as you have courage and hope, you’ll always be together.”

Gerta nodded, her forehead wrinkling profusely—as if she was trying to commit Rakel’s words to memory. “Okay,” she said.

Hilda approached the pair. “Greetings, Princess—why, Gerta! My dear, you’ve been crying. Come, let’s wash your eyes and get you something to eat.”

The skip was back in Gerta’s steps. “Yes, Grandmother. Thank you, Princess!”

“Of course. I’m honored you sought me out.” Rakel smiled as she watched the grandmother and granddaughter. Tenebris must be defeated—to protect the innocents. But…can I do it?
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True to Halvor’s word, they paused their journey south to view the razed village of Asker. Very little remained of the village—a few scorched corner posts, the bare skeleton of a cottage, and scattered refuse. The charred remains still smoldered, and everything was ashy gray from the sky to the slushy, half-melted snow. The air was choked with the scent of smoke and burnt earth, and even the wind sounded mournful as it howled through the meadow the small village used to occupy.

Rakel slid from Frigid’s back and made her way towards the fallen village.

“Princess, we can move on,” Oskar said. “You don’t need to see this.”

“You’re right, I don’t need to,” Rakel said. “But I should.”

Steinar joined her. “I agree.”

Oskar looked back and forth between them, and then sighed. “As you wish.” He nodded to Farrin—who moved behind them like a black shadow.

The village had been little more than an outpost. Judging by the ruin, it couldn’t have been more than fifteen buildings. “This is evil,” Rakel said as they walked past the charred remains of a broken chimney.

“Yes,” Steinar said. “So remember it well. We don’t want to let this happen to Verglas again.”

“There will always be darkness, Sire,” Farrin said as he swept his eyes across the village. “What’s more important is remembering what hope is.”

Rakel glanced up at Farrin, pleasantly surprised by his unusually optimistic outlook. He’s changing—for the better. He’s losing the bleakness he used to wear.

Steinar stared at his soaked boots. “Yes.”

A board creaked, and Rakel saw an archer step out of the trees, his bow nocked. “Attack—it’s an attack!” she shouted. She lunged in front of her brother and raised a shield of ice, blocking the arrow.

“Are they mercenaries?” Steinar asked.

The arrow exploded into fire.

Rakel doused the arrow with ice. “No, magic users.”

Farrin ran at the archer, reflected another fiery arrow, then pounced on him and brained him with the hilt of his sword. The archer flopped to the ground like a fish, and Farrin whirled around and shouted. “He’s one of Kavon’s—the colonel of the Third Regiment. Be on your guard: Kavon is an illusionist.”

Hearing their shouts, the Verglas troops rallied, falling into formation and storming towards them.

Snarling wolves burst out of the woods, launching themselves at the soldiers. Rakel tried to cage the wolves, but they were spread out and attacked purposefully, preying upon soldiers past the front lines, making them harder to capture. Above their snaps and growls, Rakel could hear…flute music?

“It’s Judoc,” Bunny shouted. “He can control animals with his flute music. He’ll be hiding in the trees.” She snarled and transformed into a snow bear.

“Can he control you then?” Crow asked as he stood back to back with Knut and Snorri and beat off a wolf.

Bunny roared and slammed into a wolf, sending it sprawling.

“That would be a no,” Knut said.

Snorri moved away from his companions and ran for the forest, disappearing when he reached the trees’ shadows.

Snorri will find Judoc, but how do we take care of these wolves?

“Princess, raise an ice wall and try to funnel the wolves to Bunny, Phile, ’n me,” Dryden shouted. She clasped her hands together to create a joint fist and slammed it into a wolf—throwing it halfway across the destroyed village.

Rakel raised a human-height wall—giving Dryden a surface against which to place her back—and added two slanted walls so the wolves could be guided straight to them.

“Rakel,” Steinar said. “The soldiers.”

Some of the Verglas soldiers were attempting to herd the wolves to Bunny, Phile, and Dryden; others were facing two new magic users who entered the fray.

The first was a boy straddling the uncomfortable age between boy and man. He was short and scruffy but wore an expression of determination. His companion was an older woman who wore a belt filled with vials. Behind them—standing as tall as a small tree—was a moving sculpture of clay and sand, vaguely human in shape. Four sculptures of similar shape—but rising only knee-high—scurried around them.

“Noe and Constanza,” Farrin said, appearing at Rakel’s elbow with a gust of wind. “The boy, Noe, builds golems and controls them. The bigger ones are slow movers but heavy hitters and hard to kill. The little guys are less powerful, but fast.”

“And the woman?” Rakel pulled magic to her fingertips as Knut leaped out of the way when the biggest golem tried to smack him.

“She’s an alchemist. Those vials on her belts are potions—and each one does a different thing. Stay out of throwing range.”

Rakel nodded and created a cloud of ice swords. “Get back!” she shouted at the soldiers. Seeing what hovered over their heads, they scrambled away.

Rakel snapped her fingers, and the frosty weapons rained down on the two magic users, disturbing plumes of smoke and raising clouds of ash.

When the air cleared again, it revealed the uninjured magic users, who had been shielded by the clay creatures—which closely resembled pin cushions.

Unfortunately, the swords didn’t seem to affect the creatures at all. The creatures shook, and the swords fell off them, cracking when they fell to the ground.

“They’re sandy. The easiest way to defeat them is to get them wet, or they’ll keep oozing everywhere,” Farrin said.

“It’s a shame we sent Bluff on with the main group, but I can handle it. I’ll just freeze them in a block,” Rakel said.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” said an airy, aristocratic voice.

Rakel and Farrin spun around to find a handsome man—whose pleasant face was ruined by his smug smirk—lingering at the boundary of the village. He wore the black and crimson Chosen uniform, and based on the similar braiding and markings to Farrin’s old uniform, Rakel guessed he was probably a colonel.

“Kavon.” Farrin flashed the short distance to the man. He swung his sword at him, but another man jumped in front of him, parrying the blow.

Rakel moved to help but heard the alchemist woman laugh. She swung around and raised a shell of ice to protect two soldiers from her assault.

Steinar pointed to Farrin’s opponent. “He manipulates air.”

“How do you know?” Rakel asked.

“Look at his hair—it’s blowing like he’s in a gale storm, though we have barely a breeze. It’s why Farrin hasn’t nailed him yet.”

Farrin moved faster than the new magic user, but his opponent seemed to have some kind of shield that kept Farrin from outright stabbing him. Whenever Farrin tried to move around him to reach Kavon—who arrogantly preened behind the air-channeling magic user—he slid in between them and pushed Farrin back.

“Did you hear everything Farrin said?” Rakel asked.

“Yes,” Steinar said. “You want me to relay the information to Halvor?”

Rakel created a sword of ice for herself. “Please. Go, I’ll cover you.”

Steinar squared his shoulders and took a deep breath, then plunged into the chaos of the battle.

Keeping her focus on her brother, Rakel threw spikes of ice in his trail to keep wolves from pouncing on him. She rained needle-thin icicles on two of the dirt and sand sculptures to keep them distracted. When Steinar had almost reached Halvor, the alchemist stepped towards him, raising her hand to throw a small vial at him.

Rakel created a wall of ice to protect him, but Eydìs yanked the woman’s hand backwards with a lasso of twine.

“We’ve got her, Princess.” Tollak strolled up to the alchemist and studied her through a round lens that magnified the size of his eye. He plucked the vial from the woman’s grasp, and dodged her when she struck out with a dagger in her free hand.

“Here, Frodi. You should try heating this.” Tollak held up the potion.

“We’re in the middle of a battle, old man. This isn’t the time to satisfy your curiosity,” Frodi snarled.

Rakel let a smile bud on her lips and relaxed when she saw Steinar deep in discussion with Halvor.

I think I’ll start with helping the soldiers—and possibly Farrin if I can split my attention. Rakel turned towards the dirt monsters, grimacing when she tapped her magic and reached for the snow in the area.

As the temperatures had continued to rise, the snow melted and created a slushy mess. She never liked dealing with slush—it made everything cold and achy and squelched through any cracked surface—and the ash from the destruction made manipulating it feel even more gritty and unpleasant than usual. Still, Farrin said I should get them wet.

Rakel raised her fingers, and a soggy snow-and-slush-drift poured over one of the smaller golems like an icy wave. Wet, the creature was considerably slowed down, making it easy for her to scoop it up with ice and encase it in a thick coating, immobilizing it.

The creation wiggled in its casing, but it couldn’t break out.

Good. Rakel set her eyes on another one of the sculptures—this one was already contained by several Verglas troops who had surrounded it with their enchanted shields—thanks to Tollak.

Rakel shuddered in revulsion as the chunky feeling of slush washed over her when she reached for a nearby mound of snow.

“Got you!” A man who would have looked at home with Pordis among a merchant caravan clasped her wrist.

Rakel reflexively swung around and threw her magic outwards, creating a carpet of dagger-sharp ice slivers.

The ice made the man jump. “No you don’t!” he said.

Something pricked her wrist, and Rakel felt her magic start oozing out of her. It didn’t curl around her as it normally would; instead it was diverted—like aqueducts from a river.

“Careful, Rakel, that one drains magic.” Dryden shouted from her den of wolves. “He’ll suck you dry!”

Her friendly-looking captor smiled. “It’s true,” he said cheerfully. “I’m like a leech.” He must have pulled harder, for Rakel felt a little more of her magic trickle away.

In spite of the chaos of the battle, she felt confused. Why is he so smug? Should it matter if he takes some of my magic? Will he use it against me?

Rakel was still trying to decide how to react as she raised an ice cage around three wolves, locking them inside.

“Careful, Princess,” the magic-drainer said. “I don’t want to hurt you. If you keep using your magic, I can’t promise I won’t tap you dry.”

“What does that even mean?” Rakel asked.

“It means you won’t have a drop of magic left—as if you’ve scraped the bottom of your abilities—and then you’ll be helpless. So it’s best if you don’t struggle.”

The bottom? What is he babbling about? I have never reached the limit of my abilities. The only time I ever felt boundaries to it was with the mirror, and then I could feel the magic left in all the ice structures I had built.

Dryden drove her elbow into a wolf’s neck. “Frodi—Eydìs, someone’s gotta help the princess!”

Phile snorted. “No, they don’t. Haven’t you seen what Rakel did to Bluff whenever the poor boy got it in his head to create a storm? In fact, I think we should back up. Who knows what she’ll do to him—or what Farrin will do when he realizes someone is touching her.”

Rakel glanced at Farrin—who was still battling it out with the air magic user—although the other magic user was worse-for-wear, and Farrin was just as sharp and clear moving as always. She could still feel a trickle of her magic, but it was like a snowflake among a blizzard. Hardly noticeable.

“You want my magic? Very well,” Rakel turned back to her opponent and started gathering her powers. She could feel the vastness of her magic, and as she took more and more, she grew aware of it. She could feel her castle on Ensom Peak, and the wall she had built on the Mullberg border.

The magic-drainer’s smile flickered. “What are you doing?”

“Giving you more,” Rakel said. She felt for the stream he was leeching off, and then pushed more of her magic through the line, turning it into a frothing, whitewater river.

He yelped and dropped to his knees—even though he clung to her hand still. “S-s-stop!” he begged. He shivered, and his skin was cool—though not as cold as hers.

“You were the one who wanted my magic,” Rakel said.

He shouted and yanked his hand away. Rakel—thinking of Farrin’s move on the archer—created an ice sword and swung it hilt first, hitting him in the head and sending him sprawling to the slushy ground. She flipped him over on his back and nudged him, but he was out cold.

General Halvor bellowed over the fight as he shouted orders to the various teams. “Frodi—leave the alchemist to Eydìs and Tollak, and get on those golems! Use your fire—make it hot enough, and you should be able to bake them. Angry owls, I want you on those wolves—drive them to Phile, Dryden, and Bunny. Blue Fire, back Frodi up—and stay out of range of the alchemist!”

Rakel swiveled, intending to help Farrin, but froze. Her body wouldn’t move. It was as if she had been enclosed in a block of ice.

“There, there,” a coarse voice chuckled. “Loreto is an idiot, but at least he distracted you long enough for my powers to bind you.” The air at her side shimmered, then shattered. A hulking man stepped out of the broken illusion and brushed off his clothes. His nose was smashed flat, his eyes were small and beady, and his coarse hair was pulled into a knot on the top of his head.

Unable to move her neck to see, Rakel caught a glimpse of him out of the corner of her eye. She couldn’t even open her mouth to scream for help.

“Good job.” Kavon joined them, stepping out of thin air. “I have wanted to look at you for a long time, Your Highness,” he purred in a voice that was velvety and pleasant. “You are such a curious thing. Even when I first paid off your guard to kill you and heard Farrin—Tenebris’s lapdog—had tried to intercept you, I was interested. What kind of a person can take a man so mindlessly loyal as Farrin and convince them to change sides?”

Kavon ran a finger down her cheek. Rakel would have shivered if she could. Instead, her insides curdled, and she felt dirty where he had touched her.

“Sir,” the man holding Rakel into place started. He was interrupted by Farrin—who flipped Kavon over his shoulder and then turned on the binder.

“Rocco,” Kavon shouted.

The air magic user slid between Farrin and the binder. He blocked an attack and then aimed a gust of wind at Rakel—which Farrin intercepted and reflected. However, when he lunged forward to block Rakel, he stepped into the range of the alchemist, who threw a vial at him.

Farrin raised his cape so it shattered and splattered on the black cloth, then ripped it from his neck and threw it away from him just as the cloak burst into flames.

“Tollak, Eydìs, stop sleeping and take out that alchemist!” Halvor barked as he plunged his sword through one of the smaller golems.

“We’re trying, sir,” Tollak said.

Ropes coiled around the alchemist’s arms and legs, yanking her backwards.

The air magic user drove Farrin off to the side, and Kavon approached Rakel again—though this time he kept his distance.

Rakel poured her anger into her eyes and tried to glower at him even though she was still incapacitated. I swear when all of this is over, I will train with Farrin every day to help me overcome deflecting and manipulating magics!

Kavon tapped his chin. “So strange. Tenebris hates you with a fury I have never seen. He must see something in you…but what? Himself, perhaps?”

Rakel’s heart squeezed in her chest. Why would he say that? I’m not—he can’t think I’m like Tenebris!

“Farrin—catch!” Phile—still fighting wolves—threw Foedus to him, snipping off a lock of his black-tea-colored hair and embedding the dagger in a board near his head.

Farrin shot the Robber Maiden a glower but ripped the dagger from the wood and threw it at the air user’s shoulder.

The dagger pierced the globe of air and kept going, hitting its mark. Before the man could react, Farrin attacked, coming in low and cracking the magic user’s knees with the scabbard of his two-handed sword.

The man shouted and collapsed, and the two fell out of Rakel’s eyesight.

The flute music faltered, and the wolves stumbled like puppets cut loose from their strings. Snorri had found the flute-player.

The muscles on Kavon’s face tightened. “Retreat,” he shouted. The golem-maker ran to his side—only one small golem left as Frodi had baked the big one and hacked it to pieces with the help of Verglas soldiers.

The binder turned on his heels and ran. His hold on Rakel shattered when Farrin threw his scabbard and hit the man in the back of the head.

Freed, Rakel almost fell flat on her face. She caught herself just in time and then struck out with her magic, making snow and ice erupt in front of the Chosen magic users, cornering them and cutting them off.

The wolves scattered, running back to the woods.

“Constanza!” Kavon shouted.

The alchemist—freed from Eydìs’s ropes—ripped several vials and a pouch from her belt. She threw them down on the ground. The vials shattered and spewed out a foul smelling smoke that made Rakel’s eyes water and her throat sting.

Someone grabbed her, and Rakel puffed up and reached for her magic, then realized she recognized that warm touch and let Farrin guide her out of the smoke.

She gasped for breath when she stepped into the fresh air and wiped her eyes. She tapped her magic and blasted wind through the ruins, clearing the smoke off.

Kavon and his few remaining magic users were nowhere to be seen. Apparently they had abandoned their injured and unconscious comrades.

“Regroup and prepare to head out,” General Halvor cleaned his sword on a square of cloth. Steinar stood next to him, holding a sword flecked with blood. “We need to meet up with the main force as soon as possible.”

Phile checked over Foedus. “Do you think Tenebris plans to attack them?”

General Halvor studied the village. “It’s a possibility.”

Oskar clasped him on the shoulder. “What is it?”

General Halvor sighed. “Two of those Chosen magic users were in the group my men and I chased to the Kozlovka border during the attack of Dovre.”

The words Halvor didn’t say hung in the air. They came back. We beat them off, and they came back. How can we win a war when they keep coming back?

“Come on, Little Wolf.” Phile coughed, clearing the scratch in her voice. “Let’s go find Frigid and get mounted up.”

Rakel moved to follow her but paused. “We did well,” she said as the magic users and soldiers checked their weapons.

Bunny—back in her human body with Crow hovering at her shoulder—snorted. “We did no such thing. We faced eight magic users and got pounded.”

Rakel stood taller and adapted her royal bearings. “Those eight magic users were trained for combat. We have been working together for just a few weeks, and most Verglas magic users are poorly trained. We did well.”

Bunny met her gaze and gave her a crooked smile and a playful bow. “We did, Snow Queen.”

Rakel kept her face pleasant, but after Kavon’s words, Bunny’s evaluation felt like a kick in the gut. Am I that much like Tenebris?

“Little Wolf?”

“Coming.” Rakel followed her friend to the various horses and ponies—and reindeer, in Rakel’s case—the party had ridden. She glanced north—towards Ensom Peak and her castle. I was able to push magic into the magic-leech, and I could feel every ice structure in the country that I had made. I wonder…could I use that somehow?


Chapter 14
Concealed Tactics


Rakel stood in the shadows and watched the happy activity in the camp. The Verglas forces had set up their new headquarters much farther south and had been there for over a week. It had been a bit of an adjustment—going from hills and forests to the plains and fields that made up the majority of the southern lands—but they had reconnected with the resistance force and saved a handful of towns and villages.

Soon, though, they would have to face Tenebris.

However, almost everyone in the camp was occupied with celebrating their most recent round of wins. It was dusk, and smoky-sweet smells beckoned from every campfire. Oskar—standing with Pordis and Hilda—oozed charm, making the ladies laugh. Steinar was smiling and talking to several of Halvor’s officers, while the grim-faced general looked astonishingly relaxed listening to Liv and Snorri.

Farrin chatted with Knut while he kept an eye on Kai. The little boy played with Gerta and several children from the resistance movement who had joined up with them.

It was beautiful to see all the people she loved talking and laughing, but she couldn’t shake the thought of the mirror and Tenebris. The burden weighed on Rakel’s shoulders without mercy. If they defeated the Chosen, in several decades, would she become the next threat to Verglas? The thought made her shiver. My magic is strong, and I have so much of it…no. It was her choice, and she had chosen Verglas. Verglas needed this war to end, so she had to finish it with as few losses as possible.

Halvor would say magic isn’t always the best tactic—but against another magic, I think it must be.

Rakel closed her eyes and stayed in the shadows, trying to hold her head up as she struggled. I need to talk to someone. Rakel’s gaze was drawn to Farrin, and then Oskar, but she shook her head. She needed someone who loved her but would be honest and open. Farrin, Oskar, and even Steinar and Halvor would refute her questions out of sheer loyalty and love.

I need someone who understands my heart… Coming up with an answer, Rakel leaned forward to see if she could find her, only to realize Phile was already standing next to her.

Phile’s eyes glittered in the fading sun. “You alright, Little Wolf?”

Rakel smiled. “Phile, would you walk with me?”

Phile threaded her arm through Rakel’s. “Of course.”

They turned their backs to the camp and meandered to the edge, nodding to patrolling soldiers as they entered thawed fields that were soft and held the promise of green.

Phile sat down on a tree stump. “What’s on your mind?”

Rakel pressed her hands together. “Am I like Tenebris?” She was a little surprised by her own words, as she had planned to start by asking Phile about ending the war.

Phile blinked. “I’m assuming you don’t mean physically—because I have yet to see him don a dress and run around in a wig.”

Rakel smiled wryly. “I mean in power. I’m fighting for innocents, but the more I hear about him, the more I see similarities between us. He charmed Farrin to his side, just as I charmed him to mine. He won over magic users by saving them from dire straits, and I have won over the people of Verglas by freeing them. He has immense power that I can match, and his people are loyal to him to a point of dogma. The more I think of it, the more I am frightened. There was a moment, when he attacked Gerta and Kai, that I would have killed him. Gladly.” She wrung her hands and cringed, waiting for Phile’s judgment.

“There might be a few similarities.” Phile said.

Rakel turned away from her and had a hard time swallowing.

“But, Little Wolf, you’re missing something very important.”

“What?” Rakel whispered, afraid to hope.

“Tenebris let the darkness of the world get to him. He chose to meet hate with hate. He seeks power and crawls in the darkness.” Phile got off her stump and moved to stand in front of Rakel. She took her hands. “You, however, my brave friend, have chosen love. I know you, and I know you will never turn your back on that.”

Phile gave her such a glowing smile Rakel could feel her heart warm.

“So my answer is no, you aren’t anything like him. You were given a very similar set of situations, and you reacted in the exact opposite way. That is why your magic is so good and beautiful and pure enough to stand up to his twisted powers.”

Rakel hugged her. “Thank you.” In the back of her mind, though, the comparison still lingered. She trusted Phile, and the Robber Maiden would never lie to her, but she had only known her a short time. What if there was a hidden darkness in Rakel that Phile had not yet seen? What if her anger at Kai’s mother and the rage from Tenebris’s attack on Gerta and Kai weren’t anomalies?

Phile squeezed her tight. “Anytime, Little Wolf. I am happy to be your compass in the dark.”

Rakel released Phile and opened and closed her mouth, wondering if she should voice the lurking hesitation. She was instead, struck by the memory of Phile’s own words. “When we first started our morning practices, you said I am powerful because I love my powers.”

“Yep,” Phile said. “You never let anyone’s fear and hatred twist the potential for the beauty you saw in your magic, and the capacity of your soul is shown in the way you’ve stepped up and reacted to this war, to the invasion, and to the people who used to hate you.”

“What does the capacity of my soul have anything to do with magic?” Rakel asked.

“Ahh, it has everything to do with it. You naturally have a lot of magic—that’s something you’re born with. But the strength of your magic—the pureness and your ability to wield it? Who you are as a person greatly affects that.”

Rakel tipped her head. “Forgive me if I am prying…but how did you learn this?”

Phile grinned. “You mean why does a thief brat know so much about magic?” Foedus appeared in her hands, and she tossed it up and down a few times. Her smile faded. “My father had magic. Not very much—it was little more than a pinch. He was the one who found Foedus on a research trip to Ringsted and gave it to me.”

Phile held the ugly dagger above her head and stared up at it. “It’s a relic—you can get them ridiculously cheap in Baris.”

Rakel was afraid to breathe, lest it would make Phile stop sharing. This opportunity was rare indeed. “My father was a scholar at heart, and he loved researching magic. He would tell me stories when I was little, and he taught me for years—even though he knew I didn’t have a speck of it. He told me the world—Baris included—was missing out on the great potential of magic users…that they could be heroes and change the world.”

“He sounds wise.”

“Yes, but he would have been lost without my mother. To begin with, he would have starved. Scholars don’t make much, and Father spent every cent he had on books. Being the husband of the robber queen of Baris, though, kept him well fed!”

“Is he still in Baris with your mother, then?” Rakel asked.

Phile’s smile grew sad. “He died. It’s why I started traveling. I wanted to see what these people that he had such great dreams for were like. He would have loved you.”

Rakel blinked. “Me?”

“Yes. You are everything magic users should be.”

“Powerful?”

“No. Compassionate, responsible, and aware of the effects your magic has on those around you,” Phile said.

Rakel shut her eyes and basked in the warmth Phile’s words brought to her fingers and chest. “I’m honored that you see that in me…Phile…” She paused, then opened her eyes to meet Phile’s gaze, a shadow still haunting her. “Even if we win, I fear Verglas will one day be torn apart because of the mirror. Rumors of the mirror will outlive us.”

“You can’t save the world, Little Wolf. It’s valiant of you to want to try, but you should be content knowing what you’ve prevented already.”

Rakel’s thoughts swirled around her—the knowledge that her magic lived in the ice structures she built, the memory of pushing magic into the Chosen magic user. She was different. Love was a part of everything she’d ever done, even before there were people—friends, a family, a nation—to love. I’m not like Tenebris, and I will prove it.

“What if I could do something to stop it?” Rakel clasped her hands together as she warmed up to the idea. “What if I could make it so no creature of darkness, no evil magic could enter Verglas?”

“How?”

“When I face Tenebris during the last battle…what if I pushed my magic into the very earth—the way I build it into my ice walls. It would repel those with dark magic—like Tenebris. He can’t touch my ice—I witnessed it myself in our last fight.”

“It would take a ridiculous amount of magic to secure the entire country,” Phile said, raising an eyebrow.

“But I have it. Sunnira called me a monster, and she may be right. I have never run dry.”

Phile placed her hands on her shoulders and squeezed. “Rakel, you’ll die. At the very least, you’ll fall unconscious and never wake up.”

Rakel tried to give her a brave smile. “I know. But Verglas would be safe. No one would be able to get to that stupid mirror…and my magic would protect Verglas’s boundaries much longer than I could.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Phile said. “General Halvor will find a way.”

“Anything less than this will be a temporary fix.”

Phile rubbed her forehead. “We haven’t searched for anyone who can break the mirror. There must be someone on this continent who can do it.”

“Phile,” Rakel said, interrupting her friend. “That mirror is a thousand times more evil and vile than Tenebris. It needs to be taken care of.”

Phile exhaled and shrank in size. She tilted her head and studied Rakel. “I…This is…Is this what you want?”

Rakel nodded.

“You’ll have to kill him—and possibly his officers. There’s no way around it.”

Rakel grimaced and pushed away the worry that her sacrifice might make her even more like Tenebris than she already was. “I know it’s wrong, but—”

“No,” Phile interrupted her, her dark eyes glowing with anger. “What Tenebris and his army are doing is wrong. Killing and war are unfortunate realities because of the brokenness of mankind, but the slaughter of innocents is evil. To stop them—if it is within your power—is right.”

“I still wish I could avoid spilling blood—it is not an action I can take back or forget.” Rakel spoke slowly, trying to explain her heart.

“Allowing Tenebris and his ilk to live is far more terrible than killing them and ending their rampage.”

Rakel was silent.

“Can you really kill Tenebris?”

She tried to take a breath, but it felt like she wasn’t taking in enough air. “I believe I must.”

“You won’t hesitate?” Phile asked.

Rakel recalled the charred bones of Asker, and the screams and terror of Fyran—the village on Ensom Peak, the first place she had made her stand, and strangely, she recalled seeing Farrin after Tenebris had disciplined him. Even knowing such decimation, she did not relish taking another’s life, but she could not sacrifice her country merely because she wished Tenebris was not evil. “I’ll hesitate, but I’ll still do it.”

Phile raised her eyebrows. “Killing Tenebris isn’t something you need to feel guilty about.”

Rakel rubbed her chest with a hand, as if it could ease the pain in her heart. “I said I’ll do it.”

Phile nodded and slipped Foedus into its sheath on her belt. “Very well. Then I would be proud to fight with you to the very end.” She offered her hand to clasp, and wore a small but painfully sincere smile.

Rakel teared up and took her hand in both of hers. What have I done to deserve such a friend? “Thank you, but—”

“I’m not letting you face that monster alone, Little Wolf,” Phile said. “I’m not going to let you take on the burden of the entire country and him.”

“You’re right, but I have an even greater favor to ask,” Rakel said.

“Let’s hear it.”

“Kai and Farrin.”

Phile sucked air in between her clenched teeth.

“Kai is too young to understand why I’m leaving him when I promised I would stay,” Rakel’s heart melted at the thought of the young boy. “When he’s old enough, could you explain it?”

“And Farrin? You don’t plan to tell him?”

Rakel released Phile’s hand. “I don’t plan to tell anyone besides you. They would ban me from the battlefield if they knew.”

“The others will understand once they realize what you’ve done. It will take them time to forgive you, but they will come to accept it. But Farrin…he loves you, Rakel. And you cannot deny that you feel the same for him.”

“I know,” Rakel said. “But if I told him…”

Phile tapped her chin. “We’ll have to keep him far away from you when you decide to have a go at it. With his speed magic, he’ll put a stop to it real quick if he figures out what you’re doing.” She hesitated. “Oskar won’t take it well either.” Phile’s voice cracked with worry, but it was lined with an affection that she rarely directed at anyone besides Rakel.

…was I right after all? Is Phile smitten with Oskar? Rakel opened her mouth to ask her, but Phile shook her head.

“When it’s all over…is there anything you want me to tell everyone?” she asked, changing the subject.

It became hard to swallow, and Rakel’s eyes burned as she thought how she would never see any of her precious friends and family again. “Tell them I wanted to do this. I wanted to protect them. And tell them that I love them so much, and I am thankful for them. They made life beautiful.”

“And Farrin?”

Rakel thought for a moment. “If I gave you a letter…could you give it to him?”

Phile’s eyes teared up, and she nodded. She reached out and yanked Rakel into another hug, but while their first had been warm and gentle, this was the fierce hug of one warrior saluting another. “I’d go out with you, Rakel. I mean it.”

Rakel took a shuddering breath, fighting her own tears. “I know.”

“You are the best sort of magic user there is. And I promise, when this is over, there won’t be a person in the world who doesn’t know what you’ve done for us all in sealing up this mirror.” Phile abruptly pulled back and rubbed at her eyes. “We’ll plan everything later?”

Rakel flicked a tear from her cheek. “We’ll have to do it soon. Steinar told me we will begin discussing plans and tactics tomorrow.”

Phile coughed. “Right.” She cast her eyes at the pitch-black sky—the last blushes of color had faded during their discussion. “I think you should join them.” She gestured to their friends gathered around the campfires.

“I suppose you are right. Phile, thank you. For everything.”

Phile nodded. “That’s what companions of the heart are for. Although if you tell anyone how I got my dagger, I will be forced to take drastic countermeasures.”

Rakel laughed. “Your secret is safe with me. Goodnight, Phile.”

“Goodnight, Little Wolf.”

Rakel and Phile went their separate ways—Phile, to greet a night guard, and Rakel to join those sitting around the campfires. She sat down on a log, smiling when she noticed a shadow had ghosted over to her. “Have you had fun playing with the other children, Kai?” She asked.

Kai nodded. “Can I…”

Rakel opened her arms, and Kai snuggled in like a puppy. Rakel fought to keep her eyes clear as she hugged the dear boy, who had already gone through so much. “I love you, Kai.”

“Thank you,” Kai whispered.

Rakel stroked his hair and held him as they watched the fire. After several minutes, Farrin approached the pair and sat on Rakel’s log. “I have something for you, Kai.” He offered the boy a sack.

Kai sat up, easing off Rakel, and peered in it. “Blocks?” he asked, sounding confused.

“For your magic,” Farrin said. “You need to create things to work your magic, and with the snow melting, I imagine it will soon be much harder for you to do that. So practice with the blocks.”

Kai’s eyes lit up, and he reached in the sack, pulling out a few. They were not the bare, wooden blocks like toys, but were beautifully carved and intricately painted. They came in all shapes and sizes; some were thick and big, and others were flat and thin.

Kai’s eyes grew wide as he looked over his new treasures. “Thank you, sir.”

“If you ever want books to give you ideas of things to build, ask Oskar when you’re back at the palace,” Rakel advised.

“I’ll get to stay in the palace, with you?” Kai asked with his heart in his eyes.

Rakel could only nod.

“Kai, let’s eat!” Gerta shouted from across the camp.

Kai’s gaze flickered between Farrin and Rakel. “Can I take my blocks?”

Farrin smiled indulgently. “Of course.”

“Come find me when you’re ready to sleep. I learned a lullaby,” Rakel said with no small amount of pride. “Oskar even assured me that I do not sound like a dying goat when I sing it.”

Kai giggled. “Okay.” He hugged her, lingered at Farrin’s side for a moment, and then impulsively threw his arms around the soldier. He scurried off before Farrin had a chance to reciprocate.

Rakel watched him with a pang in her heart. I’m so sorry, Kai. But you’ll be loved, even without me. She glanced at Farrin and felt a little bit of resentment. Whenever she sat on a log, she felt like a child with her limbs askew. Somehow, Farrin managed to defy the laws of nature and look relaxed and loose sitting next to her.

The longer she studied him, the more relaxed she became. She let her eyes trace his gray eyes, the white slash of his scar, his strong jaw. It might be kinder if I didn’t tell him how I feel for him, but I want to be selfish in this one thing.

Farrin offered her one of his barely-there smiles.

Rakel froze, caught in a moment of panic. How do I tell him? Do I blurt it out? Do I do something? She felt her forehead furrow as she was caught in a moment of indecision.

Farrin took her hand and stood, tugging her up with him. “Come,” he said.

Rakel followed him, allowing him to lead her north. He stopped at the edge of camp and pointed.

Although most of the snow had melted on the ground, the air was cool and crisp, and the visibility was excellent, giving Rakel a clear view of the mountains that made up the northern border of Verglas.

Farrin placed his hands on her arms and turned her so she faced a specific angle. “There is Ensom Peak,” he said.

Rakel saw a glimmer—like sunlight hitting crystal water—near the mountain top. “Is that…”

“Your ice-castle. Yes,” Farrin said. “When the Chosen first invaded, we thought it was a patch of snow that caught the light right, but if the visibility is good, you can see your castle in most parts of Verglas.”

Rakel reached out and tugged on her magic. She could feel her trapped powers stirring in the castle—even though it was leagues away.

“We’ll defeat Tenebris, Rakel,” Farrin said.

She looked up at him in surprise. How did he know?

Farrin slid his hands down her arms, entwining her fingers with his. “You seemed worried. I assumed he was why.” His white scar was stark in the moonlight.

It’s bittersweet to have someone care so deeply about me—and I about him—and to know we don’t have much time. “He is. Tenebris—and the mirror.” Rakel gazed at her castle. “Thank you for your support, Farrin. Thank you for guarding me.”

“Of course.” Farrin kept his hold of her hands, but his deep voice was a caress of its own.

She shook her head. “No, it’s not of course. You have a rare valiance.”

Farrin gave her a crooked smile. “You give me too much credit. In fact, I have decided when this war is over, I will no longer serve as a leader in the military. I would back out now if I could, but to do so would cause more problems, I think.”

Rakel drew back, pulling her hands from his in her surprise. “You would leave the military? Why? I know General Halvor hasn’t given you an official rank in the army and instead has put you in a position of leadership over the magic users, but I am certain he will work with you to make any changes you desire.” She hesitated, a small pain in her heart. “If you don’t wish to serve as a guard—”

“I never indicated I would stop guarding you,” Farrin said with another of his almost-there smiles. “And I’m afraid that I have no choice but to leave the military. As a leader, one must act for the good of the troops and the best tactic for the battle. I’m afraid I find it hard to focus these days.”

“Why?”

Farrin brushed his fingers against her cheek. “Because when the fighting begins, I have a difficult time thinking of anyone besides you.”

Rakel’s fingers and skin felt tingly—and not because of the cold. This is my opportunity to tell him what he means to me. “I love you,” Rakel blurted out. She tensed—embarrassed and a little mortified at her outburst, even if it was true. Well. That couldn’t have been anymore awkward. She risked a glance at Farrin. He was frozen with his fingers still touching her cheek, his eyes unblinking. She stifled a sigh. “I apologize. I don’t think that was the way a lady is supposed to present her feelings. It was…sudden.”

She felt her face go warm and considered burying herself under an avalanche of snow.

“Rakel.” Farrin’s voice brimmed with tenderness, and it made Rakel drag her gaze up to his. His eyes traced her face and were lit with a gentle glow Rakel hadn’t previously witnessed.

I think…that’s love.

His breath stirred her bangs as he slid his arms around her waist and scooped her closer. Holding her gaze, he drew closer and closer until—almost against her will—Rakel’s eyes shut, and he brushed his lips against hers.

Rakel hadn’t expected much from a kiss. She’d assumed it was a rather sloppy expression when a hug—her most beloved gesture—would convey love in a far more superior manner.

She thought wrong.

Nothing compared to the sensation of being held close—like a treasure—and Farrin’s lips against her own. His heat spread through her like magic, thawing her cool breath and cold skin. It robbed her of her thoughts and her strength. As he cradled the back of her head with a warm hand, she could feel their love fill the air like snowflakes falling from white clouds.

Farrin’s kiss was a soft promise of everything she had always dreamed of—affection, hope, and above all else, love.

He pulled back for a moment, and Rakel had to cling to his chest to keep standing. I never dreamed what falling in love would be like, but I don’t think I could have fathomed anything this incredible. She couldn’t place what was different; it was as if loving Farrin made everything…more. It seemed like there were more stars glittering in the sky, like the cool night air was extra crisp, and—most glorious of all—she could have sworn she felt the zing of his magic.

“I love you, Rakel,” Farrin whispered in her ear. His cheek brushed hers, sending shivers down her spine.

She tried to adjust to this new alignment in her world. For a while, she had known the soft love of friendship and family, but this was shockingly different. Her love for Farrin thrived like the cool core of her magic—consuming and passionate. She had fallen hard for the valiant knight who had reacted with gentle strength. Her eyes teared up, and she pressed her face into his shoulder. She wanted to cry out of pure happiness and desperate sadness, for she knew that in giving this gift of love to Farrin, when they faced Tenebris and she—in all likelihood—died, she would rip his heart into tatters.

For one moment, her heart rebelled. It’s not fair! Must I sacrifice my happiness to stop Tenebris’s destruction? More than anything, I want this moment to last forever.

Farrin slid one of his gloved hands along the back of her neck. “Why are you crying?”

Rakel shook her head and pressed it farther into his shoulder. She took a shuddering breath as Farrin held her and rocked her back and forth, and the warmth he gave her was a bittersweet comfort.

What have I done?


Chapter 15
The Purity Of Love


Rakel was sick to her stomach with nerves and apprehension as she stood on the battlefield and watched Tenebris’s army march towards her.

This was it. Tenebris—after concentrating his forces in the southeast corner of Verglas—had marched west, using a range of hills as cover, and planned to attempt a final push north. Verglas scouts had confirmed it two days ago. So, Steinar gave the order to march out, and General Halvor had organized the troops so they would meet on the Darren Flats—plains that were just north of the southern border they shared with the country of Sarthe.

Though it was a day that would see blood spilled and—hopefully—a tyrant overthrown, the weather was crisp and mild. The sun hung in the cloudless sky that was a brilliant shade of light blue, and the pleasant breeze had helped to dry the flats. They stood not on slush or mud, but dry grass that was still brown with winter—perked with the promise of spring.

This is it. Rakel’s heart beat erratically. I must defeat Tenebris. I must push my magic into Verglas. Any later, and the entire country will be in bloom.

Farrin, standing at her side, leaned over and rested his head against hers. “You’re not alone. We will claim victory and freedom for Verglas.”

Rakel gave him a trembling smile and kissed his cheek. She had to bite her tongue to keep from saying what her heart screamed. I love you. I don’t want to leave you, and I am so sorry.

General Halvor—riding a horse now that the snow had melted—shifted in the saddle, making the leather creak. “Is anyone unclear on any part of our strategy?”

Phile—standing on Rakel’s other side—shook her head and fed her horse a few blades of grass. “You pounded it in our heads so well, I wouldn’t be surprised if some of us dreamt about it last night, General.” She softened her words with a wink and exchanged knowing gazes with Rakel.

The Verglas plan was quite complex—it had to be wide-spread and encompassing in order to counter the imbalance of magic users between the Verglas troops and the Chosen forces.

Oskar led the resistance fighters, all of whom were outfitted with bows for long-distance combat. Rakel’s throat ached, knowing that she had already spoken to her bright-haired attendant for the last time, but to avoid raising suspicions, she didn’t protest his post.

General Halvor would lead the Verglas army—who would engage both magic enemies and the small army of soldiers Tenebris had left.

Farrin would guard Rakel—who would face off with Tenebris—and a team of five led the magic users. Phile would guard Liv and, according to Halvor’s plan, when Rakel lured Tenebris to the frontlines, she would signal Phile, who—with Frodi’s help—would set off a signal of their own to call Farrin back to pick up Liv and take her to the frontlines with Rakel and Tenebris, giving Rakel a final edge.

In reality, when Rakel was ready, she would signal to Phile with a giant snowflake in the sky, who would falsely signal in return. When Farrin fell back, Rakel would wall him and the rest of the Verglas troops out, and she would finish Tenebris and his army.

If she could.

Even if I expel everything, there’s no certainty that my magic really will seal off Verglas from dark magic. And there’s no certainty I’ll be able to defeat Tenebris.

“You’ll win it, Little Wolf.” Phile clasped her shoulder.

Rakel gave her a weak smile in return. “Thank you,” she said. She had already given the Robber Maiden letters to explain all she had done the night prior. That was the last they had spoken of their private plan. “For everything.”

The ground throbbed as the Chosen forces marched closer and closer.

“Of course,” Phile said.

“It’s time.” General Halvor wheeled his horse around. “To your stations—wait for the princess to attack,” he ordered. Rakel watched him ride to his post, her eyes tracing over his familiar back. Thank you, General.

“I believe that was an order, Robber Maiden.” Farrin raised his eyebrow.

“Are you that anxious to be rid of me? Oh—I get it. You want some alone time with Rakel. Very well then!” Phile said. She gave Rakel a quick, bone-crushing hug, then backed away, her expression fierce even though tears threatened to leak from her eyes. She nodded and threw herself at her horse, mounting up. “Stand proud, Snow Queen. You have no equal.” She rode off, her shoulders straight and her hair—pulled back in its usual ponytail and covered by her red kerchief—streaming in the wind.

Farrin looked from the retreating Phile to Rakel and raised an eyebrow. “Is there something I should know?”

Rakel struggled to smile. “No,” she lied.

A frown tugged the corner of Farrin’s lips down, but he nodded and turned his attention to the incoming army. “Tenebris is in the back, again, though he has positioned himself in the center—which is unusual.” He pointed out the black-clothed commander riding a fiendish horse. “As you can see, there is a bit of a line between the magic users and the regular troops. Try to reach him through there if possible—it should take less magic to clear.”

A tendril of her white hair kept sticking to her lips. Rakel tucked it behind her ear. “I see.”

“Watch for General Halvor’s signal, but you have some time. To begin attacking now would create a disadvantage for our soldiers,” Farrin continued.

Rakel nodded, shrinking when he gazed at her with his piercing gray eyes.

“You’ll do fine.” He slid his hand under her chin, tilting her face up to meet his gaze. “I will be with you, Rakel. The army stands with you. You are not alone.”

She nodded again and, on an impulse, hugged Farrin, soaking in his unique warmth.

Farrin’s arms surrounded her for a few glorious moments, and she felt his lips brush her cheek. I need to let go. I should step away. But she couldn’t. She clung to Farrin, his touch stabilizing her unsettled heart.

Farrin wove his fingers among the hair at the nape of her neck. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“Yes,” Rakel lied. She stepped away and ripped her gaze from him to make the lie more bearable. She settled on Halvor and watched him with bated breath.

The Chosen army marched closer still, spreading across the land like a dark nightmare. She started pulling on her magic, letting its minty flavor and frosty feel settle her pounding heart. She sucked in a deep breath, settled her shoulders, and raised her chin. I will not go down as a coward. I will end this!

General Halvor—barely visible above the tide of Verglas soldiers, even though he was mounted—turned his horse in a tight circle. Knut sounded a beautiful note on his ram’s horn, and all eyes in the Verglas army turned to Rakel.

Farrin, standing next to her, unsheathed his broadsword and crouched—ready to lunge in front of her.

Rakel gripped her magic, her eyes tracing the troops.

Crow shouted “Light ’em up, Princess—ack!” before someone—Bunny most likely—silenced him.

His outburst provoked the resistance troops, who started chanting. “Snow Queen, Snow Queen, Snow Queen!”

Rakel barely heard any of it. Her blue eyes traced a path to Tenebris—who was starting to raise his hands. Rakel threw her arm in front of her, and ice exploded, blazing a crystalline, sword-sharp trail of spikes from the edge of the Verglas army into the Chosen forces. It cut a path straight from Rakel to Tenebris, and split his forces in half.

Tenebris caught the ice before it could encase him, meeting it with a shadowy shield of darkness. Rakel threw more of her powers into her strike, but his shield held.

She pulled back, and up and down the Verglas line, soldiers sounded horns, beginning their part of the fight.

Then Oskar and the resistance opened fire on the Chosen, while Frodi and any of the magic users with long-distance fighting capabilities whipped their powers at the incoming forces. Lightning carved a short path among the Chosen magic users—Bluff’s handiwork—and Verglas soldiers raised their enchanted shields—blocking enemy fire until they met them.

Sword clashed against sword.

Tenebris set off his own attack. His vile magic streaked across the field, moving faster than any of the previous times he had wielded it against her. Rakel threw up a tree-sized shield of ice, blocking it, but she had to grit her teeth and push more power into it to keep it up as the acidic sensation of his magic clashing with hers burned the inside of her skull.

When his power buckled, she pushed forward—shattering her shield and dissolving his attack. She continued to press, creating a cloud of ice swords that sparkled in the bright sunlight and hovered above Tenebris. She threw them at him, creating a deadly rain. She had angled the swords at his back, driving him forward to escape the worst of the blow, even as she and Farrin started to edge into space the Chosen army occupied.

Darkness exploded out of Tenebris, blocking him from the rest of the attack.

I see, that one made him angry. He doesn’t like to be herded, does he?

She was aware of Farrin, whirling his broadsword as he fought off attackers. Often, he was barely visible as he tapped his speed magic. She heard his sword clang and felt several kinds of magic brush at her, but he always stepped in and reflected the attack away, moving around her like a shadow.

Rakel, trusting him to guard her, kept her attention on Tenebris. The cloud of darkness that had protected him swirled above him like an angry storm cloud and divided into two swirls which moved like twin lightning strikes. One strike was aimed at Oskar and the resistance archers; the other was aimed at the front lines where the Verglas infantry fought the remaining Chosen soldiers.

She had to strain to raise ice walls in time, and she shuddered when their magic collided. Her walls held, shattering only when the black magic burned out. Rakel yanked on her magic, her eyes stinging due to the coldness it radiated, and snapped an ice cage around Tenebris, making it thick and uncomfortably cold. She could feel him hammer at it, but it didn’t crack as she forcibly held it together and took a moment to glance up and down the field.

She and Farrin had ventured deep into the Chosen forces—but many Verglas magic users, and even squads of soldiers, had managed to follow them in.

Flames of fire that zigzagged across the field gave her a general idea where Frodi and Eydìs fought. A wolf’s howl echoed above the deafening clang of the battlefield, and Rakel caught a brief glimpse of Phile—easy to spot in her brightly colored clothes—throwing Foedus at a Chosen magic user.

General Halvor’s shouts reached her like a song, giving her an extra nudge. “Angry Owls, move forward—protect the princess’s back! Fourth Regiment, assist the magic users!”

Farrin kicked a man in the stomach, brained him in the head with the pommel of his sword, then flipped him over his back, and threw him to the ground. It took a moment for Rakel to recognize the man he had just beaten the stuffing out of as the magic binder from Kavon’s squad. Glancing back, she saw Kavon’s alchemist—slain—splayed in their trail.

She winced at the rampant shedding of blood, and her conviction built. This must end.

“Are you managing?” Farrin asked.

Rakel winced and reinforced the ice cage in which she held Tenebris as he pushed against it, spiking her mind with pain. “Yes.”

Farrin nodded and brushed blood from a small cut on his face. “Watch out for Kavon and his illusions. Most of the magic users attacking us are in his regiment.”

Rakel started to reply, but Tenebris finally broke through his icy cage. His dark powers puffed up around him like a snow cloud following an avalanche. That he REALLY didn’t like, she thought as she hoarded more and more of her magic.

Tenebris responded to his imprisonment by shooting his powers up and down the line like fireballs of darkness. The new assaults moved with the speed of lightning, and Rakel grappled to block all of them.

She caught the two strikes against the resistance fighters, the three fired at the magic users, and one of the two aimed at the Verglas troops.

Rakel grit her teeth and strained, strengthening the walls to hold against the black fire—which pushed at them with the strength of a glacier. The shouts and screams of the soldiers hit by Tenebris’s curse brought tears to her eyes, and she sobbed as she pushed back, throwing off his magic.

She barely had time to straighten up before Tenebris nearly hit her with a cloud of his magic. It got so close, Rakel raised her ice shield an arm’s length in front of her. When the forces collided, the darkness pushed with such strength that her ice buckled, slamming into her. She was thrown through the air, but Farrin caught her and planted his feet, leaning in so they didn’t budge when her ice shield—still being pushed backwards—hit them.

Rakel screamed at the burning sensation but threw more of her power into the shield, pushing it back.

Farrin dropped to his knees when Rakel’s ice shield crawled forward, regaining lost ground. He panted, and his forehead beaded with sweat. “Are you wounded?”

“No, but that hurt.” Rakel’s stomach flipped as Tenebris’s magic continued to push down on her shield—which held strong. She slid from Farrin’s grip and stood, her legs trembling.

Farrin planted his sword in the ground to help him stand.

“How are we doing?” Rakel asked, risking a glance at the rest of the troops.

Farrin opened his mouth to speak, but in a heartbeat, he disappeared.

Rakel blinked, startling when he reappeared an arm’s length away, swinging his sword at her. She almost screamed, but when she felt hands close around her throat, she realized who he was really targeting.

Kavon threw off his illusion and leaped backwards, dragging Rakel with him. “Not a step closer, Graydim,” he panted.

Farrin swiveled his eyes to Rakel, who—as she had done weeks ago when Farrin tried to manhandle her in Ostfold—flash-froze her skin. Kavon yelped and jumped away from her, giving Farrin enough space to tap his speed magic and slide between them.

Rakel—re-energized by the rush of adrenaline that surged through her—pushed at her ice-shield, which dispersed Tenebris’s magic like a puff of smoke. She drew her magic to her fingers and raised ice walls to catch the blasts Tenebris lobbed at the Verglas forces. She caught two of the three and blocked most of the third, but pieces of the attack got around the wall and dug into the Verglas soldiers that trusted her to protect them.

Rakel saw two soldiers drop their weapons and shout, their hands clasping their throats as Liv ran to purify them.

That’s it. I have to finish this. This is too evil!

Rakel tried snapping another ice cage around Tenebris. He disappeared in a cloud of darkness, but, hoping to keep him distracted, Rakel threw more of her power into the ice—which was half closed around him like a bear trap—and risked glancing at Farrin.

“We don’t have to fight, Farrin,” Kavon said, his hands in the air.

Farrin wasn’t paying attention. Instead, he studied the ground.

“We could join forces. I don’t like Tenebris’s tactics any more than you do. If we band together, we can beat Tenebris and take the mirror for ourselves,” Kavon continued. “You know you won’t be able to defeat him like this—not for good. You see how your little princess strains against him? She can’t kill him.”

Rakel glared and was about to impale the illusionist with a spike of ice, but Farrin sprang at her, thrusting his sword in her direction. Rakel didn’t flinch or doubt him for a moment, but she was surprised when Kavon, holding a dagger near her, appeared in thin air, shouting when Farrin’s sword bit into his shoulder.

The Kavon that spoke flickered and died—one of his illusions.

Rakel felt Tenebris’s power grow, and turned back to him, easing off her magic holding the ice cage in place. Tenebris shot bolts of darkness down on the Verglas army like arrows. Rakel countered it with a wide-spread shield of ice.

When she looked back at Farrin again, Kavon was dead. Farrin grimly turned from his old comrade. “Is he too much? Do we retreat?” he asked.

Rakel shook her head. “I’m signaling to Phile that we’re ready for Liv.”

“Are you certain?” Farrin asked. “I’ll have to leave you to go get her.”

Rakel pushed needle-thin spikes of ice out of the ground where Tenebris stood. He retaliated with another shot in her direction. She caught it with an ice shield but had to lean into it to keep it stable. “I’m certain. It is time we end this,” she said. She glanced up at the sky and crafted a giant snowflake the size of a cottage. It spun in the air three times, then broke into fluffy bits of snow.

She waited, her heart throbbing, as Farrin blocked and reflected a fireball from a Chosen officer. When the snow from her shattered snowflake swirled around her, she threw her magic into her shield and dissipated Tenebris’s cloud of curses. She opened a path that stretched between her and Tenebris, making it treacherously slick with ice.

Tenebris glowered at her and gathered his magic in his hands, but he didn’t notice the glacier she formed behind him. She pulled it towards her, ramming it into him. He was thrown into the icy pathway and skidded towards her.

A huge plume of fire erupted in the Verglas forces—the signal for Farrin to retrieve Liv.

“I’m going. Don’t be afraid to wall yourself in,” Farrin said.

“Yes.” Rakel hastily raised an ice wall when Tenebris bore down on her with fury. She feebly blocked it, hoping to entice him closer. Her lungs squeezed in her chest as she glanced back at Farrin, all the love in her heart screaming out for him. “Farrin…”

Farrin listened as he sheathed his sword.

She struggled to hold back her words and Tenebris’s power. “Thank you. For everything,” she said.

Farrin gave her a quirk of a smile that was warm with affection. “I’ll be a moment.” He tapped his magic and was gone.

Rakel clenched her eyes shut as she leaned into her shield. She wanted to scream with pain—from her crumbling heart and from Tenebris’s magic. Her mouth was dry, and her hands shook, but Rakel shoved more of her magic into her ice, scattering Tenebris’s strike.

Then she initiated her plan. She spun around to face the Verglas forces. With a silent farewell, she clenched her hands into fists and dragged them up. Starting at her feet and radiating out in a U-shape, dagger-sharp spikes of ice shot out of the ground, fitting together so tightly it was impossible to move through them.

The magic pushed the two armies away from her, spreading them out and making it impassable—even for Farrin with his speed magic.

“Tenebris!” she shouted. “We end this now!”

Tenebris laughed as he sauntered closer. His hooded, golden eyes gleamed with glee. “You seek to sacrifice yourself for your troops? How very heroic of you.” Black flames writhed around him, and he smiled, making Rakel get goose-bumps for the first time in her life. “You must know you can’t beat me. We’re evenly matched, but you are too weighed down with your concern for others.”

He’s evil. Already he has wrought irreparable damage. If he is left to run amok he will bring ruin to everyone. I must kill him. I must!

Knowing she needed him within an arm’s length if she wished to follow-through with her intensions, Rakel goaded him, hoping to draw him closer. “I know where the mirror is.”

Tenebris’s smile froze—though his eyes sharpened like a snake spotting prey. “Do you?”

“If you promise to leave Verglas, I will give it to you,” she lied.

Tenebris laughed up at the sky. “Come now. I don’t believe you are that stupid.” He chuckled. “You know I would do no such thing.”

“Rakel!” Farrin shouted at the other end of the ice field.

“Princess!”

Rakel stiffened her spine and kept herself from looking back. “Why do you want the mirror?” she asked.

Tenebris shrugged. “Why would anyone else want it—except for foolish idealists like you—power. I will unite this world under my banner, and magic users will rule.”

Rakel took several steps towards him and was emboldened when he didn’t back up. She was two horse-lengths away from him when she gestured to their still-fighting troops. “You think this will make you a ruler?” Rakel asked. “Conquering countries and wiping out their population—enslaving people? You’ll bring an end to everything!”

“Then let the world burn, Princess,” Tenebris said with a new smile. “As long as I’ve brought vengeance on this place, as long as every commoner pays with his life for the damage he’s caused, I don’t care.”

“You’re mad,” Rakel said. She glanced over her shoulder. Frodi was slowly melting his way through the ice field, chowing down on food like a madman. Behind him, standing practically on his heels, was Farrin.

She turned away—afraid her resolve would falter if she caught his eye. But he shouted, “Rakel! Stop this!”

“I am rather unhinged. But you can’t stop me.” Tenebris’s tone was factual as he closed the gap between them and stared into her eyes. “Hate is the most powerful force there is.”

He was close enough now that Rakel could grab him and finish him—finish both of them.

But she couldn’t do it. Fear stayed her hand. Yet she knew—she knew!—sacrificing herself for everyone else was the only way to silence the monsters, both the one facing her and the one within her. “Maybe hate is the most powerful,” Rakel agreed as she tried to rally her nerves. “But love is the purest.”

“Is it?” Tenebris asked, his tone frighteningly polite. “Let’s test that, shall we?” Like a viper striking, Tenebris lashed out.

Rakel brought up an ice shield and braced herself, but Tenebris’s magic streaked past her. No! Even before the curse reached its target, Rakel knew who it was meant for. “FARRIN!” She built a massive ice-wall for him, but she was too late. The curse had already wound tight around him, sending him to his knees. His eyes were unseeing, and his breathing was ragged, but he stretched a hand in her direction.

“Oh dear. It seems love didn’t save him, did it?” Tenebris asked.

Liv scurried towards him, but time moved unbearably slow. Rakel felt tears as hot as fire splash her cheeks, and she finally understood what Phile had tried to explain to her.

Love protects. Because of the brokenness and evil of the world, those who fought to do what was right would be forced into difficult positions. But it wasn’t their fault—it wasn’t her fault.

The fault lay entirely with the putrid darkness.

Rakel felt horribly cold and alone as Liv knelt at Farrin’s side. She saw the moment Liv purified the curse. As Farrin breathed once more, her anxiety eased…and a strange calm washed over her.

It was okay.

She wasn’t a monster; she wouldn’t be evil because of what she was about to do.

Her ice magic surged through her with the power of a hundred avalanches. Her ears rang as she turned to Tenebris, the remnants of her tears freezing to her cheeks. “You have made a mistake,” she said.

“What would that be?”

“You laid your hands on someone I love.” Her magic howled with such strength, she could almost feel snowflakes spinning in her blood.

Tenebris smiled. “You don’t frighten me, Princess. If you had more guts you would be a threat—then you would be like me. But you are spineless. So I’ll kill you with ease.” He reached for her—his hand glowing black with his powers—and laughed.

Rakel—her skin cold—caught his hand with her own and clenched it. His curse clawed its way up her arm, making her muscles twist with pain. Bile rose in her throat, and she was in so much agony she saw stars. But she clenched her jaw shut, swallowed her screams of pain, and tapped her magic. The wind picked up with an eerie howl and snow swirled.

“No.” Her conviction built in spite of the pain.

She was nothing like Tenebris. She didn’t need to prove it…but her sacrifice was still necessary. For Verglas, for Steinar, for Halvor, Oskar, and Phile, and especially for Farrin, the man she loved above all else—she would face Tenebris’s darkness.

“You can’t stop me, Princess. You have the magic, but not the hatred.” Tenebris’s eyes glowed as he leered over her.

“It seems you didn’t understand me,” Rakel said, adjusting her grip on his hand. She had to spit the words out around the pain that tore through her. “When I say that love is pure, I mean it stands unrivaled in its power.” This time, instead of pulling chunks of magic, she plunged all the way into it, bringing her body some relief from the curse.

Tenebris raised an eyebrow, unimpressed with her action, but he shifted when Rakel—still holding his hand tight—gazed north as her powers pooled around her.

Her magic was so overwhelming, she found it hard to breathe. She was aware of every fleck of ice and bit of snow on the field, and her powers reached out for more as she drew more and more of her magic into her grasp. Soon, she could feel the tug of the various ice structures: the ice wall she had built at Begna to keep mercenaries from returning to Verglas, the ice gardens she had forged in Ostfold, the wall she had made to keep the Chosen troops from following Verglas soldiers when they retreated from a march to Glowma, and finally, singing out in pure crystalline tones, she felt her ice-castle.

For a moment, her heart ached. She had put so much time and love into her castle, and she had so many books and maps there that she treasured doubly now that she knew they were from Steinar and Oskar.

I won’t have any need of them after this.

“What are you doing?” Tenebris’s voice was tight as he tried to pull his hand from her grasp, but she had used ice to fuse their palms together.

Rakel reached deeper into her ocean of magic and felt the throb her ice structures created deep in her bones. She stretched out her fingers and wriggled them in a “come-here” gesture.

She gasped when she felt her ice structures topple. Her ice-castle was the most violent. It shattered, creating a ripple of power and shaking the mountain. Ensom Peak roared. Its snow cap collapsed into an avalanche that poured down the mountainside and threw snow into the air. Rakel’s released magic streaked through the air, coloring the sky with iridescent lights.

Rather than letting it come to her, Rakel funneled her powers directly into the ground. She dove deeper and deeper into her magic—her lips turning blue with cold—and the loosened magic from her buildings started to coat the ground. Frost bloomed, traveling out across the field at a rate faster than the eye could take in. The ground shuddered under Rakel’s feet as mountains moved, hills flattened, and the plains buckled under the force of her magic.

“No, no,” Tenebris repeated. He tried to punch Rakel, but her magic caught it, and he cracked his fist, hitting jagged ice.

Giant spikes of ice taller than the biggest trees forced their way out of the ground, marking the Verglas border. Rakel could feel it in every part of the country, and everyone present could see it as ice jutted out of the ground, looming over the border like ancient sentinels.

Tenebris started screaming as the purity of Rakel’s magic settled into the very ground. The temperature of the air dropped, and snow fell from a cloudless sky.

Some of the Chosen magic users joined in Tenebris’s screams, their skin frosted by her magic. They disengaged from the fight and scrambled for a great gap in the icy border.

Tenebris shouted and tried to beat on Rakel with his magic, but without success. She had expelled so much power and still hadn’t reached the bottom of what she had—though she could now feel it coming.

“You’re going to lose, Tenebris.” Rakel’s lips were numb, and her voice shook under the force of the magic she was channeling. Every pore in her body was flooded with her icy magic, and it was almost more than she could bear.

“How?” Tenebris howled. “How can you fight for them? These people hated you!”

Rakel smiled. “Because I love them. No matter what their personal feelings are for me, I love them, and I want to see them happy.”

For the first time since the war, she felt free. The truth of her words resonated in her bones. No longer was her goal to prove she wasn’t a monster like Tenebris, or to try and win people over so they liked her. Her worries and fears were gone. All she had left was love as powerful as her magic.

It was almost time. She could feel almost every spark of magic she possessed. The end—for Tenebris and for herself—had arrived. But there was one more thing she wanted to say. Rakel leaned forward and whispered. “You shouldn’t have harmed Farrin. Not now, and not when you arrived in the north and punished him for failing,” Rakel said. Her voice sounded odd, like the wind spoke with her.

Tenebris gritted his teeth and tried to push a curse at her—her magic shattered it before it could brush her fingertips. “He told you?” he growled.

Rakel lifted an eyebrow. “I love him. Do you really think I wouldn’t notice?”

Tenebris howled as the blood in his body—exposed to Rakel’s magic—began to freeze.

“Never again will dark magic blacken these lands.” Rakel’s voice carried across the field, even as many of the Chosen magic users fled across the Verglas border, screaming and shouting. “It will be up to the people and the king of this land to see that they do not hoard it in their own hearts, but if anything of magic bent on death and destruction tries to enter these lands, it will be cast out!”

The entire country shook, as if bearing witness to Rakel’s words. Huge, icy gates the size of a hill formed in the gap on the border. They slammed shut with the muted roar of an avalanche. The ice formations that walled the country chimed like crystal, then shattered, lighting the sky with a rainbow of colors.

Tenebris’s gold eyes shone with fear and hatred as he died, frozen and burned by the purity of Rakel’s powers.

Rakel yanked her hand from his frozen claw, wincing when the ice took off some of her skin with it. Shaking with pain and cold, Rakel shouted and ripped out the last of the ice magic she had, creating an explosion of snowflakes as she shoved it from her. Dry of her magic, Rakel felt empty and hollow. She caught a snowflake on her hand and smiled when she saw the heart at the center of it.

I did the right thing.

“Rakel!”

She heard Farrin’s shout, but the dark void of her price was already claiming her. She fell, cradled by the ground, and smiled when she felt her icy magic—which was now embedded into the land the way it had danced in her ice structures—brush her. Every part of her screamed with raw pain, but she couldn’t move her lips.

The Chosen are defeated. It was worth the sacrifice.

Her eyes closed, and Rakel knew nothing.
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Time seemed to stretch on for hours until Frodi finished burning a path to Rakel—though Farrin knew the young man had risked a bad burnout and melted almost everything in the area after she fell.

Farrin tapped his magic and was at her side before the melted snow touched the ground. She was in terrible condition. Her lips were faintly blue; her complexion was ashen, and she was as still as a grave. It took Farrin a few moments to assure himself she was still breathing.

He ripped off his coat and tenderly wrapped it around her as he knelt at her side and drew her up into a sitting position. He stripped his gloves off and placed them on her much smaller hands, flinching when he touched her skin. Rakel had always been cool to the touch, but now her skin felt as frigid as mid-winter ice.

“Is she gonna be alright?” Frodi asked around a wad of jerky as he fell to his knees.

Farrin stiffened. He wanted to say yes, Rakel could recover from this, she just needed time and warmth. But it was the awareness of her minty magic that kept him from saying useless niceties and made the hair on the back of his neck prickle.

Ever since he realized he could feel Rakel’s magic at a fairly far distance, he’d enjoyed it. It was refreshing to feel her magic cover an area like snowfall, and it always tugged on his senses like a puppy wanting to play.

He could feel it now, brushing at his bare hands and lurking on the frost-covered ground.

The feeling offered no comfort, only dread. If that much of Rakel’s magic was active and aimlessly floating around, it was not a good sign. He—along with every other magic user in the area—had felt when she thrust her powers into the ground. How much magic did she use?

“Rakel!” Steinar—King of Verglas—tripped and fell as he ran across the cleared path. His guards skidded to a stop behind him and tried to help him stand. Steinar waved them off, scrambled to his feet, and closed the remaining distance, dropping to his knees next to Farrin. “What happened? None of that was part of our plan.” With an expression of horror and fear, he motioned to the border, where great piles of ice lay.

Farrin shook his head.

“Princess!” Oskar was next to run down the path. He dragged Phile in his wake. As Farrin looked from the attendant to the Robber Maiden, his hackles rose. Oskar wore an expression of fear and anxiety—which was not surprising. The only times he had ever seen Oskar worried were times when Rakel was harmed in some way. What was unusual was Phile. Her eyes were darkened with dread.

She knows something…

“Frodi, signal for General Halvor,” Oskar said as he descended upon them. “The princess must be moved to camp immediately—we’re not waiting to finish clearing the Chosen.”

Frodi swallowed his food and unsteadily rocked to his feet. He shot off the signal—three tiny fireballs followed by one big one—and sat down hard.

“How is her condition?” Oskar asked.

“Poor.” Farrin shifted Rakel in his arms so Steinar could wrap his cloak around her as well.

Oskar tapped his fingers on his thighs—hard. “What on earth possessed her to use that much of her magic?”

Frodi, almost horizontal with exhaustion, shook his head.

The slant of Phile’s eyebrows was mournful and telling as Rakel’s minty magic ruffled Farrin’s hair with the breeze.

Several notes blown on ram horns echoed up and down the field as Verglas soldiers chased the surviving mercenaries. They scrambled for the border, no longer fighting. The Chosen magic users who hadn’t fled—pushed out by the pure concentration of Rakel’s magic—were in the process of surrendering.

General Halvor strode up the pathway, a scowl stretching across his lips as he barked off orders to his soldiers. “Divide up the Chosen magic users—see that Tollak snaps his unbreakable cuffs on the most dangerous. Take precautions.” The general turned his attention to angrily eye Farrin and Rakel. “What was that?” he snapped.

“I don’t know,” Farrin said.

The general stomped up to Tenebris—or what used to be Tenebris. Rakel’s magic had burned away at him and frozen what little was left. “Someone must. Though the princess delights in working alone, she takes care to inform at least one other to lessen the chance of misunderstandings.”

If she told someone…Farrin raised his gaze to Phile, his expression hardening.

Oskar noticed the change and swiveled around to frown at his companion. “Phile? Is there something you want to tell us?”

General Halvor finished his inspection of Tenebris and motioned to one of his soldiers. “Signal the troops to stop chasing the mercenaries. They’re past the border—they won’t be returning.” He glanced once more at Tenebris. “The battle is ours.” He swung his gaze around to Phile—who was already squirming under Farrin and Oskar’s scrutiny. “Phile,” he barked.

“She pushed all her magic into the land.” Phile said the words proudly, and her eyes flickered with pride as she gazed at Rakel’s still body.

Farrin, on the other hand, froze. What?

Phile continued. “She thought if she embedded her magic into the land in the same way she embeds her magic in her ice-structures, like her castle, Tenebris and men like him wouldn’t be able to enter Verglas.” Phile nodded at the border where a giant wall of ice burst out of the ground when Grimick—the only remaining colonel of the Chosen forces—tried to push his way back in. “Seems she was right.”

Farrin barely heard her observation; he was still trying to take in the explanation. Rakel had shoved her magic into the land? All of it? Can anyone with as much magic as she has survive handling all of it in that short of a time frame? His eyes dropped to her face, where he saw signs of strain with new understanding.

Oskar smiled—though it didn’t cover his obvious anger. “While that’s fascinating and wonderful, that doesn’t tell me why Rakel resembles a hypothermia victim and why Farrin Graydim looks like someone stabbed him in the chest.”

General Halvor’s bristly mood dropped from him, and weariness set into his shoulders. “It’s because she barely survived funneling all of her magic at once. That, combined with the terrible price she will have to pay for using everything she has, means it is unlikely she will ever awake. Am I wrong?”

Farrin knew the question was directed at him, but he was numb, unable to respond.

“No,” Phile said. Her voice crackled as she fought to hold back tears.

Steinar shook his head. “But—no. She, she can’t. She has to wake up.” For the first time since setting eye on the king, he looked to Farrin like the young nineteen-year-old he really was as he stared at his sister, his horror mounting.

Oskar, unlike the general and king, puffed up in anger and hissed at Phile. “Why didn’t you stop her? You should have told us!”

“She did it because she wanted to save everyone. If I told, you would have stopped her,” Phile said.

“If you told us, she would be alive!” Oskar shouted.

The shouts and rejoicing of the troops nearly eclipsed the attendant. The resistance fighters wildly waved their homemade flags, and the soldiers stamped their feet, shouting.

“Snow Queen!”

“Snow Queen!”

“Snow Queen!”

They had won—not just the war, but everything. The mirror was safe—no magic user as twisted as Tenebris would be able to enter Verglas again, unless Rakel’s magic embedded in the country faded over time. But the cost of the victory was far too great.

Farrin raised his gaze to the cheering citizens and soldiers, and the more subdued magic users—the majority of them had to be able to feel Rakel’s magic running rampant. Magic as strong as hers was difficult to miss.

For just a heartbeat, he hated them all.

Gentle, easily-embarrassed, beautiful Rakel had given her life for them. If not for these festering masses, she would be awake. Farrin would have given anything for her, but instead she had given everything she had. For them.

As quick as the hatred came, Farrin brushed it off. She would have sacrificed herself for this country if the only ones living in it were myself and a bunch of magic-haters. That is why I love her—for her fierce heart and incredible compassion. And she still breathes. She’s not dead yet.

Though he thought words of hope, his heart sank the longer he gazed at her still body. “She knew what would happen?” he asked Phile.

The Robber Maiden nodded. “She was prepared for it.”

Farrin shut his eyes as he remembered how Rakel had clung to him before he left to get Liv. I should have held her longer—even one moment more… Farrin pushed aside his selfish regret and stood, cradling Rakel in her arms. “We should move her to a warmer location. She’s freezing.”

Oskar rubbed his forehead, and the expression in his eyes was lost. “There is a possibility she will wake up?”

“She thought it was unlikely,” Phile said. “But I didn’t believe her. This is Rakel. She has beaten worse odds.”

“What do we do?” Oskar asked.

Farrin held Rakel closer to his body, even though it felt like embracing a blizzard.

General Halvor moved to stand directly in front of Steinar. “Your orders, King Steinar?”

Steinar stared at the frost-covered grass as the echoes of the rejoicing troops washed over them like a wave. “We must act as if we expect Rakel to wake up again…but we should prepare ourselves for the worst,” he finally said.

General Halvor bowed to Steinar. He turned to Oskar. “You will see to the princess?”

“Yes.”

General Halvor nodded and moved to go. He paused, turned around, and stared at Rakel. Farrin could see he had difficulty swallowing. He saluted the unconscious princess, every part of his body straight and proud. His lips moved, but Farrin couldn’t hear his words, and with a flick of his cape, he was gone, calling out orders to his men.

Oskar offered Steinar a stiff bow and turned to Farrin. “If you would follow me, Colonel Graydim. We will commandeer a sleigh and begin the journey back to camp.”

“I would like her moved to Ostfold as soon as it is safe for her to travel,” Steinar said.

Oskar bowed again to the young monarch and then twitched his fingers at Farrin in a gesture for him to follow. Phile moved to join them, but Oskar shook his head at her. “Not right now, Robber Maiden. I’m doing my best to stifle my desire to petition Steinar to exile you from this country. If you must follow us, track down Snorri so I don’t have to see you.”

As Farrin—still carrying Rakel—started after Oskar, his heart shuddered.

Rakel, you must wake up. We need you.


Chapter 16
Restoration


“This week, I will approve plans and designs to rebuild the palace.” Steinar inched the armchair closer to the bed on which Rakel lay. “You’re also getting a throne in the throne room. I don’t care if you think it’s too high of an honor for you, or makes you seem like a queen, you have more than earned it. Besides, you are a queen—you’re the Snow Queen. And last night, I officially adopted the reindeer as Verglas’s new emblem. The craftsmen working with me promised to include snowflakes and reindeer in the new palace architecture.”

Farrin listened with only half an ear, though he was surprised to realize he felt a twist of sympathy for the young king. Every day he comes and reports to Rakel the palace activities. Every day. Though spring is long gone; summer is in full bloom, and Rakel still sleeps, he has not given up hope.

Steinar’s persistence and belief had bought him a powerful pardon in Farrin’s esteem. Many had given up on Rakel and held her up as a sort of martyred saint instead of their slumbering princess.

Witnessing Steinar’s stubborn loyalty helped ease some of the burden Farrin himself felt.

“The rebuilding efforts in the southern villages continue. The fear that plagued the area has finally left. Many of the resistance fighters from central Verglas have moved south—both to help them and to prove your magic means they have nothing to fear.” Steinar shifted, making his chair creak. Farrin watched him reach out and place his hand on Rakel’s and squeeze it.

“Ensom Peak finally thawed out this past week,” Steinar said. “I sent an expedition to see if anything from Vefsna could be found. It’s gone—and so is your castle. When you shattered it, seems you took the top of the mountain with it, so it does not stand as tall as it used to. It is good the Vefsna villagers moved off the mountain when you left. There were no casualties…although there is a petition to rename the mountain Fresler’s Helm—after you, as Fresler means savior…” he trailed off and sighed. “I have to go…but, Rakel? Happy Birthday.”

Steinar stood and adjusted the vase of flowers he brought. He offered Farrin a weak smile.

Farrin saluted him.

Steinar’s smile grew stronger, and he left the room.

Farrin returned his gaze to Rakel and quietly approached her. “You would be proud of him,” he said after a few minutes. “Organizing the relief efforts has been hard, and although your presence and actions softened the attitude held towards magic, he has plowed forward, heedless of his nobles, and given us rights and freedoms seen nowhere else on this continent—not even in Baris. The magic users and people love him almost as much as they loved you—love you.”

Farrin rubbed his forehead, angry with the unconscious slip of his tongue. She’s alive. He reminded himself. She could come back any day. Oskar did the math—her price should run out soon…if it really is her price keeping her unconscious.

Farrin had heard the whispers among the other magic users. They feared if she had done as Phile had said and had given up all her magic, she may never wake—price or not.

The door opened with a quiet clack. “Sir.” Bunny clicked her heels together as she snapped off a salute. Behind her Crow—her husband—much more lazily mimicked her.

“At ease, Major,” Farrin said. “My shift isn’t over, yet.”

“General’s orders,” Crow piped in as he tried to settle an arm over Bunny’s shoulders.

“As today is Princess Rakel’s birthday, Oskar is holding a celebration,” Bunny said. “General Halvor requires your presence.”

“General Halvor can require all he likes. I’m not his soldier,” Farrin said.

Crow ruffled his black hair. “General Halvor said that as the Commander of Princess Rakel’s honor guard, you must attend. You know, morale, duty, and all that.”

“Phile will be there,” Bunny added, swatting off her husband as he tried to run his fingers through her short hair. “She got back from her latest trip just an hour ago.”

“Did she find anything?” Farrin asked.

Bunny shrugged, though the sad shadow in her eyes belied the gesture.

“Very well,” Farrin said. He turned and brushed his fingers across Rakel’s cool hands. “Tomorrow, Rakel,” he murmured. He swept from the room, fighting to keep his sputtering hope alive.

She will wake up. She will!
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Farrin didn’t move when Phile threw open the door to Rakel’s room—he had long heard her coming as she had a unique, skipping gait.

“I’ve done it, Little Wolf,” Phile announced. She ran to Rakel’s bed and plopped down on it, folding her legs under her in the most awkward position, as she did every time she came for one of her sporadic visits. (She tended to visit when he was on guard duty—which was most of the daylight hours—as he allowed her the informality. Most of the other guards protested at the close contact with their comatose princess.) “I started my Thieves’ Guild. It’s stationed here in Verglas, though right now we’re still running across the continent,” she said.

Ever since delivering Rakel to the safety of Ostfold, Phile had been in and out of Verglas, searching for texts or books that could help Rakel wake. So far she had found nothing—even though she had ventured into dangerous territory, almost caused a war in Torrens when swiping an ancient book, and plagued Ragnar’s elf-friends for days.

Farrin adjusted one of the daggers strapped to his sword belt. She is loyal. No matter what happens, I think she will consider Verglas her base of operations.

“I even poached Snorri as my first member. Handsome Halvor almost had me quartered as Snorri is one of his best scouts, and the only one immediately available—in case you haven’t heard, Bunny is out of commission as she and Crow are expecting. But, anyway, I got Snorri, and now the legend of my Thieves’ Guild will begin!” Though Phile’s words were bright, Farrin saw her lower lip quivered for a heartbeat.

The Robber Maiden reached out and squeezed Rakel’s hand. “So you have to wake up now. Though I was thinking to make my guild strictly males, I would accept you as a member. Because you are my friend, but also because if I can advertise I have a princess in my guild, well, there’s no better recommendation!”

Phile was quiet for several moments. Though Oskar had forgiven her months ago, Farrin wasn’t certain the Robber Maiden had forgiven herself—even if it was what Rakel had wanted.

She’s suffering.

Phile rearranged her legs. “It’s fall. I’m hoping to catch a Ringsted ship south before the bad weather breaks out so I can look into a few rumors, but I’ll be back. Steinar is holding a big shindig near the end of winter to celebrate our victory against the Chosen. I’ll be there—and you better be, too.”

Farrin turned his back to Phile—blocking the image of her hunched, defeated posture. They were almost out of hope.
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“A talus is the sloping surface at the base of a fortified wall. It is constructed to be thicker, which makes it more difficult for attackers to break through because of its great mass…” Kai turned away and wiped his wet face on his sleeve, unwilling to let the sleeping Rakel witness his tears.

Farrin shifted, wondering if he should comfort the little boy. It would break Rakel’s heart to know how much her absence pains him—how much it pains all of us.

Gerta placed a hand on his shoulder and leaned over the book. “It’s got a picture of a talus.” She traced over the diagram with a finger. “It’s a breakdown of how the wall is…r-reinforced.” Her voice was strong even though she stumbled over the unfamiliar term. “It’s got stones ’n stuff—like you used to talk about, Princess.”

The children were reading from a book about castle architecture Rakel had once proclaimed to be her favorite—although reading wasn’t quite right. Neither of them could read very well, and the book was far beyond their ability, so every week Oskar read two pages to them. Kai would memorize the words, and once a week he and Gerta would recite their findings to Rakel.

(When they were asked why they continued with this—even though it was the middle of winter and Rakel had been unconscious for the better part of a year—Gerta blinked and said, “Because I think she must be bored—sleeping all day like that.”)

Gerta and Kai were faithful in their visits, and unrealistically convinced that Rakel would wake up…but as for Oskar, Phile, and Steinar…defeat was wearing them down. Even Farrin—who loved Rakel, even now with every breath he took—had no hope. What little bit he had, had smoked out and died when winter arrived and Rakel hadn’t woken up. After the grand celebration Steinar had planned, and when the last week of winter passed, Farrin planned to petition General Halvor for a position in the Verglas army.

“When you wake up, Princess, we’ll show you,” Gerta said. “The new parts of the palace are fancy-like.”

“And they’ve got lots of carvings of snowflakes and reindeer!” Kai added, his voice cheerful once more.

Their steadfastness warmed Farrin’s heart—and brought him pain. When would they realize she wasn’t going to wake up? He brushed his fingers across the hilt of his two-handed broadsword.

I love you Rakel—a forever kind. Though you might never speak again, I will guard the people and land you gave your life for.
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“And so, I dedicate this day in remembrance of my brave sister, Princess Rakel, and all of those who lost their lives in the War of Ice and Snow.” Steinar’s voice echoed in the quiet square.

Farrin combed the crowd with his eyes, watching for threats—though he suspected if anyone dared to try something during the festival, his fellow citizens would rip him limb from limb. And, of course, there was no need to be concerned with evil magic. Rakel’s border negated it.

To celebrate Verglas’s victory against the Chosen invasion, King Steinar had declared a country-wide, three-day holiday. Many cities and towns were holding their own celebrations, but people had flocked to Ostfold in such numbers the capital city could not hold them all, and a sea of tents and wagons had sprung up around the city walls.

They were there for the express purpose of paying their respects and saying farewell to Rakel—the exiled princess who had given her life for theirs.

A year had passed, and she still hadn’t stirred. No one had any hope left that she would ever wake again.

“Because of their sacrifice, we are free. Because of their courage, we can continue with our lives,” Steinar said. The young king turned slightly to face Rakel, whom they had laid out on a stone slab.

“This looks like a funeral service,” Phile muttered at Farrin’s side.

“It is a funeral service,” Farrin said.

Phile sighed but did not refute the statement. She also gazed at the unnaturally still Rakel, whom she had maneuvered into a final new dress from Inga, a beautiful creation of silvery-blue fabric that reminded Farrin of snow drifts at midnight. Flowers carved out of ice were heaped around Rakel, and she wore a crown crafted to resemble a ring of silver snowflakes pushed into her white hair. She looked deceptively peaceful, but beautiful, like she had fallen asleep just a few minutes ago.

“This day will be honored and remembered henceforth as a day of celebration and respect,” Steinar continued. “Now, I invite you to join me and my household in remembering the fallen.”

The city shook when the people—guards, commoners, and magical—cheered, waving the new Verglas Standard—a flag of light blue with a velvet brown reindeer positioned in front of a white snowflake.

Steinar stood next to Rakel’s dais on a stairway landing. The Verglas Palace—which bore signs of new construction—loomed behind him, and Ostfold opened up in front of him like a patchwork quilt. As the crowds kept cheering, he turned to Rakel and bowed—not a shallow bow of acknowledgement, but a deep bow of respect—and then joined General Halvor and several soldiers who were strategically positioned three stairs below the landing in a guarding pattern.

General Halvor nodded to Farrin, who was posted with Phile halfway up one side of the staircase, with Oskar standing directly across from them. Farrin signaled the soldiers at the foot of the stairs to let the first few well-wishers forward.

They were allowed up in small groups. Those who were fit enough climbed the flight of stairs, stopping near the top where Rakel’s guards halted them, but some folk—injured soldiers and resistance fighters, the elderly, and those with small children—stopped at the base of the stairs for a few moments before they were gently prodded on.

The Ostfold town square teemed with music, food, and dancing—the scent of cinnamon and cardamom tickled Farrin’s nose, and he could hear violin music and horns—but the line to Rakel’s body remained long.

“I didn’t think I would see them,” Phile nodded at the two newest mourners, who were climbing the stairs.

“Who are they?” Farrin set one of his hands on his two-handed-broadsword. The pair nodded to him and Phile as they climbed.

“You should know Pordis; she’s the merchant who helped us in Kiby. Tryggvi is the Glowma constable. I thought they were going to stay in Glowma—it’s having its own celebration.”

“It is their final offering to Rakel,” Farrin said.

Phile quieted. “Yes.”

After Tryggvi and Pordis came Frodi, Eydìs, Tollak, Ragnar, and all the Verglas magic users Farrin had ever met. He was proud to see most of his old subordinates attend, as well. Even Bunny—round with child—made Crow and Dryden haul her up the stairs while Bluff anxiously trailed behind them.

All of those from Rakel’s guard unit—Knut and Snorri among them—filed past shortly after. They saluted her, grief cracking their faces. Soldiers who had worked with Rakel—like Topi and Colonel Danr—were next in their farewells.

Morning stretched into noon, and still the people came. Some folk placed tiny wooden reindeer and carved snowflakes on the stairs; others left small squares of cloth with snowflake embroidery, and many left branches of pine trees and evergreens, making the area fragrant.

It was mid-afternoon by the time Gerta, her parents, her grandmother Hilda, and Kai had their turn to pay their respects. Grandmother Hilda stayed at the base of the stairs, but Farrin could see tears in her eyes. Gerta’s parents climbed to the top with the children.

The children were the least weepy of the bunch. Kai’s face was grave but determined, and Gerta pressed her lips together in an expression of stubbornness.

Farrin watched, his eyebrow raised in curiosity, as the children stiffly bowed to the princess they had adored. Gerta’s parents started down the stairs, and the children turned to follow them but dawdled on the stair for a few moments.

Gerta slyly glanced at the guards—who were staring out at the crowds—and bolted, Kai on her heels, past the blockade of soldiers.

“Princess!” Gerta flung herself against Rakel and grabbed her hand. “Princess, you will wake up. I know it! You said magic couldn’t separate me ’n Kai, and it won’t separate us either!”

“Please, Princess!” Kai pleaded. He spun around and opened the sack he carried, dumping out three crudely carved reindeer and a pile of blocks that he hurriedly stacked as the guards reached for them. “Attack the guards!” he shouted. The wood carvings and blocks twitched to life and began ramming into the feet and shins of the guards.

Kai and Gerta joined hands and ran around Rakel’s stone dais, avoiding capture. “We’ll have hope ’n’ courage—so we’ll always be together!” Gerta shouted, ducking under a soldier.

“We believe you’ll wake up!” Kai added. A guard grabbed him by the back of his cloak, but let him go when the little boy kicked him in the shin. “We’ll keep on believing, even if everyone else acts like you’re dead!”

“So wake up as soon as you can!” Gerta ended her words with a yelp when General Halvor swooped in and scooped her up.

Oskar, who had climbed up the last few stairs, scooped up Kai. He murmured to the young boy, who didn’t appear to hear him as he leaned over the attendant’s shoulder and yelled, “We believe in you, Princess!”

[image: ]


“We’ll keep on believing, even if everyone else acts like you’re dead!”

I know that voice…Kai? Rakel’s thoughts were slow and rusty—as if she hadn’t had any in a long time. Why is Kai here? The last thing I remember was…Tenebris…I’m alive?

She struggled to move her body, open her lips, anything, but her muscles were heavy and stiff.

“So wake up as soon as you can!”

That was Gerta.

She heard a scuffle and the sound of feet running around her. She picked up notes of Oskar’s soothing voice, though she couldn’t hear what he said over Kai’s shout. “We believe in you, Princess!”

Rakel finally managed to snap her eyes open, and immediately shut them again when she was blinded by the bright sunlight. Her lips moved, but her throat was too dry to use. How long have I been unconscious? It feels cold.
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“I wish I had the hope of those children,” Phile sighed wistfully.

“They’ll only end up disappointed.” Farrin turned to face forward again. It is cruel that they will learn there are some things hope cannot overcome. He frowned as the children grew more frantic and kicked at Halvor and Oskar as they pointed up at Rakel.

“Princess!”

“Princess!”

Gasps broke out across those still lined up, waiting to pay their respects.

“For the love of a king,” Phile uttered as she stared up at the landing.

The hair on the back of Farrin’s neck prickled, and he swung around.

Rakel struggled to sit up and blinked owlishly in the sunlight.
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Rakel’s arms shook with exertion as she tried to adjust to the sunlight. She felt as blind as a mole.

“Rakel!”

“F-Farrin?” Her voice cracked.

In an instant, Farrin was at her side, tucking his arms around her. She pulled weakly at him, tucking her head against his shoulder until others crowded around her.

“Princess!” Gerta and Kai shouted, wrapping their arms around her legs.

Phile was scarcely a moment behind them. She was laughing and crying as she pulled Rakel from Farrin’s embrace and hugged her. “Little Wolf! You did it! You beat Tenebris and banished anyone with evil in their magic. We won!”

A little taken aback her plan had worked so smoothly, Rakel returned Phile’s embrace, frowning when her arms still trembled. “How long have I been unconscious?”

“A year,” Oskar said, grabbing Rakel’s attention. His green eyes were glassy with tears, but his smile was as bold and charming as ever. “It’s almost spring now. Welcome back, Princess.”

Rakel smiled and reached for him and was delighted when her loyal attendant caught her hand in his.

“Princess,” Halvor saluted her. A tiny smile quirked at his lips, but his eyes shone with tears of happiness—until they turned stern. “Do not do something that foolish again, or I will have you court-martialed,” he warned.

Steinar slipped past Phile to claim Rakel for the next embrace. “I agree—though I am so happy you’ve returned to us, sister.”

He stepped back, giving Rakel a clear view of her surroundings. She was humbled by the sea of people pressed into Ostfold. They were cheering, shouting, and stomping. Rakel could barely hear the sound of pipes and violins above the celebration. Banners of light blue with brown reindeer and white snowflakes hung from stair railings, storefronts, and balconies. Everywhere she looked, there were ice carvings, reindeer, snowflakes, or silver crowns.

“Did you plan this?” Rakel tried to shift on the stone slab she was perched upon, and the exertion made her shake. Farrin aided her. He hooked an arm behind her knees and eased her legs over the side of the stone slab.

“I declared there would be a celebration, yes, but I did not think you would wake up in the middle of it.” Steinar laughed.

“Nobody did—except for Gerta and Kai.” Oskar rested his hands on the children’s heads.

Rakel smiled at the pair and extended her arms. She was glad Farrin had placed his arms around her again to support her, for she would have toppled over when they piled on her with such glee.

“Thank you for being brave and for having hope,” she whispered.

Gerta nodded, and Kai cried, pressing his face into her shoulder. She felt his tears leak through the fabric of her gauzy dress as she held him close. “I’m sorry I left you.”

Kai nodded and scrubbed his face.

Gerta grabbed his hand and smiled. “We knew you’d wake up.”

“Princess.” Gerta’s mother curtsied, her hand pressed to her mouth as tears threatened to spill from her eyes. “It is so good to see you again.”

Gerta and Kai retreated to stand with her, and her friends made a ring around Rakel, laughing, crying, and smiling.

“I am at a loss for words,” Rakel admitted. “I didn’t think I would survive.”

“If you have the strength for it, could you face our people?” Steinar asked, indicating the mass of people behind him who still cheered and shouted.

Rakel took a deep breath and nodded. She tried to stand, but her legs wouldn’t hold her, so Farrin and Phile—standing on either side of her—helped her stand and bore all her weight.

The wind brushed Rakel’s loosely braided hair, and her knees shook as she stared out at more people than she had ever seen before. She smiled when the cheers grew in volume.

“Snow Queen, Snow Queen, Snow Queen!”

This is why I fought. Rakel exhaled in sheer happiness, her hands warmed by Phile’s and Farrin’s. When I set out from my castle to save the people of Vefsna, I wondered and hoped…and now it has happened. They don’t fear me, and they are safe and free.

Rakel swallowed, finally allowing herself to feel the loss. Though she hadn’t noticed it initially, something was different. She felt a gaping hole in her senses where her magic used to rest with cool reassurance. She had no magic. Not even a fleck of it.

She could feel her magic floating in the air around her the way someone smells a freshly baked dessert, but she felt like a husk without the confident promise of her inner powers.

Her hands shook, not only from exhaustion, but from the blinding loss. She smiled, held in the tears, and filled her senses with the crowd. They are worth the sacrifice.

Farrin gazed down at her, his expression indecipherable. He looked out at the crowd, then nodded to General Halvor, and scooped her up in his arms.

“I can stand,” Rakel protested.

“You need to eat and drink something.” Farrin toted her away as if she were the same weight as a lamb. “The people will be here tomorrow—you can see them then.”

Rakel fell silent and nuzzled close to Farrin. I’m alive. The Chosen have been defeated. I have so much to be thankful for. My magic is a small price.
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“I don’t believe it,” Phile said. She tried to fold her arms across her chest before the tightness of wearing two jackets pinched her and made her settle down again.

“I don’t have anything left. There’s nothing there,” Rakel said. She was seated on a stone bench and stared out at the glacier nestled against the palace. Around her was the skeleton of the new wing Steinar was having built.

Farrin stood at her side like a dark shadow—a sharp contrast to her white hair and light-blue dress. “I assumed your magic would regenerate. All magic does when the caster over-steps their abilities, but you didn’t use it all…you merely transferred it.” He trailed a finger across her shoulder as his eyes narrowed in thought.

“There’s got to be something we can do, Little Wolf,” Phile said. “You had—have—a beautiful relationship with your magic that is incredibly rare.”

“It’s not that rare. Most people don’t fight their magic, Phile,” Rakel said.

“No, I mean you. Your magic was the perfect expression of your temperament, your emotions—your hair even whitened out to match it! There’s no way your magic would let itself be cut off from you.”

“Magic isn’t a living creature,” Rakel said.

“Well, I’m not ready to admit defeat. I’ll drag you across the continent if I have to—though our best bet would probably be Baris or one of Ragnar’s elf-friends.” Phile paced back and forth. “We can wait for the elves if we have to—a ship of them are sailing to the continent—but they’re leagues away, still.”

“What is to keep you from using your magic that you’ve already pushed into the country?” Farrin asked.

Rakel blinked. “What?”

“Your magic dusts Verglas like frost. Ever since you defeated Tenebris, I’ve felt it. Why can’t you use it?”

Rakel felt hope, fear, and embarrassment twist her heart in one confusing mix. If I could still use my magic…but how likely is that? Of course, that’s exactly what she’d done when she shattered her ice-castle. She used the magic built into it.

“Maybe.” She was afraid to hope.

“Try it!” Phile urged.

Rakel licked her lips and rose from the bench. She crossed the courtyard and admired the way the silver moonlight played on the glacier. Thinking of what she wanted to do, she extended her hand and reached for her loose magic.

For several long, frightening moments, nothing happened. But just when she was about to give up, she felt a whisper of magic stir in her palm. It took a while to build, but when she had enough, she looked out at the glacier and built a horse-sized ice statue of a reindeer.

I still have magic—it hasn’t left me!

Phile whooped as the sculpture was shaped and molded, sending little chips of ice flying. Farrin took Rakel’s free hand and squeezed it.

Again, she reached for her magic. It was still slow to respond, but it moved as she directed, creating a doll-sized replica of the Verglas palace. Feeling for the boundaries of her magic, she stirred the wind and created a puffy cloud that started to drop fat snowflakes on their heads; she even dared to tug at the snow of a nearby mountain.

Each time, her magic moved as it always did.

“There’s a long gap until it responds,” Rakel said.

Farrin nodded. “I imagine it takes more time now that you are pulling at a magic source outside of your body.”

“Who cares if there is a gap? You still have your magic, Little Wolf!”

“I do,” Rakel smiled at the pair. “I’m very happy, but it will take some getting used to. I still feel the void, and…”

“And?” Farrin prodded.

Rakel hesitated. “And I won’t be able to use my magic fast enough to be any good in combat—or to block any kind of strike against me.”

Phile’s smile dimmed. “Oh.”

Rakel smiled. “I would rather take what I have than to be cut off entirely.”

Farrin tucked an arm around her waist and spoke into her hair. “Your magic won’t be needed for combat. No magic user with a hint of dark or twisted magic can pass through Verglas.” He kissed her temple and held her close.

Rakel tilted her head. “Do we know that for certain?”

“Oh, yeah,” Phile snorted. “For weeks, Grimick tried plotting a way into Verglas. Every night you could see where he would be—a giant ice wall would flare up and block him. Farrin’s right. You won’t have magical combat in Verglas again.”

“But what about those without magic?” Rakel asked.

“Ah, yes. Your powers only protect Verglas against the magical,” Phile said.

“You don’t need to react swiftly, Rakel.” Farrin used his fingers to tilt her face up so she would look at him. “I will stand with you. No one will pass through me.” His gray eyes glowed with joy, and Rakel found herself smiling in return.

“Good lord, there’s enough love out here a king could choke on it. I’m going to retire and leave you two to your own devices, but Rakel?”

Rakel felt her cheeks heat with a blush. She cleared her throat and pulled back from Farrin so she could face her friend. “Yes?”

“Phile is both a girl’s name and a boy’s name. I think it should be the name of your first child—Farrin agrees with me.” Phile fled to the palace, a spring in her step and a cackle in her throat.

Farrin frowned at her back, his black eyebrows slanting down sharply in his displeasure. He looked at Rakel and opened his mouth.

A giggle of laughter escaped her. “I know.”

His frown turned into a soft smile as he slipped his arms around her. For a few luxurious moments, Rakel leaned against him, basking in the warmth of his love as he pressed his lips to her forehead, then down to her cheek, then down to her jaw.

“We need to talk,” he whispered in her ear.

She flinched and pulled back from him. “Farrin…”

“You almost died, Rakel. This isn’t something we can smooth over as if it never happened. These have been the longest months of my life.” His gray eyes were still warm with love, but the furrowing of his brow and the set of his mouth created an expression of pain.

“I don’t regret it.”

“You should have told me what you were planning.”

“If I did, you would have stopped me.” Rakel lifted her chin. “You—and others—would have done everything in your power to keep me from carrying everything out.”

Farrin raised an eyebrow at her. “So what if we had?”

“You cannot deny that my actions created the best possible outcome.”

“I can, actually.”

The response made Rakel’s jaw drop. “In what way did it fail?” she demanded.

“It didn’t fail, but because you and Phile ruthlessly pushed your strategy forward, alone, we’ll never know what sort of ideas we could have used instead.”

Rakel uneasily knit her hands together. “What do you mean?”

“I mean if you had explained your idea, we could have discussed it with other magic users. Ragnar’s elf-friends might have been able to offer knowledge that would have made the transfer of your magic easier. There is a magic user who used to belong in Kavon’s unit—when you defeated Tenebris, she deserted the Chosen and now lives in Verglas. Her powers revolve around amplifying the magic of others. She might have been able to help if you had separated your two self-inflicted missions and given us time to react. There were other possibilities, Rakel. So why did you do it?”

“We didn’t have time for any of that. Spring had arrived,” she argued.

“That’s a flimsy excuse. Why?”

Rakel said nothing.

Farrin sighed. “Do you know how horrifying it was to see you crumple on the battlefield? I swore to protect you with my life; I love you, and you shut me out with an impenetrable ice blockade while you withered and fell. I will live with that memory for the rest of my life. Please, Rakel…why?”

Rakel’s chin trembled before she regained control of her emotions. “I was afraid,” she said in a tiny voice.

Farrin tilted his head. “Of?”

“Being like Tenebris.”

“Oh, princess.” Farrin spoke the title with passionate affection, and Rakel knew he wasn’t calling her a princess of Verglas, but his princess. He engulfed her in another warm, protective hug.

Rakel shut her eyes and leaned into his shoulder. Ever since she had woken up, her head had swum with all the changes—the void where her magic used to be, the minty feeling of it always surrounding her, and the changes among her friends. Nothing was the same. Except for Farrin. She took a shuddering breath and fought her tears. In spite of everything that had happened, Farrin’s eyes were still bright with love, and his embrace felt like the strongest shield in the world.

“I wanted to prove that I wasn’t like him.” Rakel swallowed when a hot tear splashed her cheek. “That I was doing this because I wanted to save people—not because I wanted power.”

“Rakel, you didn’t need to sacrifice yourself to prove you aren’t like Tenebris. You do that just by breathing,” Farrin said.

“But we were so similar,” Rakel argued. She clung to him as if he were her lifeline, but she couldn’t look up to see his expression. “We both had more magic than a person should possess; we both recruited repressed people, and we fought for a cause we deemed worthy.”

Farrin slid one of his hands into her hair. “Being good is a choice; it’s a choice you made when you set out to save a country that scorned you. You might have power—which can often be corrupted—and the praise of men, but from the start, you have held out your hand to help and save.”

“That’s not true,” she protested. “I acted as I did because I hoped people would come to accept me.”

Farrin brushed his fingers along her jaw and tilted her face up so she had to raise her eyes. “Perhaps, but you helped—when, in any of your years in exile, you could have destroyed the entire country,” he whispered. “Your life has just started, Rakel. You are not expected to have all the answers. What is important is that you continue to choose love and goodness.”

Her tears threatened to spill over at the tender love she could see in Farrin’s eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

“Don’t do it again.”

“I won’t.”

Farrin leaned over and sealed her vow with a kiss.

This was not the soft, gentle kiss they had exchanged in camp before battling Tenebris, but a passionate declaration of love. He was her anchor, holding her steady as the warmth of their embrace washed over her like a wave and made her body tingle.

As they kissed, Rakel knew she wished to never leave Farrin Graydim again. She had nearly died, and he had waited. She had defeated a monster, and he had protected her during the fight. She had woken up, and he’d been there.

When they finally parted, they stared at each other and breathed deeply—foreheads touching as they recovered.

Farrin dipped in again and stole another couple of soft, insistent kisses until Rakel laughed and pulled away. There was so much she wanted to say—so much she wanted him to know. But how to say it? Shyly, with a pink blush staining her cheeks, Rakel pulled his hand close. “Forever?”

Farrin chuckled—a low, throaty sound that made her stomach jump. He took her hand and held her knuckles to his lips. “Forever. But you’d better be conscious for most of it.”
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Rakel crouched next to Kai, who held a crudely forged dagger. The little boy stared wide-eyed at the mirror. “It’s scary,” he whispered.

“I know.” Rakel squeezed his hand. “But I’m here, and so are Farrin, Phile, Bluff, Dryden, and a dozen other magic users. You’re safe.”

Use me…

Rakel shivered as the whispers of the mirror brushed against her skin. When Kai peered up at her, she put on another reassuring smile. “Are you ready?”

Kai nodded and held the dagger out in front of him. “Pierce!” he shouted. He threw it at the mirror, which it bounced off harmlessly, much the way the boulder Dryden had thrown at it had.

Kai’s shoulders drooped with the defeat. “Should I try again?”

Rakel squeezed his hand. “It’s fine, Kai. We just needed to be sure. You can go outside with the rest of the party—follow them back to camp.”

“Okay!” Kai darted forward and grabbed his dagger. He sucked his neck into his shoulders when he neared the mirror, then bolted outside.

Rakel stood, frowning at the mirror as she tugged on her magic.

Technically they were no longer on Verglas land, so she wasn’t sure her magic would come, but it did. It streaked to her side, although it took a while to build up.

Take my power, and you will be above all others.

Rakel smirked. As if I would return to such a lonely lifestyle.

Farrin was at her side, radiating warmth in spite of the biting cold of the cave. “General Halvor says they’ve cleared the path. We’re the last to exit, and then you can use your magic. Can you still access it?”

“Yes.”

Farrin nodded. “Are you ready?”

Those you hate, I will hate too…

Rakel set her shoulders. “Yes.”

Farrin offered his arm, which Rakel took. Together, they left the cave and climbed their way up a path an earth magic user had created. It took them to the safety of the neighboring mountain.

“Is everyone accounted for?” Rakel asked.

Oskar helped Kai adjust his scarf. “Everyone in our party is here.”

Halvor snapped off a salute. “Proceed when you are ready, Princess.”

Rakel smiled and pulled on the magic she had been building. She felt for the snow and ice embedded in the mountain, finding the pieces wedged into the rocky core. She yanked the ice out, making the mountain crumble.

A nudge from the earth user, and the side of the mountain collapsed in on itself. Clouds of dust and snow puffed up in the air, but Bluff summoned a brisk wind and blew it off, letting Rakel inspect the aftermath of the avalanche-landslide. The lower part of the mountain was indiscernible among the ruin. The mirror was buried under layers of ice and rock.

“Gerta’s gonna die when I tell her what she missed!” Kai whooped.

Rakel inhaled and stretched her arms above her hands, the last burden lifted from her shoulders. I might not have been able to destroy the mirror, but with Verglas standing between it and freedom, I have boxed it in and buried it. Even if it is ever discovered, it will be generations until it is unearthed, and that will give us magic users time to prepare for it.

“Well done, Princess.” Farrin spoke with a slight lilt to his words and a quirk to his lips that gave him a teasing air. “You’ve saved your country—and now the world.”

Rakel grinned. “We’ve saved it. No matter how powerful a person is, they cannot stand alone.”

Across the clearing, Oskar raised an eyebrow. “Not standing alone? Is that what you call single-handedly killing Tenebris and pushing your powers into Verglas?”

“I apologized for that, Oskar,” Rakel protested.

“With all due respect, Princess, you did not,” General Halvor said. “You said you regretted that you did what you had to do.”

“At least Phile is on my side,” Rakel sighed.

“The support of the guildmaster of a gang of thieves is not the best of recommendations,” Oskar said. “And be warned: if she is indeed off stealing you a belated birthday gift, as she promised, and almost starts another war, it will be your duty to sweet-talk the irate ambassadors that arrive.”

“When will Phile come home?” Kai took Rakel’s hand when she offered it to him.

“That is difficult to say. She may be back by the time we return.” Rakel smiled at Farrin when he draped an arm around her waist.

Farrin dropped a quick kiss on her lips, making Kai wrinkle his nose in disgust. “I don’t think she will be,” Farrin said.

“Why not?” Rakel asked.

“She said she was going to steal books for you so you could start a magic school—as you and Ragnar discussed,” Farrin said.

“Books? That would be helpful. However, we’re a long way from establishing a school. Verglas will need to recover from the war before Steinar can spare us the funds to build us a building,” Rakel said.

General Halvor checked a supply pack. “I thought he offered the use of the palace.”

“He did, but it would feel improper,” Rakel said.

Oskar rolled his eyes. “Princess, a great portion of the rebuilt palace is all but a monument to you. Use the palace; no one will care.”

“There’s a storm coming in from Kozlovka,” Bluff announced. “I can hold it off, but we should probably prepare to camp soon.”

“Return to formation, and begin the climb down. We need to camp with the reindeer and ponies,” General Halvor said.

“Yes, sir!”

Kai pulled away, eagerly catching up to Frodi—who began to mold his fiery powers to warm up the party. Rakel watched him skip ahead with a smile.

“I should apologize,” Farrin said.

Rakel blinked. “For?”

“I once accused you of being an idealist,” Farrin said, giving her a sad smile. “I was wrong.”

Rakel smiled. “No. The world can be a place as dark as you thought—you have lived it, as have I.”

“It can also be beautiful and brimming with goodness,” Farrin said.

“Yes,” Rakel agreed. “It’s like winter—deadly and filled with wonder.”

Farrin chuckled. “Indeed. And you have done a wonderful job to make it more beautiful. Lead on, Snow Queen.” He squeezed her hand as he held it.

Rakel gave him a sly smile that would have made Phile proud. “Only if you watch my back, Farrin Graydim.”

He smiled. “Always.”

The End
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Chapter 1
STORY TIME


This story takes place in the few peaceful weeks between Heart of Ice and Sacrifice. I badly wanted to include it in Sacrifice, but neither the timing nor the setting was right. I hope you enjoy it! (Bonus fact: The book Rakel reads here is the book Gerta and Kai read to her when they visit her in the year she is unconscious.)

Rakel played with the tip of her white braid and looked out over the icy flower garden she had created shortly after retaking Ostfold. Her gaze rested on the ice statue she had made in her brother’s likeness. In spite of all my best efforts, he’s gotten even more distant. I haven’t had a decent conversation with him—nor have Oskar or Halvor. She sighed. How can we lure him out? He knows we will not hurt him. What purpose does his isolation serve?

She pressed her lips together in displeasure. “Perhaps we should seek out those who previously counseled him. They might better understand the workings of his mind,” she murmured.

Snow crunched, and hope surged in Rakel for a moment. Perhaps it was Steinar! But no, there were two sets of footsteps on the crisp snow, and they ran with childish impatience. Rakel was not at all surprised when two children catapulted themselves at her.

“Princess!” Gerta squealed.

Kai backed away for a moment so he could gravely bow. “Princess.” He immediately threw himself at Rakel again, making her stagger.

“Good afternoon, children.” Rakel patted their backs. “Is Grandmother Hilda speaking with General Halvor again?”

“The General and Oskar, yes,” Kai said. “The General said we could come find you.”

“He said you were moping, so you would be free to play with us,” Gerta added.

“I see.” She tried to give the pair a rusty smile.

Gerta jumped up and down with glee. “We were wondering if you and Phile could tell us a story.”

“Unfortunately, Phile is gone,” Rakel said. The sly Robber Maiden had been sent to scout out the area to make sure the Chosen weren’t preparing a surprise attack.

Gerta drooped. “Oh.”

Kai frowned at his friend. “I am sure the princess could tell us a marvelous story.”

“Oh, yes! Please do, Princess!”

“I’m sorry to say I don’t really know any stories,” Rakel said.

Gerta and Kai lost some of their brightness. “We understand,” Kai said. He smiled bigger than usual in an obviously forced expression.

Feeling guilty for their disappointment, Rakel recalled the royal library. “I could, however, read a book to you.”

Gerta clapped her hands. “A book?”

“You would let us look at a book?” Kai asked with reverence.

Rakel wanted to shift with discomfort, but she forced herself to stand still. Often, her isolation caused uncomfortable situations—like not knowing any stories or failing to have any kind of knowledge of what cities looked like. But even in her isolation, she hadn’t realized that she was still given a few privileges. Her ice castle on Ensom Peak had a small fortune’s worth of books and maps, making it easy for her to forget that regular citizens often didn’t own any of either.

“I will show you the Royal Library, where you can look at as many books as you wish,” Rakel said.

“A library?” Gerta’s voice was hushed in awe. “Do you think they have more books than you have in your ice castle?”

“The Royal library has hundreds, if not thousands of books,” Rakel said.

“Thousands of books,” Kai repeated with wide eyes.

“Could you show us your favorite book?” Gerta asked.

Rakel had, in fact, spotted her most beloved book among the library shelves not two days ago. “I could, but you may find it boring.”

“Never,” Kai said.

“Does it have pictures?” Gerta asked.

“Yes.”

“Then we’ll love it!” Gerta promised.

Rakel wasn’t so sure, but she imagined they could easily find a volume of morally instructional fairy tales when they grew bored. “Let us proceed to the library,” she suggested.

“Yes, let’s!”
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“‘A talus is the sloping surface at the base of a fortified wall. It is constructed to be thicker, which makes it more difficult for attackers to break through because of its great mass’—it is referring to its thickness there. It is reinforced.” Rakel pointed to a sketch in the castle architecture book.

Her reservations that the children wouldn’t like it proved to be wrong. Although the book itself was dry—at least, Rakel expected others would find it dry—it was filled with detailed drawings and sketches that fascinated them.

“Reinforced—you said that means it is strengthened and supported,” Kai recited.

“Like if you took a thin sheet of ice and reinforced it with rock,” Gerta added.

“Correct,” Rakel said.

Kai peered at the illustration. “Did you build a, a talus into the walls of your ice palace?”

“I did on the towers, but not because I feared an attack, but because it was structurally needed,” Rakel said.

“You had a dome roof on a part of your castle. What is that called?” Gerta asked.

“It was over a small outbuilding, so it is called a cupola. Here.” Rakel paged through the book and pointed out a masterfully rendered sketch. A barely-there smile spread across her lips. The book really was her favorite. It had been one of the most helpful references she had received when she first started dabbling in constructing and architecture. She was surprised at the amount of joy it brought her to share such a beloved volume with others.

Somewhere in the library, a door opened. “Little Wolf?”

“Phile’s back,” Kai remarked.

“We’re over here,” Rakel called, unable to rise due to the children tucked against her sides.

“The Princess is reading to us,” Gerta said.

Phile sauntered around a bookshelf. “How cute is that? You three look—what are you reading to them?”

“A book on castle architecture and features.”

“You’re reading a book about buildings?”

“It has been quite interesting,” Kai said.

“Yes,” Gerta said. “We were just talking about cupolas.”

Phile shook her head. “You have more patience than I,” she told the children.

“Did you need something?” Rakel icily asked.

“Yes. Granny Hilda sent me—it’s time to go.” She gave Gerta and Kai an apologetic look.

“But we haven’t even gotten to talk about drawbridges,” Gerta protested.

“Next time.” Rakel shut the book with a smile.

Gerta slid off the settee they were perched on. “Do you promise?”

“Gerta, she’s a princess. Princesses don’t have to promise,” Kai scolded.

Rakel outright laughed. “I promise.”

The children turned expectantly to Phile. “There’s a maid in the hall waiting to take you to Granny Hilda,” she said, a strangely thoughtful expression smoothing over her face.

“Thank you, Phile, Princess,” the pair chorused.

“The book was beautiful,” Gerta said worshipfully before Kai pulled her away.

Rakel watched them leave and was about to stand when Phile plopped down next to her.

“So, tell me about drawbridges,” Phile said, sliding close.

Rakel frowned. “After you questioned my reading choice and all but called it boring? I think not.”

“I was only joking.”

“You were not.”

“You’re right, I wasn’t. But if Gerta and Kai found it interesting, I’m sure I will, too.”

Rakel’s frown grew more pronounced.

“Please, Little Wolf?” Phile batted her dark eyelashes.

Rakel sighed. “Fine.” She opened up the book and swiftly found the right page. “What?” she asked—almost crossly when she saw the soft smile on Phile’s face.

“It’s just nice to know that even in your isolation, you had things that brought you joy.”

Rakel smoothed a fragile page like a mother soothing a child. “Yes. But if it is pity that has you wanting to learn about drawbridges, you need not worry.”

“It’s not,” Phile promised. “I want to learn about it because it makes you happy.”

Rakel stared, almost dumbfounded, at her friend. I don’t deserve her friendship—or that of Gerta and Kai…but I’m going to accept it anyway.

Phile whistled. “Okay, I’m sold. We need to build a fort and construct a drawbridge. They look slick—and imagine how satisfying it would be to pull it shut in someone’s face!”

“I cannot construct a drawbridge of ice. It requires moving parts.”

“No, no. We want it made with wood so it can stand year-round. Idiots are native to all seasons—not just winter.”

Rakel smiled. Yes, I am blessed indeed.

The End


Chapter 2
SCOUTING


This short story also takes place after the events of Heart of Ice and before Sacrifice. It was a fun little bonding trip I imagined that—like some of the other shorts—didn’t fit well in either of the books, so it became a standalone short story. I hope you enjoy it!

Rakel mindlessly stared at the book open on her lap—a tattered fencing manual. It was one of several books she had selected as research material in her quest to learn more about edged weapons. (It still bothered her that her ice replicas were beautiful but imperfect.) She had chosen this particular copy because the childish scrawl in the book showed it had once belonged to her father.

She held in a sigh and shut the book. What am I doing? Steinar won’t leave his room, and we haven’t found detailed information about the mirror; yet I’m hidden away in the library, reading. “I should be doing something,” she murmured.

“Great! I’m glad to hear you’re aware of that—because I didn’t know how I was going to nicely tell you all this reading is making your face pinched.” Phile popped into Rakel’s peripheral vision.

Rakel blinked. “Phile.”

The Robber Maiden bowed. “At your service!”

“How did you get in here? Knut said he would announce anyone who entered.”

“Yes, but Knut is posted outside the door. I came in through a window.”

“Of course. Did you need something?”

Phile plopped down in an armchair. “Not really, I just dropped by to collect you for an airing out. You need some sunshine.” Phile’s crimson-red jacket and white linen pants clashed horribly with the green velvet of the armchair.

“I thought that since arriving in Ostfold, your greatest undertaking has been to avoid the frigid outdoors,” Rakel said.

“That was before I knew we were going to be aimlessly kicking up our heels for so long. It’s been a week and a half, and Colonel Dimwit and his regiment haven’t budged an inch.” Phile scowled and played with her glossy, dark hair that was collected in its usual ponytail.

“General Halvor says it is a boon to us.” Rakel put the book aside. “He is using this time to reorganize our troops, and it gives the Verglas magic users time to practice—an opportunity they have previously not had.”

“Yeah, but you can bet the Chosen are up to something sneaky,” Phile argued. “Farrin Graydim is brilliant. He wouldn’t pout in his camp for this long just because we kicked him out of Ostfold. He’s waiting for something.”

“Or someone,” Rakel said, meeting her friend’s gaze. “Tenebris Malus.”

Phile grimaced. “Probably.” She tapped her fingers on the armrest of her chair. “Why don’t we confirm it?”

“I beg your pardon?”

Phile leaned forward, an eager smile spreading across her lips. “We could go scout with Snorri—like we did for Glowma—and find out for ourselves what the wait is for.”

“We scouted in Glowma because it was necessary for me to see the city. I have no such need to see the Chosen camp.”

“I don’t believe it,” Phile declared. “This inactivity is bothering you as much as it bothers me. You can’t fool me, Little Wolf. I know the mirror troubles you. Wouldn’t you like to see if we can find more information?”

Rakel pressed her lips together, aware that Phile was manipulating her. But she has a point. If we could unveil more information about the mirror…if we could find it, we could destroy it!

“For the Glowma scouting trip, we went with Oskar and General Halvor. Neither have the time to spare to journey with us, as Farrin’s camp is more than a day’s ride away,” Rakel said.

Phile’s grin turned sly. “I think Glowma proved that you, Snorri, and I are all that are needed.”

“General Halvor would never agree to it.”

“What if Oskar agreed to it?” Phile wheedled.

“And what of the General?”

“We could forget to tell him.”

“You don’t have to.” Oskar strolled out from behind a bookshelf. “He’s out on practice maneuvers with the troops and won’t be expected to return until this evening.”

Knut hovered at the attendant’s shoulder. “Oskar is here to speak to you, Princess.”

Rakel smiled wryly. “Thank you, Knut.”

The soldier saluted and returned to his post.

“You can’t scout in the camp. It’s too dangerous and unnecessarily risky,” Oskar said. “But I see no reason why you couldn’t view the camp—provided Snorri agrees to accompany you and you refrain from using your magic, Princess. If you use any of your powers, you will alert Chosen magic users to your presence.”

Phile sprang out of her chair. “Wonderful! I’ll get some provisions and packs for us!” She was out of the library before anyone could stop her.

Rakel, however, didn’t trust Oskar’s quick approval. “Why do you so easily agree?”

Oskar smiled knowingly. “You’ve been quiet and thoughtful for several days. An adventure with Phile will brighten your spirits.”

“General Halvor would say it is too perilous.”

“It’s a calculated risk,” Oskar admitted. “You are capable of taking care of yourself, but your companions will add another layer of protection—particularly Snorri, now that he has come clean about his magic.”

“What will you tell General Halvor?”

“That you and Phile went on a camping trip. He’ll know what you’re really doing, but it will keep his rage level to simmering instead of eruptive.”

A fond smile curled Rakel’s lips. “Thank you, Oskar.”

Oskar bowed. “It is my pleasure, Princess.”
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Rakel stared at a squirrel sitting in a tree with suspicion.

“Relax, Little Wolf. That’s not Dimwit’s shape shifter,” Phile said. She rode her horse—which she had stolen weeks ago from a Chosen soldier—and which obediently walked shoulder-to-shoulder with the two ponies that pulled the small sleigh in which Snorri and Rakel rode.

“How do you know?” Rakel asked.

“Because she doesn’t have a squirrel form.”

The squirrel chattered and ate a nut.

Is it…listening to us? “You can’t know that.”

“Yes, I can. We’ve seen a fox, snow bear, and a wolf. She hasn’t changed into anything that isn’t a carnivore.” Phile ticked off the shapes on her fingers.

“Maybe those are only shapes she chooses to take in battle. I imagine she has a separate set she uses for scouting,” Rakel said.

Snorri mumbled.

“What was that, most-majestic-and-virile-of-scouts?” Phile asked.

Snorri’s expression remained flat. “The Princess is correct.”

Rakel pulled her eyes away from the squirrel long enough to give Phile her version of a triumphant smile—the barely discernible curling of her lips.

Phile ignored her. “Oh my, Snorri! I like it when you take charge!” She winked, then her expression sobered. “Perhaps you are right, Little Wolf. Maybe the Chosen shape shifter can turn into a tree rat. But I promise that squirrel isn’t a magic user. How would she know to be in this exact area? Why would she appear out in the open instead of hiding in the trees when there is a chance we might want squirrel stew for our dinner?”

Snorri nodded in agreement.

Not at all reassured, Rakel stared at the squirrel until they moved around a curve in the hill.

Phile raised her nose to the air and sniffed. “We’re almost there, aren’t we? I can smell their campfires.”

“We’re downwind of them,” Snorri said. “There’s a cluster of tall hills up ahead. We’ll remain there.” His voice was quiet but firm.

“I know, I know. We can’t go dragging Rakel into the enemy camp. It’s a good thing I brought a spyglass.” Phile patted a saddlebag.

“You own a spyglass?” Rakel asked, unable to recall seeing the Robber Maiden with such a costly tool before.

“No—I borrowed it from the Royal Library.”

Rakel scowled. “From the library? That means it is a national treasure. You cannot borrow national treasures to use for scouting missions.”

“Why not? It’s a spyglass. It was made to be used. If you’re not gonna use it, why bother having it?” Phile asked.

Rakel drew up her shoulders—fully intending to growl at the Robber Maiden—when Snorri offhandedly offered, “There’s the camp.”

The trees partially cleared, giving Rakel and her companions a branch-covered view of the Chosen camp. It was a sprawling ocean of tents and plumes of smoke set on packed snow. It glittered with weapons, armor, and leather horse tack, and buzzed with activities and noises. It was much larger than she expected.

However, it was also clear that Farrin had carefully selected the location. Snorri’s “hills” were more similar to cliffs, and to avoid the possibility of an avalanche—or of Rakel dropping an avalanche on them—the camp was set a fair distance away from them so the snow couldn’t wipe it out, but it was still close enough to allow the cliffs to guard their backs. (After all, no enemy—magical or mundane—could drop from sheer cliffs and survive.)

Snorri mumbled.

Phile slid off her horse. “Yes, you are right. We should set up our base here.”

Snorri unhitched the sleigh ponies and led them away.

“You understood him?” Rakel asked.

“Of course not. I have no idea what he said; it just seemed to be the most likely subject for him to bring up.”

Rakel chuckled and helped the Robber Maiden remove saddlebags from her horse.
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The following day, Phile held the nationally treasured spyglass to her eye and squinted. “Yep, I’m certain that big black tent they’re pitching must be for Tenebris.”

Rakel, crouched behind a drift and stirred snow with a fingertip. “It could be for Farrin.”

Phile adjusted the spyglass. “Nah, he doesn’t give a King’s toe about that sort of thing. His quarters are always simplistic—tidy but empty.”

“How can you know this for certain? You’ve only been in his quarters once, in Glowma.”

“Riiight. Just once,” Phile said.

“You’ve gotten that close in your scouting trips?” Rakel’s voice hitched with shock.

“Snorri did it too!” Phile removed her eye from the spyglass long enough to point an accusing finger at her fellow scout.

“I have magic,” Snorri said. He ghosted forward through the undergrowth that sheltered him, as if it grew around him. He raised the spyglass to his eye—drawing a squawk from Phile when she realized he had swiped it from her.

Rakel tried to restore order to her wild, snow-white hair, weaving it into a braid as she watched the scouts. “I assume you two will leave me here tonight and try to venture into the camp then?”

Phile eased her way through the undergrowth so she could stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Snorri and reach for the spyglass—which he held out of her reach. “What tipped you off?”

“The presence of a black tent is hardly solid evidence that Farrin is indeed expecting Tenebris Malus to arrive soon.”

“It’s a big black tent. Snorri, you have to share. I’m the one who smuggled the spyglass out here.”

Snorri ignored her and popped out of the undergrowth so he was standing on the edge of the hill’s cliff-like drop off.

Rakel yanked on her hair—tightening the braid—and tied it off. “Perhaps it is unwise to stand so close to the edge of the cliff.”

“We’re too far away. They won’t see us,” Phile said—though she still lurked in the underbrush.

“I was not thinking of the Chosen, but the snow. It’s a heavy fall this year, and I can see evidence of avalanches and landslides carving down the cliff-side. There’s piles of snow and rock at the base.”

“Good call. You should listen to her, Snorri, and give me back the spyglass.”

Snorri collapsed the spyglass and turned around—presumably to answer Phile—when the snow crunched oddly under his feet.

“Snorri!” Rakel shouted.

The snow and rock beneath his feet gave out beneath him and careened down the cliff, spattering snow and cracking rock. Snorri, unable to regain his balance fast enough to move, fell with it.

He hit the side of the cliff with a painful crack and scrabbled one-handedly for a handhold. Rock, dirt, and snow kept scraping away, and Snorri almost tumbled from reach.

Phile dove out of the underbrush and threw herself to her belly, grabbing Snorri’s groping hand. Her face twisted in a grimace, and she sweat with exertion. Snorri wedged his feet into the crag, but the snow and ground crackled ominously beneath Phile.

Rakel didn’t hesitate. She reached out with her magic and solidified the snow—stabilizing Phile’s position—then built a small ice platform beneath Snorri.

“Drop him,” Rakel said.

Snorri let go, exhaling deeply when the ice beneath him held.

Rakel built ice stairs for him to climb, and Phile rolled away from the edge.

“It’s been fun, but I guess that is our cue to leave, eh? Oskar did say not to use your magic or they would sense you.” Phile ran for the saddlebags and began throwing their few supplies into them, then buckled them haphazardly to her horse.

“There was no other choice.” Rakel extended her hand to Snorri to help him clear the last step.

Instead of grasping her hand, he set the spyglass in it. Rakel gaped at it. “You didn’t drop it?”

Snorri shook his head and dusted snow and grit from his clothes. “It is a national treasure.”

That must be why he didn’t grab the cliff securely. He wouldn’t let it go. Rakel both admired his actions and wanted to shake him. “Your life is more important than an object, Snorri.”

“Phile and you, Princess, caught me,” Snorri said. He bowed to Rakel then hurried to the ponies, throwing their harnesses on them as Phile dragged the lightweight sleigh out from its shelter among scraggily bushes.

Rakel peered over the side of the cliff and shattered the ice platform and stairs, making broken ice fall like raindrops.

Phile helped Snorri tack the second pony. “Let’s go, Snow Queen. We’ve got to blaze a trail before that beau of yours figures out where we are.”

“Even Farrin Graydim will require time to climb this hill. The cliffs will prevent him from using his magic to come straight up,” Snorri said.

“Normally I would take a moment to mark this momentous occasion—you spoke two full sentences, Snorri, well done! However, as we are in what Handsome Halvor would call a necessary retreat, I will save the celebration for later. Let’s go, go, go! Wipe the camp clean, Little Wolf!”

“But my magic—”

“They already know you’re here after saving us. Go!”

Phile threw herself on her horse—which pranced and shied when Rakel dragged drifts down from the crest of the hill and buried all evidence of their camp under a knee-high blanket of snow.

She slipped into the carriage, and Snorri cracked the reins, making the ponies set off at a brisk trot.

“Not bad at all. We might not have solid evidence of Tenebris’s impending arrival, but at least we’ll escape with our hides intact. With luck, we won’t even have to tell Handsome Halvor and Oggle-worthy Oskar why we packed up camp so quickly and came back home.”

The horse and ponies huffed as they glided across the snow crust.

“You will, however, have to tell them you brought a priceless national treasure on a scouting trip,” Rakel said.

Phile ducked a branch. “Thank you for ruining the mood, Little Wolf. What’s so special about that spyglass anyway?”

“History,” Snorri said.

“History? I suppose I can respect that.”

Rakel eyed her. “That is surprisingly decent of you.”

Phile grinned. “Of course. One day, we’ll be a part of history too, Little Wolf.”

Rakel shook her head. “I find it unlikely any will care that Verglas—an isolated snow country—kept its independence against the Chosen.”

“You never know, Little Wolf,” Phile said with a sly grin. “Worlds can be changed by the smallest things.”

The trees cleared, and they were forced to stop talking as Phile and Snorri urged their equines to go faster.
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Farrin Graydim looked up from the report he was reading in his tent. …Rakel? There, he felt it again. The minty, cool caress of her unmistakable magic. He arose from his desk and left his tent, following the beckoning of her magic, until he was at the edge of camp and staring at the harsh, unforgiving gray and white of the snow-covered cliff-like hills that guarded his regiment’s flank.

He tapped his speed magic and ran across the open field, stopping at the base of the hill. There was freshly fallen snow and rock, but the pull of Rakel’s magic came from higher up.

He contemplated her presence and the possibilities it presented. Based on the hurried flavor to it, I don’t believe they are attacking. He considered trekking around to the sloping side of the hill. Unnecessary, he decided when he felt her magic fade as she fled. She is retreating.

“Sir?” Bunny—out on patrol—popped out of a bush in her red fox body. “You must have felt her as well. Your orders?”

Farrin stood on a knife’s edge of indecision. He should have her tracked and captured if possible. But Tenebris was days away from arriving, and Farrin knew without a shadow of a doubt that when he came, what little peace and joy Rakel possessed would be snatched from her.

“Investigate the hill,” Farrin said. “They are already gone—her magic faded too quickly for them to be here, still—but see if you can uncover who was with Her Highness and what they were after.”

“You don’t want me to track them?”

Farrin hesitated. “No.”

“Yessir!” Bunny, untroubled by the lameness of his orders, bounded away, her red tail flashing against the white snow.

Farrin started the walk back to camp. It took a great deal of effort to suffocate his nagging desire to chase after Rakel, just so he could see her again.

Tenebris will soon arrive, Farrin grimly reminded himself. I must remain focused. Still, for the greater part of the day, snow-white hair and glacier-blue eyes lingered in his thoughts.

The End


Chapter 3
ARRIVALS


This short is actually the first scene of Snow Queen: Sacrifice, but instead of being told from Farrin’s point-of-view, it is told from Tenebris Malus’s. Tenebris was an interesting character to write because of his cruelty and the inner workings of his mind, but readers don’t get a chance to see the way he thinks because Farrin is blind to much of it, and Rakel—who probably has the best handle of his character—sees him rarely and speaks with him even less. I hope this scene—and the revealing of Tenebris’s price—interest you and provide a new scope to see the Chosen through.

Tenebris Malus squinted when he and his retinue emerged from the forest and rode into the snow-covered field that edged around the Fighting First’s camp. The regiment was lined up in orderly rows, the officers arranged pretty-like.

As usual, the Runt has impeccable control over his troops. It was one of the many reasons why Farrin Graydim was so valuable. Out of all of Tenebris’s colonels, Farrin was undoubtedly the only one who could have made the rank in a real army, and he was the only one who could have successfully spearheaded the Chosen’s sweep north.

But he didn’t. I’ll have to see why that was…

Farrin shouted something, and the Fighting First rippled as the soldiers saluted.

Tenebris chuckled. “He is a showy one.” In no time at all, Tenebris and his men reached the edge of the Fighting First’s forces. Tenebris’s head rang with pain as he dismounted from his horse and tried to settle his helm in a more comfortable position.

“Tenebris!” Sunnira—one of Tenebris’s earliest friends—broke ranks and ran up to him, throwing her arms around him.

With ease of practice, he laughed and kept his body relaxed, even though Sunnira’s slight weight made him close to toppling over. He had to be especially careful with her. Sunnira was a healer—some of the most dangerous magic users for Tenebris to encounter. It was one of the reasons why he had sent Sunnira—the best healer in the army—north with the Runt. “You look well, Sunnira. I hope you have been taking care of my army.”

“Of course,” she said.

Tenebris patted her hands and passed off the reins of his horse to a soldier. He stretched his neck and strolled towards Farrin Graydim.

Farrin held his salute. “Sir.”

“At ease, Farrin,” Tenebris said. He slapped Farrin on the shoulder and smiled genuinely. Working with Farrin was as close to relaxing as Tenebris could come. He’s the only colonel who is too stupidly loyal to stab me in the back.

“Thank you, sir.” Farrin motioned for his regiment to drop the salute. They complied.

Yes, the perfect soldier he is. “Still as well organized as ever—and a sight for sore eyes. Kavon lets his mercenary troops run wild like savages.” Tenebris nodded—making the pain in his head increase twofold. “I cannot fault him. Those without magic are little more than animals—though it is good to see you have broken yours into submission.”

Farrin straightened his shoulders. “It is our honor to have you with us.”

“I’m sure.” Tenebris shielded his eyes from the brilliant sun. “It has been too long since I’ve ridden with you and the Fighting First. I look forward to speaking with you—and Sunnira.” Knowing it was expected of him, Tenebris smiled at her.

Sunnira cocked her head. “What took you so long to come?”

Tenebris held genuine affection for Sunnira, but as one of his earliest friends, she had a pesky habit of asking questions others wouldn’t dare utter. I should have trained that habit out of her when I first met her. The Runt is almost as taken with me, and he never makes irritating inquires.

“Varmints started stirring in the south just when I thought it was time to come north.” He made a show of sighing. “I stayed to help Grimick stamp them out, but they’re worse than sewer rats.”

“Varmints?” Farrin asked.

“Some farmers and commoners playing rebel. Though they should be easy to crush, they’ve burned two outposts and reclaimed several villages—all in the name of their beloved Snow Queen.” Tenebris frowned. “We razed a few villages, but they still prowl around in the hills. In the end, I decided it would be quicker to kill their ‘hero’ than to keep hunting them down individually.”

“I see,” Farrin said. “Shall I take you to your quarters, sir?”

“Yes, thanks, Runt.” Tenebris walked shoulder-to-shoulder with Farrin—Sunnira still held his arm, and three of Farrin’s magic user officers fell in line behind them.

“Released,” Farrin shouted.

The foot soldiers and the rest of the magic users broke out of formation, like a bunch of ants searching for food.

Watching the swirl of activity, Tenebris kept his voice relaxed and unbothered. “I must say, Runt, I am upset. It isn’t like you to leave an enemy alive.”

“I regret that I have disappointed you.”

Yes, he’s the perfect guard dog—doesn’t get angry, doesn’t make excuses, just accepts his failure. Maybe I should try and get more Sarthe-trained gladiators after Verglas has fallen. If I can get more men like him, it would be worth the hassle. Tenebris slapped Farrin’s shoulder again. “Don’t take it to heart. You haven’t ever failed me before. You were bound to do so eventually—though I must admit, I didn’t think your lesson of humility would come from a thin-skinned, worthless princess.”

“With all due respect, sir, no one who has met Princess Rakel would call her thin-skinned or useless,” Farrin said.

Interesting… “We’ll see. In the meantime, I’ve changed my mind about the Verglas citizens.”

Farrin’s posture didn’t shift, but Tenebris noticed the slightest lift of his brows. “Oh?”

“Yes,” Tenebris said. “We’ll have to cull most of them.”

“Cull?” a boyish voice asked. Tenebris glanced back at the three officers trailing them. A young man—barely more than a boy, swallowed hard. “I-I beg your pardon, sir.”

He fears me? Good. Loyalty to the Runt and fear of me will keep him in line. Inspiring loyalty was another one of Farrin’s uses. His officers were so loyal he had them eating out of his palm, so Tenebris was careful to assign him all the bleeding-heart types who—unlike stupidly-loyal Farrin—might question Tenebris’s actions. In turn, the officers were stupidly-loyal to Farrin. If I weren’t certain of his loyalty, it could be dangerous, but Farrin would never betray me.

“No harm, boy,” Tenebris said. “I meant we’ll have to kill ’em. They’re too stubborn and too prone to hope. They’ll make lousy slaves unless we limit their numbers.”

Farrin stopped outside a large black tent. “Do you really think it is necessary to found our country with such slaughter?”

“Necessary? No. But it will make it easier.” Tenebris swatted his free hand through the air. “And with the way this war has carried on, we need all the help we can get. I planned for us to hold the entire country by now. As my officers were unable to achieve that, we’ll have to cut corners where we can.”

Farrin stared at him—an unusual gesture. Normally Farrin accepted orders without so much as blinking. Tenebris knew Farrin didn’t much care for slaughter, so this would be a punishment for the colonel. He arched an eyebrow and gave Farrin a toothy smile. “Next time, don’t fail me.”

“Farrin did his best,” Sunnira said. “The problem is Princess Rakel. She was much stronger than any of us could have predicted.”

Ahh yes, the princess. Tenebris shrugged. “That’s an easy fix. Once she’s killed, the resistance will run out of traction.”

Sunnira shook her head. “You need to be careful with her, Tenebris. Farrin did well against her because of his magic, but she could trample anyone else.”

If it had been anyone else, Tenebris would have been irritated—no one told him his limits—but Sunnira acted as she did because she had been smitten with him for a long time. It was charming—when she wasn’t getting in his way—and it put him in a good mood. He grinned and pinched Sunnira’s cheek. “You think she’s better than me, you impudent brat?”

“I think she’s a monster,” Sunnira said.

“Well, it’s a good thing I am one as well.” Tenebris pointed to the tent. “Is this it?”

“I hope it meets your expectations, sir,” Farrin said.

“I’m sure it will. Give me a few hours to get settled, and I’ll meet up with you and your little trainees for dinner,” Tenebris said. “That means you, too, Sunnira.”

Sunnira kissed Tenebris’s cheek. “You don’t need to tell me—you aggravating man. I have patients to attend to.” She winked at their leader, waved to Farrin, and drifted off.

Farrin bowed. “Welcome to the First Regiment, sir.”

Tenebris was about to go into his tent, but he noticed that Farrin didn’t leave; he only turned to his subordinates and said, “Dryden and Bluff, you’re on scouting duty.”

Tenebris wanted to groan. Go away. The moment he entered his tent, he was likely to collapse. He didn’t want the Runt around to hear the sound.

“Sir?” the boyish officer said.

“I want you to make a wide circuit of the camp and see if you can sense Princess Rakel. Dryden will be your escort,” Farrin said.

“You think she’ll attack us?”

“It is unlikely, but with Tenebris in our camp, we will take no chances.”

The reasoning produced a slight smile in Tenebris as he gripped the flap to his tent to help him stand. That’s Runt, always…his thoughts trailed off. There was a distant, glittering smear clumped against the top of a mountain. It was beautiful, but what caught Tenebris was the feeling that leaked from it. Hope, purity, and maybe even love. Tenebris tensed, and he felt his dark magic pulse inside of him.

“Say, Runt, what is that shining spot?” he asked.

“That would be the ice-castle Princess Rakel constructed during her exile,” Farrin said.

“She made that?” Tenebris asked.

“Yes.”

“I see.” His magic roared and thrashed like a caged animal, and Tenebris stalked into his tent. The flap barely settled back into place before he sank to his knees—trembling with pain and fury.

He flipped his helm off his head and clenched his hands into fists when air caressed his open, oozing head wound. He clenched his teeth to keep from growling. Curse my price! Curse such a limit! His lips peeled back in a soundless snarl.

Tenebris Malus knew without doubt he was one of the most powerful magic users alive. The trade off, however, was that his price was painful, and it weakened him.

Whenever he used a great deal of his magic, a horrible wound opened on his head. It could not be healed with magic, and it festered and was slower to close than a typical wound. Normally he could avoid activating his price, but the first battle he had with Verglas forces—the Battle of Gaula—required a huge amount of magic from him and had inflicted a serious injury on him as a result. Even now, months later, the open scab had shrunk significantly, but it still wasn’t healed.

It was why he hadn’t come north sooner: he didn’t have the strength to keep up his façade and make the journey north. No one knew of Tenebris’s price. When he had freed himself from life as a slave, he had slaughtered everyone who knew of him—including the healer who had tried to heal his head-wound on occasion. That was before the Chosen, before Farrin, even before Sunnira.

If anyone knew of Tenebris’s price, they probably would have recommended that he travel with Farrin, regardless. With Farrin, he did not have to be on his guard and watch for signs of mutiny as he did with his other colonels. However, if he was honest—a rarity—Tenebris knew it was easier to be around his backstabbing colonels than Farrin.

A cold sweat broke out on Tenebris’s forehead as he forced himself to stand. He’s just a runt. A tool to be used. For the briefest moment, Tenebris was assailed by the image of a younger Farrin, covered in blood—none of it being his own—looking at Tenebris with eyes of adoration as Tenebris held out his hand to him. Occasionally, guilt assailed Tenebris. He had done Farrin a disservice; the Runt would have been better off staying a gladiator slave in Sarthe instead of following him into the darkness.

Tenebris eased himself into a chair and shot a dark glare in the direction of the ice-castle. Even though he couldn’t see it, he knew where it was. It pulsed with purity. “The Runt is mine—heart and soul.” He ground his teeth. But his valiance is a double edged sword. If this princess has magic like that… “I’ll drown her in darkness.” Tenebris muttered. “I’ll squeeze her until her magic runs dry and all hope suffocates with her. This land will be mine, and I’ll not rest until the world pays for the pain they’ve inflicted on magic users.”

Though his words and resolve were rock solid, the darkest part of his soul shuddered. For if he was darkness…the feeling of the princess’s magic was light.

The End


Chapter 4
THE THRONE OF THE SNOW QUEEN


This short story takes place a few months after the final chapter of Sacrifice, in early summer. It was originally included in the book, but I was advised to cut it and end Sacrifice with the mirror scene—which I agree felt like a better ending. Still, I had Rakel’s throne planned since the days of Rumpelstiltskin, so I’ve been most determined to share this extra with you!

Rakel—surrounded by summer flowers—sat on a bench Knut and Topi had hauled outside for her. She was just a stone’s throw away from the glacier she had created to fill in the gorge to the west of the palace during the previous year’s battle for Ostfold, and was working on melting it and the tributary of snow that fed it.

It was tedious and slow—she didn’t want to turn the entire thing into water in an instant—the ecological side-effects would be disastrous—but it had to be done. During the previous summer—when Rakel had been unconscious—the melting glacier had forced an unusually cool summer on Ostfold. Although it was much smaller now, she still needed to melt it entirely to return the area to its regular weather pattern, or the agriculture would suffer.

She yawned and stretched her bare arms out in front of her. She was wearing another one of Inga’s creations—a gauzy snow-blue dress that was almost alarmingly light and airy—as she channeled her slow-to-respond magic.

The sun was warm on her skin, and the shouts of children and the sales pitches from merchants that seeped out of the city were an unfamiliar joy. The moment was a great luxury for her—to be able to sit in the stillness and use her magic, not for any combative purpose but just because, and to hear the bustle of the city.

I don’t think the sound of people will ever grow old to me. She smiled as the glacier cracked and a piece of it dislodged and dropped, splashing water high into the air.

“Sister—there you are.”

Rakel, recognizing her brother’s voice, twisted on the bench. “Did you need something, Steinar?”

“Yes, and no. I am to tell you—on Oskar’s orders—that you are to stop working and partake in afternoon tea.”

Rakel raised an eyebrow. “Oskar made you—King of Verglas—play the role of messenger?”

Steinar laughed and scratched the back of his head. “I offered. I was coming to fetch you anyway. The construction of the new throne room has been finished, and I want to show it to you. Will you come?” He held out his arm for her to take, his eyes bright and hopeful.

She smiled fondly and stood. He is so much happier now that the war is over. He looks young again. “Of course.” She took his arm and let him lead her back to the palace as she broke off her connection with the melting glacier.

As Rakel walked arm-in-arm with her little brother, she remembered something Farrin had told her prior to his defection to Verglas. Ask him why he kept you on Ensom. She pressed her lips together and glanced at her brother, who still wore a sunny smile.

“Steinar,” she started.

“Yes?” he asked when she couldn’t continue.

“You said once you did not bring me back from Ensom because you were afraid.”

He hesitated. “Yes.”

“You were afraid of how I would react after the treatment I had endured,” Rakel stated more than asked as they left the sunshine of the outdoors and entered the palace.

“Partially,” Steinar said. He paused, and indecision flickered in his eyes.

Rakel held her breath, afraid of what he might say.

“It was also because I was afraid for you, and I thought I needed a few years before I would have the power to bring you home.”

Rakel blinked as they started up a staircase. “I beg your pardon?”

Steinar kept his eyes on the steps. “I was crowned when I was very young. And even though I wanted you back, I knew it would make the people…uneasy. As a young, inexperienced king, I didn’t have the power to reassure them—or to force them to accept it. But I hoped in ten years, they would trust me, and then you could come back.” He laughed sheepishly as they left the staircase for a hallway. “It sounds foolishly idealistic now, but I hoped…I always planned to bring you home.”

Rakel rapidly blinked to keep the tears that burned her eyes from falling. “I see.”

“It was stupid—I should have done more for you in the present, not just send you pretty things.”

“I loved my maps,” Rakel said with a surprising amount of fire. “I—their loss, and the loss of my books, I feel more keenly than I thought I would.”

Though Steinar and General Halvor had dispatched a number of squads to Ensom Peak—now Fresler’s Helm—to search for the wreckage of her castle and had found nothing, Rakel had insisted on going herself when spring first arrived.

It was as they had warned her—not a scrap of her castle remained. When she shattered her palace, her magic had sheared the top off the mountain. The village, her library, everything was gone…including the books Oskar had sacrificed to give her and the set of maps Steinar had sent to her that perfectly matched his own.

Steinar smiled. “I will have another set of maps drawn especially for you.”

“It’s not necessary.”

“But it is,” Steinar insisted as they stopped by a set of doors adorned with ornately carved reindeer and snowflakes. “You have endured so much, Rakel. You deserve every happiness.”

“And I have it,” Rakel said. “I have you, Farrin, Phile, Oskar, Halvor—I have more people that I love and cherish than I ever dared to dream of.”

“Having people you love and care for is a basic right—it shouldn’t be something special.”

“But it is. I know that because of what I went through, and I am glad. Because of my exile, because of the hatred I experienced, I can see that love is a treasure and that life and goodness must be protected—even if it means blood is spilled. I cherish my life now.”

Steinar met her eyes and stared. “Do you really?”

Rakel smiled. “Of course.”

Steinar’s shoulders relaxed, and he grinned at her. “Good,” he said, and then opened the doors.

The newly constructed throne room was a beautiful masterpiece. Most of the west wall was made of glass windows that overlooked Rakel’s glacier. There were two thrones: a central one constructed out of wood and blue velvet, and a second throne made of glass that was constructed to resemble ice.

The ice throne, unlike the central one, was shifted to the west side of the room and was tilted to afford whoever sat there a view of the room and a perfect view of the glacier. Rakel could see that the back of the throne was fashioned so a large sword—for instance, a two-handed broadsword—could be secured there.

The room was filled with people. Phile, Oskar, Gerta, and Kai were in the front—laughing and clapping at Rakel’s shocked expression.

“Attention—salute!” General Halvor barked. He and a number of the guards who had been stationed with her on Ensom saluted—their posture straight and perfect as their eyes glowed.

Steinar smiled broadly. “I may be King of Verglas, but you are most certainly the Snow Queen. You deserve a throne like any other monarch—perhaps more. Since the room was being rebuilt, I thought it was only proper to have a throne made for you.”

Grandmother Hilda stood with Tryggvi and Pordis and clapped with glee.

“Snow Queen, Snow Queen!” Crow shouted. When he caught her eye, he waved. Bunny—standing at his side and holding their baby—kicked him in the back and glared at him for the loud display.

Bunny wasn’t the only magic user present. Frodi, Eydìs, Liv, and more were scattered about the room—mingling with some of the key resistance leaders.

And standing next to the ice throne with a soft, understated smile twitching on his lips and the light of a thousand stars in his eyes, was Farrin.

Rakel clasped her hands to her mouth to keep her chin from trembling. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Steinar hugged her and patted her back as if she were a fretting child. When he released her, Farrin ghosted up to them.

“Surprised?” he asked with his quirk of a smile.

Rakel laughed. “Very surprised—and very happy.”

Farrin dropped a gentle kiss on her lips. “Good. May your reign be long and blessed, Snow Queen.”

She hid her face in his shoulder when Phile hooted and whistled at them. “It will be.”

The End


Chapter 5
MAGES


This short story takes place after the events of Sacrifice, and was supposed to show how attitudes towards magic were changing, paving the way for the system that has been put into place in the Timeless Fairy Tales books.

When General Halvor found her, Rakel was in the library, curled up in an oversized chair, paging through an old book.

“Princess.” He saluted. “There is a matter in the south that requires your attention.”

Rakel set her book aside and stood. Halvor rarely sought her out personally when there was a military question that needed her input. It must be serious. “Why? What is wrong?” Her heart skipped a beat. “Have the borders failed?”

“No, it is nothing of the sort. Your magic stands strong, and our borders are protected.” His voice rumbled deep from within his chest. “It is merely…we’re getting magic user refugees.”

Rakel blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“Since the War of Ice and Snow, we’ve gotten the occasional refugee, but it seems that word of your awakening has traveled to the corners of the continent, and an entire caravan arrived earlier this week.” Halvor said. He took a breath and met Rakel’s gaze squarely. “The citizens of Verglas now rejoice in magic, but the arrival of a caravan of foreign magic users is taxing the southern citizens’ trust in it. These magic users are not from Verglas; the civilians fear they may be more like Tenebris and his ilk than you.”

Rakel nodded. “I cannot blame them for their apprehension, but if the refugees successfully crossed our borders and passed through my magic, there should be nothing to fear.”

“I agree with your appraisal, but both the villagers and the refugees have requested your presence,” General Halvor said. “King Steinar heard their requests this morning and agreed to ask you.”

“Ah, so it is Steinar’s proposal, not yours,” Rakel said.

“He said it would be a good opportunity for you to take on students,” General Halvor said dryly.

Rakel had casually mentioned starting a school for magic users. She had the loyalty of the country, but she wanted to gather support—both financial and emotional—before she started such a venture. “I did not plan to open a school for several years. Gathering students now seems…premature.”

Halvor raised an eyebrow. “With all due respect, Princess, I don’t believe you will have the ‘several years’ you desire. I do not think this will be the last refugee caravan we will receive. You may as well begin drawing up your plans, or unpreparedness will be your ruin.”

She chuckled. “Thank you for the frank answer, Halvor.”

Halvor bowed.

“Very well. I’ll go south. Farrin—would you make the necessary security preparations?” Rakel asked. She turned around and smiled at a darkened corner of the library.

Farrin stepped out of it, as silent as a shadow. “Of course.” He ghosted over to the pair and pressed a kiss to Rakel’s temple, then turned his gaze to Halvor—who didn’t seem the least surprised by his presence. “You will give us a guard?”

“And a magic user team, yes. I believe Oskar, and Phile, and her guild plan to accompany you, as well,” Halvor said.

Rakel smiled a smirk. It seems Halvor still resents Snorri’s defection to Phile’s Thieves’ Guild. “Thank you. You will not be joining us?”

Halvor shook his head. “I will remain with the King.”

Farrin laughed—a quiet exhale of his breath. “You mean you’ll be staying with the King to see that he does not run after us.”

“Precisely,” Halvor said flatly.

Rakel chuckled. “Thank you, General Halvor, for your loyalty. I don’t know what we would do without you.”

Halvor blinked and saluted her, but Rakel saw the faint smile twitch on his lips. “Princess.”

Rakel turned away from him with a smile and instead swept her gaze through the library. “Refugee magic users, you say…. Do you have any idea what condition they are in?”

“No,” Halvor said grimly. “But given what they are fleeing from, I don’t imagine they are well.”
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Rakel combed her fingers through the tuffs of fur Frigid was still shedding, trying to calm her nerves. She had spent the majority of the trip in carts and carriages, but as they were about to arrive at the refugee camp near the village of Vatn, Phile had all but thrown her on Frigid’s back.

“It’s for your image,” Phile said. She was mounted on the Chosen horse she had stolen during the war.

“It seems unfair to make Frigid work so hard in the summer temperatures,” Rakel said.

“It is not hot,” Phile groused. “Hot is when the sun is so strong, you can fry an egg on a stone block outside. This here is comfortable and pleasant. We’re not even sweating!”

A cool breeze ruffled Rakel’s snow-white hair. “He has a warm coat.”

Phile snorted. “He’s also fat because you slip him so many treats. Worry not, Little Wolf. Frigid has the necessary strength to haul your royal posterior to the refugees.”

Rakel looked to Farrin for support. “Don’t you think it’s unfair?”

He shrugged. “I love you, but your reindeer is obese.”

Rakel scowled at him and was about to launch into a defense of Frigid’s weight, when Oskar turned his horse in a circle.

“Vatn and the camp are around this bend. Into formation, quickly,” Oskar urged.

The soldiers and magic users rearranged themselves so Rakel now led the expedition, instead of riding at the heart of it.

Oskar cast a critical eye over their ranks. “It will do,” he said. He swung his horse around so he could smile at her. “When you are ready, Princess.”

Rakel swallowed, her nerves building slightly, and nudged Frigid down the path.

Slowly, Vatn, a small village of no more than a hundred or two, and the camp—ragged and tattered—crawled into view as Rakel and her retinue followed the bend in the road.

She clenched her jaw and tried to reel her nerves back in when she realized that her magic—which instead of residing in her, was loose and coated the country like a layer of paint—was responding to her nerves, and coating the dusty road and the grass that edged it in hoarfrost.

As if stirred by the silvery frost, Vatn became a swirl of bodies, murmurs, and laughter.

“It’s the Snow Queen!”

“The Snow Queen came!”

“Snow Queen!”

“She’s here! The Snow Queen is here!”

Rakel smiled at the villagers as she rode past them, but her gaze lingered on the refugee camp.

The “camp” was little more than a few fires with people huddled around them. There were no tents, no animals, and very few packs. Compared to the pleasantly plump and pink Vatn villagers, the refugees were rail-thin, wore ragged clothing, and shrank close to the ground like animals that had been hunted to exhaustion.

When they saw Rakel’s party, they froze as if she had covered them with ice, and stared.

Knut—one of Rakel’s longtime guards who had achieved the title of captain—shouted, “Company, halt!” when they reached the gap between Vatn and the pitiful camp.

Farrin was at her side in a second, assisting her dismount from Frigid. (Her year spent unconscious had done nothing to help her equestrian skills, so she was still a fairly poor rider.)

Rakel nervously tugged at the full skirt of her dress—silvery blue with white embroidery that resembled snow-covered trees. Her crown—a silvery creation fashioned to look like a ring of snowflakes—squeezed her head, a gentle reminder that her brother was counting on her to represent him.

Phile leaped off her horse and joined Rakel to peer at the refugees. “I bet they’re escapees from Sarthe,” she muttered.

Rakel glanced up at Farrin.

A muscle twitched in his cheek as his eyes scanned the oncoming refugees. “I disagree. They aren’t gladiators. None of them are trained enough in combat.”

“Princess!” a Vatn villager—a plump man who bore a stark white scar on his arm and wore cotton trousers and a short-sleeved tunic—called. He had a big smile, and he clapped his hands and bowed several times. “I can’t tell you what an honor it is to meet you. I was a resistance fighter. Though I never met you, I was honored to witness your final battle against Tenebris! A smashing show—though I am sorry you were unconscious for so long. Terribly sorry!” He said, stumbling when he realized how it might sound.

Rakel renewed her smile. “Thank you for your welcome….”

“Carl,” he supplied.

“Thank you, Carl. What can you tell me about the refugees?” Rakel asked.

A soldier scurried past and collected Frigid and Phile’s horse. Knut organized some of his men to care for the mounts, while the rest gathered around Rakel in an orderly, but protective, formation.

Carl rubbed his chin. “They arrived not quite two weeks ago—staggering through the forest like lost men. They seem harmless, but after the War of Ice and Snow…” Carl shook his head. “We trust our magic users, and if you accept ‘em, we’ll trust the refugees, too, but I’ll not risk Vatn with those you haven’t approved.”

“I imagine you aren’t alone in your sentiments,” Rakel mused. “Have you learned any of their names?”

“Ah.” Carl hunched his shoulders and flushed slightly. “We haven’t been too friendly, but I have had a few meetings with their leader—a woman who goes by the name Twink.”

“I see. Thank you, Carl.” Rakel said.

Knut cleared his throat, prompting her.

“Is it alright if my men set up a camp in the village boundaries? We would prefer to spend the night and move out in the morning, should all go well.” Rakel asked.

Carl resumed bowing. “Of course, Princess. This way, please, sirs.” He waddled off, showing the soldiers in charge of the mounts where they could picket them.

Rakel straightened her posture and tried to calm her nerves. “Are we ready?” she asked.

Farrin adjusted the position of his two-handed broadsword’s scabbard and exchanged nods with Knut. “Lead on,” he said.

Rakel slowly approached the refugee camp, belatedly twitching the temperature which had started to drop with her nerves.

None of the dozen or so refugees had moved from their crouches, and they stared at Rakel with a mixture of awe and fright.

She cleared her throat and tried to smile through her nerves. “Welcome to Verglas. I am Princess Rakel—sister of King Steinar. I have journeyed here to meet you on his behalf, as well as on behalf of this country. Is your leader, Twink, present?”

“Here, milady.” A stick of a woman stood. Though Rakel guessed she was probably the same age as Inga—the mother of one of Rakel’s ardent admirers, a little girl named Gerta—Twink’s face was lined with grief; her hands were thick with calluses, and everything from her hair to her bones seemed limp and underfed. She tottered for a moment, then folded in a clumsy bow. “Thank you for meeting us,” she said. She had a slight accent that Rakel couldn’t place.

“Torrens,” Phile whispered in her ear.

That’s on the other side of the continent!

Rakel forced her lips into a deeper smile—Phile was forever telling her that smiling made her less severe and a lot more likeable. “Of course. If you will forgive my brisk question, who are you, and what brings you to Verglas?”

Internally, Rakel scowled. Obviously they are fleeing here. Everyone knows that. But Oskar and Steinar insisted she ask the question anyway.

Twink clamped her arms to her side and looked at Rakel with eyes that were old with pain. “We are magic users from Torrens—though not all of us were born there. We heard of Verglas and its King, who is said to be a magic sympathizer. I thought—we thought—we might receive better treatment here.”

Rakel studied the refugees as she listened to Twink speak. Her eyes settled on a little boy who was probably Gerta and Kai’s age. She smiled at him. The little boy paled and hid behind a bony man.

She blinked and worked to keep a frown off her face. It has been some time since I last saw fear directed at me…

“I apologize,” Twink said. “Though we asked for you to come here…we journeyed here without expecting to see you. Whispers said you had fallen into a deep sleep, and no one thought you would ever wake. It was a surprise to learn, when we entered Verglas, that you are awake.”

Rakel relaxed. “Your ignorance is not shocking. I woke only a few months ago.” She hesitated, wondering how to delicately phrase the next question.

Luckily, Phile had no such scruples and willfully plunged into the conversation. “See here, Twink, you haven’t told us anything detailed. Torrens isn’t as bad as Sarthe—they don’t have the gladiator battles—but it does have slaves. That’s what you are, isn’t it? Runaway slaves?”

Twink looked back and forth between Rakel and Phile with some panic.

Rakel frowned at her friend. “Please allow me to belatedly introduce my companion, Phile Silver-Step, the Robber Maiden.”

Behind Rakel, Farrin moved. “Is she right?” he asked.

Twink flinched and took a step backwards. “I-we…” She looked back and forth like a cornered creature. Behind her, the refugees clustered together in fright.

Rakel’s heart twisted for them. “If you are, fear not. Verglas is already home to a number of magic users from the Chosen army who were in a similar situation.” Her voice was gentle and kind as she turned her gaze to Farrin.

Farrin did not relax, but when he met her gaze, he let his eyes soften and leaned closer to her.

Rakel kissed his cheek. Farrin, surprised by the public sign of affection, smiled briefly.

Twink watched the exchange, and tears filled her eyes. “It is true, then? That you have welcomed the troops of those who once attacked you?”

“It is.”

Twink fell to her knees, and the rest of the refugees followed suit. “Then we beg for your help, Snow Queen. We are indeed runaway slaves. We have nothing to our names, but if you let us stay, we will swear loyalty to you for the rest of our lives, and we will fight and die for you.”

Rakel paused for a moment, surprised by the action. Then she knelt in front of Twink and smiled. “That is a circumstance I would like to avoid if at all possible, but I will treasure your loyalty. Welcome to Verglas. May it be a home and a haven.”

Several of the refugees started weeping. Twink’s eyes glazed with tears, and her shoulders shook. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you.”
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That night, the Vatn villagers and Rakel’s guards chatted and laughed, swapping war stories and news while serving the refugees food.

The refugees watched with bugged eyes as Frodi—a fire magic user—casually kindled an open fire and spoke with Carl. Knut tried luring the two refugee children out of their shyness with maple snaps (maple-flavored candy), and Phile moved through the party, spreading ease and laughter wherever she went.

Rakel stood in the shadows and watched with an aching heart. The Torrens refugees look terrible. Was it because the journey was difficult, or are things that bad in other countries? She pushed the thought away and let herself dwell upon what had plagued her since receiving the refugees’ vow of loyalty. And why does it seem that every magic user believes their powers can only be used for battles?

Farrin left the fireside to come stand with her. “There is something troubling you.”

She smiled wanly. “A little.”

He was silent and waited for her to continue.

“It bothers me that all who come to Verglas expect to use their powers to fight and kill.”

Farrin tilted his head. “You think they are dangerous?”

“No. I think it’s a sad thing when it doesn’t occur to us that magic could be used for so many other things.”

“Like what?”

Rakel pressed her lips together as she thought. “Like entertainment, like improving our lives. I know some think it is silly whenever I let Phile boss me into making ice sculptures for her stories, but it’s fun. It makes the children laugh.” She hesitated. “That is what I want for Verglas magic users—that their first thought would be how to help others, not that they must defend and destroy.”

“You could teach them,” Farrin said.

“We could teach them.”

Farrin snaked an arm around her waist and tugged her closer. “It won’t be an easy thing to relearn.”

She sighed and rested her head on his shoulder. “That’s what I feared. I was thinking I might need to open a school sooner than I thought. I was hoping for years—or at least a few seasons. I don’t think I have that kind of time.”

Farrin nodded. “More and more refugees will come as word spreads of the way magic users are treated in Verglas.”

Rakel frowned. “Magic users—that’s a phrase I want to get rid of.”

“Why?”

“Because it carries all the connotations of the past. People used to spit it out like it was a curse. I don’t want that memory.”

Farrin glided his fingertips up her back. “Then what would you have us called?”

Rakel shut her eyes and leaned into the heat Farrin radiated. “What do you think of mage?”

“Wonderful,” Farrin said.

Rakel groaned in aggravation and leaned back so she could give him an accusatory look. “You’re just saying that because I suggested it.”

“Perhaps,” Farrin said. “I often think most of your ideas—provided they do not include risking your neck—are wonderful.”

Rakel groaned in aggravation, and Farrin kissed her on the lips.

“Hey, lovebirds.” Phile popped up next to the two of them and unabashedly stared.

Farrin rumbled in his throat as Rakel chuckled and pulled back from him. “Yes, Phile?”

“I was thinking that if refugee arrivals become common—and I expect they will—you ought to think about leaving a few of your craftiest and most perceptive magic users by the border. They could question everyone before sending them north to you.”

Farrin frowned thoughtfully. “She is right. You cannot come south whenever there is a swell of refugees, Rakel. It’s not efficient.”

“I suppose so.” Rakel winced. “I hope Steinar is in a good mood when we get back. I’ll be asking him for a lot—magic users to stay at the borders, space to begin training refugees, learning materials.”

“Hey, I got you a bunch of books for your birthday,” Phile complained.

“Yes, and half of them are in dialects that are no longer spoken,” Rakel said.

“Maybe, but they must be very powerful or very helpful. The guard they were under is usually a pretty good indication of what level of value an item has, and the defense measures placed on those books? I didn’t know musty ol’ books could be that valuable,” Phile said.

Farrin ignored the Robber Maiden’s questionable observation. “Steinar will give you whatever you want—surely you know this.”

“Yes, but I still don’t like asking him for things.”

“He’s a king, and you won his country for him,” Phile said ruthlessly. “The least he can do is pony-up for your magic school.”

“Feeling a little jaded against the king, are we?” Farrin asked.

Phile scowled. “Oskar has him making oaths by thieves, like winter is as cold as a thief’s wallet, and air is just as weighty as a thief’s word.”

“I’ve always admired Oskar’s sense of humor,” Rakel said.

“Little Wolf! You’re supposed to be on my side.”

Farrin chuckled, and Rakel laughed, drawing attention from camp. Sensing the lack of sympathy from Rakel and Farrin, Phile pounced on her next victim—Captain Knut.

“Captain! You should linger by the Sarthe border a few days. The Sarthe king has a pretty bauble I’ve decided I want.”

Knut sputtered. “General Halvor ordered us to return north as soon as possible.” The rest of his protests were swallowed by the happy murmur of the camp.

“We should join them,” Rakel said.

Farrin offered her his arm. “Wherever you go, I will follow, Princess.”

Rakel took his arm. “Thank you, sir mage.”

The End


Chapter 6
A TOUR OF OSTFOLD


The following short story is written from the point of view of Gemma—the heroine of my Timeless Fairy Tale adaptation of Rumpelstiltskin. Gemma’s story is set in Verglas, centuries after the events of “Heart of Ice,” but some of the landmarks seen in her story have their origins in Rakel’s tale.

“Do you have enough weapons for the trip? I should give you more weapons,” Lady—now Queen—Linnea said. Her forehead furrowed as she studied her close friend.

Gemma patted Linnea’s hand. “I have no need of more weapons, My Lady.”

“Are you certain? Your husband is not the most competent in the art of fighting.”

Stil poked out from behind a bookshelf. “I resent that implication.”

“I’ll have Hvit,” Gemma said, referring to her large, white dog.

“Yes,” Queen Linnea acknowledged. “But perhaps I should travel with you, just to be safe.”

King Toril kissed her cheek. “You cannot leave yet, Linnea. You haven’t even begun your army inspections, and the summit doesn’t meet for weeks.”

“But—” Queen Linnea fell silent when a bell rang. “That’s the noon bell—I need to check in with some of the army officers. This conversation isn’t finished, Gemma,” Linnea called over her shoulder as she strode from the room.

Gemma waved farewell.

King Toril sighed and rubbed his head, mussing his hair. “You might have to leave when she’s making an inspection.”

“If My Lord thinks it is best,” Gemma said.

“Did you mean it when you said I could borrow some books?” Stil asked.

“I did—but I thought you said the royal library wouldn’t have anything the Loire Royal Library didn’t have,” King Toril said.

“Yes, but you have some surprisingly old tomes about magic,” Stil said.

Gemma and Stil were due to return to Loire in several days, but while Stil had traveled to Verglas to pick her up, the famed Prince Severin of Loire had requested that he would attempt to search for any useful information Verglas might possess. King Toril, in response, had brought him to the Verglas Royal Library.

“That’s only natural,” King Toril said. “I believe Princess Rakel used the library as the first meeting place for mages before a school was built.”

“Yes, so goes the legend,” Stil said.

King Toril clasped his hands behind his back and looked around the library. “No. It’s fact.”

“Indeed,” Gemma agreed.

Stil popped out from behind the bookshelf again. “How do you know?”

King Toril blinked and tipped his head. “Because King Steinar’s journal recorded it.”

Stil placed a hand against the impressive bookshelf to steady himself. “King Steinar—the little brother of the Snow Queen Rakel, the first enchantress—that King Steinar?”

“Yes.” King Toril said.

“You possess copies of his journal?”

“We have some copies, but I was referring to the original document,” King Toril said.

Stil sank to his knees. “You have historical documents from the Snow Queen’s time, and you did not send them to the Veneno Conclave?”

King Toril frowned. “It is our right. She was a Verglas Princess before she was the first enchantress.”

“But the historical impact! To hear first-hand of her actions—it would be a boon to the magical community.”

“The Snow Queen belongs to Verglas first,” Gemma said.

King Toril exchanged nods with her. “Hear, hear. Besides, when the school for mages was moved from Verglas centuries ago, we allowed many of our academic resources to leave with it, but it would be foolish to expect us to send everything.”

Stil mashed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I forgot how protective you people are of her. May I see this journal?”

“Certainly. A copy of it is on the shelf you were just browsing.” King Toril joined Stil at the shelf and plucked a thick volume that was discolored from the sunlight. “It was required reading for me as a child.”

Stil swiped the book from Toril’s hands and began to flip through it, his eyes skimming the pages.

Toril and Gemma watched in silence for at least half an hour before the king excused himself and left. Gemma was about to follow him—she had a new cloak she was working on for Stil—when Stil gasped.

“No!”

Gemma blinked. “What?”

Stil pulled his stunning eyes from the book. “Do you remember that wretched tower you were dumped in for the last night King Torgen ordered you to spin flax into gold?”

Gemma stifled a shiver. “Yes.”

“We must go to it—immediately!” Stil ran from the room, holding his book above his head.

Gemma folded her arms across her chest and waited.

Stil zipped back into the room. “Why didn’t you follow?”

“Because I want to know what is going on.”

“It has to deal with the Snow Queen. Please come, Gemma?” Stil asked. He moved in until he was so close, his breath stirred tendrils of her hair.

“Very well,” Gemma reluctantly agreed.

Stil gave her a smile that made her toes curl, kissed her on the lips, and slipped his hand around hers.
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Gemma tied a kerchief around her hair as the spring winds tried to toss it everywhere. She followed Stil as they walked north of the castle, edged past a line of trees, and stopped outside the giant, crumbling stone tower. It stretched high above the trees, and most of the glass pane windows had been broken and were poorly boarded up.

Gemma knew personally that standing in the tower was oppressive. It was soaked with desperation and sadness—standing next to it was hardly any better. She disliked it, and it raised cruel memories of King Torgen.

“Why are we here?” Gemma asked.

As if sensing her thoughts, Stil snaked a comforting arm around her and pulled her into his side. “Because this tower was built for Princess Rakel.”

Gemma paused. “What?”

“After her powers were revealed when she was three, King Ingolfr had this tower built for her. She was imprisoned in it until she was exiled to Ensom Peak at age ten.”

“But why?” Gemma stared at the tower with horror. It was a dark, ugly place, and the Snow Queen—the savior of Verglas—had been forced to spend her childhood in it?

Stil tenderly brushed her shoulder. “Because of her powerful ice and snow magic.”

“Who could do that to a child? Just because she had magic?”

“It was a different world then, Gemma. Magic users were hated and feared, but she changed it. It’s why we mages revere her today. But I thought it was known that the Snow Queen was exiled before the Allegiance of the Chosen invaded?”

“It is, but I didn’t know she was treated that poorly! I was taught that she was ignored—not abused.”

“I imagine that was a white lie, told to keep folk from feeling guilty and terrible,” Stil said as he thumbed through the copy of King Steinar’s journal. “When someone saves a nation as she did, no one wants to admit how poorly they treated their hero beforehand. And if the Snow Queen was even half as gentle as King Steinar professes her to be, I don’t think she would want others to feel sorry for her.”

Gemma shook her head. “We love her so much, but centuries later, her prison still stands?”

“It seems King Steinar wanted to keep the tower standing—So it might always remind me that blind hatred and fear lead only to sorrow,” he quoted. “It sounds like King Torgen should have read this journal a couple times, eh?”

Stil’s attempt at humor didn’t prod Gemma from her disappointed shock. “We’ve always boasted about her with such pride…but we did horrible things to her, didn’t we?”

“No, you didn’t. Perhaps your ancestors might have, but you can’t take on this century-old sin.” Stil pulled her into an embrace. “She saved Verglas and its people—not because she had to, but because she chose to. Take pride in that, Gemma. The Snow Queen loved this country so much, she fought for it and changed the continent as a result.”

“I wish we had something better to remember her by than this horrible tower,” Gemma said.

“You do. The journal claims Lake Sno was created by her when she melted a great iceberg.”

“It’s a sign of her power, not of our esteem in her,” Gemma said.

Stil’s face took on a contemplative look. “Esteem—oh! Then I know where we should go next. Come—we must return to the palace.” He strode off, towing Gemma in his wake.

“Why?” she asked.

“Wait and see!”
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Gemma let Stil tow her through the Verglas Royal Palace. He clutched the copy of King Steinar’s journal and wore a look of scholarly delight.

“You shouldn’t be steeped in guilt about the Snow Queen, Gemma,” Stil said as they marched along. “Not only would she not want you to, but she knew how much Verglas grew to love her.”

“But how can we know that?” Gemma asked.

Stil threw open the doors to the Verglas throne room.

The throne room was a beautiful masterpiece that overlooked Lake Sno—the snow-fed lake located at the west side of the palace. There were two thrones: a central one for the current monarch, which was made of wood and blue velvet and placed on top of a marble dais, and a second one made of glass and crafted to resemble ice. The ice throne was positioned in the far back of the room, and was tilted to give it a view of the lake as well as the room.

King Toril was seated in the throne. Two well-dressed men—merchants, if Gemma had to guess—stood at the base of the dais. Toril blinked at Gemma and Stil’s abrupt arrival. “Hello?”

Stil ignored him and flung his arms wide. “This, this is a symbol of how the people and King Steinar esteemed and revered Princess Rakel.”

“I know King Steinar had the ice throne built for the Snow Queen,” Gemma said. She wasn’t much buoyed by the thought as it was a long-held tradition.

“Yes, but do you know why the palace and practically every home, shop, and stable in Verglas has carvings of snowflakes and reindeer?” Stil asked. He gestured to the marble floor, which was covered with blue rugs accented with snowflakes and reindeer. The room sparkled when sunlight hit the gilded silver and glasswork that edged the room, making it look like the walls were made of dazzling snowflakes.

“Because the Snow Queen liked reindeer and snow,” Gemma said, as if her intended was stupid.

“Did you two need something?” King Toril asked.

“Exactly!” Stil rocked back on his heels and shook his copy of King Steinar’s journal. “King Steinar recognized the reindeer as the kingdom’s official emblem, but it wasn’t his idea, it was the commoners’. When the peasants began to fight back and resist the magical invaders the Snow Queen faced, they rallied under banners of reindeer and snowflakes. And all these centuries later, her legacy still stands. You still have records about her, and you remember her.”

“But that doesn’t make up for what we did,” Gemma argued.

“Are you still talking about the Snow Queen?” King Toril asked.

“I don’t think you understand, Gemma, just how rare Verglas’ deep loyalty is,” Stil said.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Other countries have heroes, as well. Loire has the Girl and the Glass Coffin. Sole has the Queen of Hearts. Erlauf has the Trieux princess who forged their incredible army…each country has its heroes. But they are little more than legends. Most folk don’t even know their names. The Snow Queen, though…you have kept her close to your heart. You told me yourself: you did not rebel against Torgen because he is of King Steinar’s line—the line of Princess Rakel’s brother—and you have absolute loyalty to her, even centuries after her death.” Stil cut off his impassioned speech. He marched up to Gemma and placed his hands on her shoulders.

“The real test of love and loyalty is time, Gemma. At the beginning of her life, the Snow Queen was mistreated, yes, but she is the only individual in the whole continent—alive or dead—who has inspired loyalty and love for generations. And although we mages and magic users revere her, I think she would be more moved by Verglas and your fierce love.”

Gemma’s lower lip trembled with emotion, and Stil embraced her, wrapping her in a hug that warmed every part of her body.

“Ahem.” King Toril said.

Embarrassed, Gemma pulled back from Stil. She pressed her lips together and fought a blush. Stil, however, was unbothered. “King Toril,” he smiled. “How can I help you?”

King Toril’s usual expression of good cheer looked forced for a moment. “You are discussing the Snow Queen,” he said.

“Yes,” Stil said.

“Then I have something to show you.” King Toril motioned for them to follow. He left the throne room and strolled down several twisting hallways that were spotted with guards. Gemma recognized the area as being the private quarters of the royal family—Linnea had hauled her inside it several times since her engagement.

“Here we go.” King Toril entered his personal study. He walked to one of his bookshelves that was pressed against the wall and flicked some kind of switch that made it swing back, revealing what looked like a shallow closet. “They used to be on public display, but my great-grandfather—or was it my great-great-grandfather?—hid them during his reign. He was a bit paranoid and feared someone would steal them.” Toril’s upper body disappeared into the closet, and he sneezed in the dust he raised. “Theft isn’t a legitimate concern anymore, so I’ve been thinking I should bring them back out, but I haven’t found the right occasion. Watching you two, though, made me realize something.”

Gemma glanced at Stil, but he was busy trying to peer over Toril’s shoulder to see into the hidden space. “What did you realize?” she asked.

Toril straightened. “That we need to remember the complete picture of the Snow Queen’s life—from her exile to her position of honor. You fear she didn’t know how much all of Verglas loved her, don’t you, Gemma?”

“Yes,” Gemma whispered.

Toril smiled. “I can tell you with great assurance: she knew. She and her husband, Farrin Graydim, both enjoyed the long lives Enchanters and Enchantresses frequently have. At the end of their lives, they publically left their two most precious treasures to the royal family. Though, at that point, it was her great-nephew and great-niece who ruled.”

From the darkened space of the closet, Toril pulled out a two-handed broadsword. It was an older, cruder model than most of the swords used by modern armies, but it had not a fleck of rust on it.

“The sword of Farrin Graydim,” Stil breathed. He reached out to touch it, smiling with delight when Toril offered it to him, hilt first.

Toril reached into the space again and this time brought out a crown crafted to resemble a ring of silver snowflakes: the crown of the Snow Queen.

Gemma blinked, fighting tears.

“Over her life, Princess Rakel was given precious jewels and treasures, rare artifacts, priceless books, and costly clothes,” Toril said, his voice kind and soft. “And over all of that, she most treasured the crown that marked her as a princess of Verglas. She knew, Gemma. It’s why she faced the dark magic users and embedded her power into the land.” He offered her the crown, and Gemma took it with shaking hands.

She smiled. The Snow Queen, Princess Rakel of Verglas, had used everything she had to protect Verglas.

I may not have magic, and I’m only a seamstress, but I will protect our country. I’ll fight whatever darkness we face now, and I will see this through!

Standing there, holding the Snow Queen’s crown, Gemma’s heart sang. The Snow Queen…she knew.

The End


Chapter 7
THE CAPTAIN’S STORY


The next trio of stories are probably my favorite out of the bunch. They all examine Rakel’s life before the events of Heart of Ice, but they do so from different perspectives. This story is from Halvor’s.

Halvor—a relatively newly instated captain of the Verglas Army—glanced uneasily at the saddlebag that held his orders. I hope I have made the right decision. He turned his horse in a circle and studied his men—who marched on foot or drove the supply wagons—as they climbed Ensom Peak.

They were about to embark upon one of the most dreaded assignments in the army: guard duty to the feared Princess Rakel.

Though the princess was the oldest child of King Ingolfr and Queen Runa and would have been the heir to the throne, she possessed magic. She had been exiled on Ensom Peak at the age of ten, and the royal family carried on as if she didn’t exist. They took precautions, however, and kept a large squad of guards on the mountain peak. Most would assume it was to keep the princess safe from anyone who might mean to harm her. Halvor’s orders stated otherwise.

His duty—and the duty of his men—was to keep the princess on Ensom Peak, by any means necessary.

Guarding the princess was dangerous. No one knew how much magic she had, though Halvor suspected she was powerful. His orders reported that she had been building and tearing down castle walls constructed with ice as thick as a man is tall, and she was only seventeen. To possess the power and intelligence to construct things made her formidable indeed.

And Halvor had volunteered his squad to guard the possibly dangerous and very likely demented princess.

Halvor felt a frown settle on his lips. He nodded at the soldiers who saluted him when they marched past, and he nudged his horse forward. They were only a few minutes from Fyran—the village that served as an outpost to keep the Princess and her guards fed and clothed.

Knut—one of the younger soldiers in Halvor’s squad—gave Halvor a shaky smile and a polished salute when Halvor’s horse picked its way past him. The soldier had been horrified when he was told of their new assignment—magic terrified him.

Halvor nodded to him. “Steady, soldier,” he said gruffly.

Knut set his shoulders. “Yes, sir.”

Aleifr—one of Knut’s common companions—slapped him on the shoulder with a reassuring smile.

“Sir,” Snorri—the soldier Halvor commonly used for scouting—ghosted out of the forest like a shadow. “A mounted soldier approaches.”

Moments later, a soldier—riding a sturdy mountain pony—trotted down the path. “Captain Halvor?” he called, squinting at the group.

Halvor, the only rider of his squad, adjusted his horse’s reins. “Aye?”

“Captain Sten requests your presence at the wall. I am to stay behind and show your men to their barracks,” the rider said.

“The wall?” Halvor asked.

“Yes, the wooden wall surrounding the princess’s enclosure,” the soldier said. “To reach it, take the road that forks left.”

Halvor frowned at the sloppiness—if Captain Sten wanted to meet with him, he should have sent more than one soldier—but until he assumed command of the outpost, he needed to follow orders.

“Unpack the supplies and take inventory,” Halvor told one of the older soldiers of his squad. The man saluted, and Halvor squeezed his horse into a trot.

The road led almost all the way to Fyran. He could see the village through the trees when the trail finally split. Fyran churned with activity. There were wagons—packed and waiting in an orderly line—and soldiers stood in organized formations.

He frowned. They cannot mean to leave today. Shaking his head, Halvor turned his horse down the left fork. After a short ride, a massive wooden wall breeched the forest. It was built better than most Verglas fortifications, and stones were stacked at the base.

“Captain Halvor—I expected you to arrive earlier.” A man wearing the Verglas uniform of a captain, a traveling cloak, and a helm strode away from the giant gates that divided the impressive structure. A gray beard leaked out of his helm, and he held the reins of a horse that was tacked up for a long journey.

Halvor dismounted. “I apologize for the delay; a wagon wheel broke in transit and had to be replaced.”

The older man waved a hand through the air. “No matter. I am Captain Sten—I wanted to walk you through the defenses before I leave.”

“Before you leave?”

“Indeed, we will set out as soon as your men can assume guard duties. That will be within an hour or two—yes?”

Unable to reply otherwise, Halvor said, “Yes.”

“Good. Your duties will be fairly straightforward. You can post your men as you see fit, but traditionally we keep four soldiers at the gates and three pairs patrolling up and down the wall. The doors open three times a day so Oskar—he’s the attendant, a braver man I’ve never met—may deliver food. It has never attempted escape, but one must remain alert and prepared.”

Halvor blinked. “It?”

“The magic user.”

Halvor’s already stiff expression turned tighter. She should be called by her title. The Princess may have magic, but she is of royal blood.

“The gate has several latches and bars,” Captain Sten rambled. “But there is no key. When the doors are opened for Oskar, we commonly have all guards on duty remain at the gates. The villagers are a fine, respectful people—you’ll have no trouble with them. Large supply shipments arrive once a month, but there is usually at least one additional small shipment that arrives with the messenger every three weeks. You will have to write up a full report for the King to review with every small shipment. That is all. Once my men are replaced, I formally give you command.”

Halvor—a devoted believer in organization—scowled. “You will leave just like that?”

“Yes, and when your time is up, you will as well,” Captain Sten said. “It makes your hair stand on end—guarding such a monster for long. Here is my report for the past two weeks. Good luck, Captain Halvor. I wish you all the best.”

After passing off a few papers, Captain Sten mounted up and departed with great haste.

Halvor, slightly taken aback by the messiness of the exchange, shuffled his newly acquired papers. I had better meet my men at Fyran and get the first patrol team in place. He glanced at the large, unfriendly walls, and had to hold back a shiver.

There was some truth to Captain Sten’s words. It was important to remember they were guarding a dangerous charge. Between her royal blood and her magical powers, there was a chance that the Princess could bring the country to its knees.
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That evening, Halvor sat in the small building that served as soldiers’ mess hall and sifted through the papers Captain Sten had left behind. As promised, the captain had left immediately after his soldiers were relieved. Halvor was trying to create order from the disarray that was left behind. He had managed to sort his men into temporary patrol rotations, but he had drafted them with such haste, he knew he would have to revise them later.

Halvor grunted and pushed a copy of an old report away from him and rubbed his eyes.

“You should eat, Captain. The paperwork can wait; you’ll be here for at least a year or two.”

A tall man with brilliant red hair and a good-natured grin sat down at the table and placed a wooden plate piled with food in front of Halvor. “I’m Oskar—the Princess’s personal attendant.”

“Captain Halvor. I apologize, I should have sought you out earlier.”

Oskar leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “No, no. You had plenty to worry about with Sten’s hasty exit. But I wanted to make sure I introduced myself tonight.”

“I thank you.”

“It is my pleasure.”

“How long have you worked on Ensom Peak?” Halvor asked.

“Since the Princess was sent here,” Oskar said.

Halvor blinked. “You have been here for five years without a replacement?” No servants or soldiers were kept on the mountain that long. Perhaps he angered a noble, and this is his punishment.

“Of course,” Oskar said with a cheerful smile. “I’m a volunteer.”

Halvor eyed the attendant—suspicious of his motive.

No one would volunteer to serve the Princess out of the goodness of their heart. The only reason he had requested the position several months after receiving command over his squad was because he suspected at least one of his soldiers possessed magic.

Halvor distrusted magic, but he knew his men, and they were all honorable and good. None of them deserved the treatment they would face if they were outed as magic users. He hoped to use the time on Ensom to bind the soldiers together. If all went well, the other soldiers would cover for those who were cursed with magic. Besides, what better place was there to hide magic users than in the shadow of the most feared one in the country?

Perhaps Oskar has magic as well…

Oskar laughed at Halvor’s expression. “No, I’m not addled in the head, and I haven’t been struck by brain fever.”

“Then why?”

Oskar pressed his lips together and drummed his fingers on the table. “You seem to be an honorable sort of man, Captain Halvor. You are respected, based on the way your soldiers look at you, so there may be a chance you’ll actually listen.”

Halvor narrowed his eyes. “What are you trying to say?”

“That I volunteered because the princess deserves a servant. She’s not a monster who has murdered and plundered—though you would think so with the way everyone fears her. She’s only seventeen, and she is far more frightened of us than we are of her. She’s a child.”

“That may be so, but she has terrible powers that shouldn’t exist,” Halvor said.

Oskar quirked a red eyebrow. “Do you really think she wanted to have magic?”

“What she wants has nothing to do with her magic. Her royal blood and powers can be terrible weapons, regardless of her character. It is safest for everyone if she has no contact.”

Oskar shook his head. “When you are settled in your post, you should meet her, Captain.”

“I will do as my duty requires.”

“I see. I won’t bother you any longer. Good evening, Captain. I look forward to getting to know you further.”

The attendant was gone with a smile and a nod before Halvor could say anything more.

A child? Someone who possesses magic is never just a child. Halvor shook his head and returned his attention to his work, nibbling occasionally on some of the food Oskar had brought.
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Three months into his new position, Halvor had seen only a glimpse of the princess. He questioned his men every day, but she was never out and about when the doors were opened for Oskar. It seemed whenever she was spotted, it was only for a moment before she disappeared into her ice castle.

As little as he looked forward to it, Halvor knew that in his position it was necessary to introduce himself to the princess, so he had asked Oskar if he could accompany him on one of his food deliveries.

“Of course,” the attendant had said. “But let me leave a note for the princess so she knows you wish to speak to her.”

“A note—you don’t see her?”

“Goodness, no. It’s rare if I set eyes on her more than once a week,” Oskar had said.

The news was unsettling, though Halvor couldn’t put his finger on the reason for it. Now, as he walked with Oskar through the open gates—cringing when they slammed shut behind them—he was filled with dread. I cannot show weakness, he vowed as they climbed the icy stairs of the castle. I will not be afraid.

“Princess,” Oskar said in a voice that was cheerful but respectful as he nudged an ice door open. “I’ve brought your lunch. Captain Halvor has come with me to meet you—as you agreed to. He is the Captain of the new guard unit that was rotated in recently.”

The doors opened up into an impressively built hallway. The air was chilly, but there were carvings and moldings in the walls like one would see in the Verglas Palace.

At the far end of the room—her back to them—was the princess. She wore a drab-colored Bunad, and her unnaturally white hair was gathered into an orderly braid.

As she started to turn, Halvor steeled himself, but he was assailed in a way he could have never predicted.

Princess Rakel—eldest of the King and Queen and rightful heir to the throne—never met his eyes. He caught a glance of her astoundingly blue eyes when she looked at Oskar before she lowered her gaze. She clasped her hands together and pressed them against her stomach in a gesture that was demure—though Halvor could see her hands shook with fright. Her posture was perfect but stiff, and she had placed herself far away from anything that could be remotely viewed as a weapon.

“Oskar, Captain Halvor,” she said. Her voice was frosty, but Halvor heard the wobble in it.

Though Oskar claimed she was seventeen, she didn’t look much older than fourteen, and everything—from her voice to the placement of her hands—spoke of fright.

Halvor bowed. “Princess.” He placed a hand on the hilt of his sword to keep it from sagging. The movement made her startle like a frightened rabbit.

This is what I am protecting Verglas from?

Oskar placed the tray of food on an ice-forged table. “Enjoy your meal.” He bowed to the princess, beckoned Halvor to follow him out, and shut the doors of the castle behind them.

“That was it?” Halvor asked.

“What, she wasn’t the monster you were expecting?” Oskar drawled.

Halvor pressed his lips together and was silent. For the first time in his military career, he had doubts about his orders. No, he decided. Though she may not appear to be a monster, that could be a ploy. But even if it is not, this mountain is the safest place for her.
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“Fyran is doomed, and Verglas is lost,” Oskar announced as he entered the mess hall.

“She said no?” Halvor asked.

“She said no,” Oskar confirmed as he plopped down on a bench.

Halvor grunted and continued cleaning his weapons, unsurprised. Princess Rakel had been kept prisoner on Ensom for twelve years—and for five of those years, he and his men had been her jailers. There was no reason for her to risk herself for them.

Oskar gave Knut a withering glare. “Though frankly, I’m surprised she didn’t kill us all as your trigger-happy soldier shot at her.”

The soldier cringed. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“You almost shot a princess, Knut. She is of royal blood, and I nearly had her support in saving the village. Sorry is the least you can feel,” the attendant snapped.

“You are dismissed, Knut. Try to get some rest before the attack,” Halvor said.

Oskar rubbed his eyes as the young soldier saluted and left. “She was almost with us, Halvor.”

“I cannot blame her for her decision, nor will I force her to die in a country that has done nothing but hate her. Before the attack begins, I will order my men to open the gates of her…enclosure.”

Oskar gave a croak of laughter. “As if that matchstick fence is what kept her here!”

“There is nothing more we can do,” Halvor said. “You asked, and she refused.”

“I know. But I wish it could have been different.” Oskar sighed, then slapped his knees. “I had best go prepare for battle myself. I’ll see you soon.”

Halvor nodded and watched his friend leave. He returned his attention to his sword, but he couldn’t shake the sense of regret.

If only things could have been different. If only we had acted differently.

For five years, he had guarded Princess Rakel. And for five years, she had done nothing to harm anyone. Never before was there a human more innocent of the hatred she faced.

She will live. The invaders will likely welcome her into their forces with open arms, or if she chooses to leave before they arrive, I imagine she will survive well enough on her own.

Halvor sheathed his sword and shook his head. He—and likely everyone in Fyran, including Oskar and his soldiers—would probably die tonight, and unfortunately, he had many regrets. He regretted that Verglas was lost and the future of its people was dire. He regretted that they hadn’t been able to defend it, and that people—good people—would pay for the pain and the sins committed against magic users. And most of all, he regretted that five years ago, he hadn’t believed in the scared girl and had never thought to set her free until it was too late.

Hours later, when Princess Rakel emerged from the woods, icy in her anger as she chased the Chosen forces from Fyran like the Snow Queen she was, hope would bloom in Halvor once more.

The End


Chapter 8
THE ATTENDANT’S STORY


Iactually wrote this short story before I even began writing Heart of Ice, when I was trying to flesh out my characters and nail down their motivations and personalities. Oskar’s loyalty to Rakel has been a key factor in his character since the day he showed up in my plans, so I really hope you enjoy this early peek at his life.

Oskar skid into the palace kitchens, a smile on his face and his brilliant red hair mussed. “Anja, I’ve been sent ahead to tell you King Ingolfr is taking his lunch in his study today.” Oskar snatched up a few blueberries, grinning mischievously when one of the cooks rapped his knuckles with a wooden spoon.

“Oh, aye. Of course he would.” Anja grumbled and stirred a bowl of batter with unusual ferocity. Her normally sweet face was wrinkled like a dried prune.

Oskar munched on his blueberries and tilted his head. “Something wrong?”

“No, nothing at all. Not a single bloomin’ thing,” Anja said.

Her response confused Oskar. Anja was the head cook and was well known for her cinnamon rolls and her even temper. Since he started working at the palace several months prior, he hadn’t seen her snap at even the clumsiest of kitchen boys. And why would she be upset today? Queen Runa and the tiny Prince Steinar were gone for the week—it was practically a holiday for the kitchen staff as King Ingolfr entertained no one in the queen’s absence.

Gry—a young, pretty maid-in-training—leaned into Oskar and whispered. “She’s a magic sympathizer.”

Anja slapped her wooden bowl of batter on the counter with a crack. “Enough of your whispering, Gry,” she warned.

Gry curtsied and darted out of the kitchen.

Oskar, however, was intrigued. A magic sympathizer? Is there such a thing when magic is universally hated? He scratched his cheek and slowly sidled up to Anja.

Anja caught his look and brandished a wooden spoon at him. “Not today, Oskar. I haven’t time for any of your pretty words or the tricks you use to make everyone gooey and warm with you.”

Oskar held a hand to his chest. “Your words wound me!” He winked, but Anja shook her head and returned to her violent stirring. Oskar watched for several moments. “Anja,” he said in his softest voice. “What’s wrong?”

Anja stopped and wiped her forehead with her sleeve. “It’s the princess’s birthday today.”

Oskar blinked. “Princess? Oh, the monster!”

“She’s not a monster,” Anja snapped.

Oskar shut his mouth and patiently waited for the head cook to continue.

Anja sighed and shoved the wooden bowl across the counter. “She’s just a child. But they have her locked up like—never mind. Go tell Footman Henning I’ll have the king’s lunch ready in time.”

Oskar refused to be dissuaded. Though he was only a teenager, he already had an employment goal in mind: attendant, the highest role he could achieve as a commoner. If he wanted to make his dream a reality, he needed to befriend the right people—like Anja. Besides, he genuinely liked her. She had been kind to him in the first month when he was insipidly stupid about palace conduct.

“Anja, just tell me. You know me—I’m discreet. I won’t repeat your words if you don’t wish it,” he said.

Anja rested her hands on her floured counter. “It’s Princess Rakel’s birthday, and as a special ‘treat’ she’s been taken out of the tower they keep her imprisoned in and allowed to wander the palace gardens.” She spoke softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “Our queen took the young prince and left when she did so she wouldn’t be here when the princess is ‘loose.’ King Ingolfr doesn’t even want to look at her. But all the palace servants have found an excuse to be on the east wing so they can get a look of the dangerous princess.” Anja’s voice was bitter.

“You think her treatment is unfair?” Oskar guessed.

“Aye, I do.” Anja clenched her apron in a fist. “She’s naught but a little girl, but she’s treated worse than an animal. I—” The head cook shook her head and tried to smooth her now-rumpled apron.

Oskar leaned back, calculating. Anja had a little girl who was five or six—not much younger than the monster-princess. Is that why she is upset? Because she is a mother and still sees the princess as something human? He turned his speculative gaze east.

“Fixin’ to go see her yourself?” Anja asked.

“No. I am just curious what you see in her that others have missed.”

Anja turned back to her batter. “Go take a look,” she said bitterly. “Maybe you’ll see it too.”

Oskar tapped his fingers on her counter. “What is it that you hope I see?”

Anja’s doe-brown eyes teared over. “Her humanity.”
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Oskar followed her advice, driven more by curiosity than the belief that Anja was correct. She has magic; how human can she be? Oskar snorted as he strolled into the open-air corridor that hugged the palace perimeter and edged around the beautiful, blooming flower gardens.

Guards were positioned every few horse lengths, penning the garden in. Instead of facing out to protect their charge from any harm, they all faced the gardens, their weapons drawn.

Oskar craned his neck, but he couldn’t see the monster-princess. He saw a number of servants loitering down the corridor, whispering to each other. When a guard glanced at them, they moved along, casting speculative glances over their shoulders.

Whistling, Oskar strolled after them, lingering where they had stood. Sure enough, the position afforded him a view into the heart of the garden, where a little girl sniffed a flower and reverently touched its petals.

He was shocked. He didn’t see a monster, or a fiend, or even a mad creature that the puppeteers and picture books so often displayed. Instead, he saw a beautiful little girl, who had her mother’s silky hair—though it was so light colored it was white—and her father’s wide blue eyes. She shared Prince Steinar’s elegant but severe features, and she clasped her hands the same way the Queen Mother used to when she was alive.

She moved from one flowerbed to the next, completely unaware of his scrutiny, although she did glance at her guards from time to time. She looked at everything with wonder, as if she was seeing it for the first time.

And she may be. Oskar gave himself the luxury of feeling sorry for the monster-princess for a moment, then ruthlessly shoved it away. She was beyond his help, and she still had magic. Those with magic were to be feared and cast out.

Oskar turned to leave, and at that moment the monster-princess sneezed.

It made her guards jump, and in moments all of them had their pikes, swords, or arrows trailed on her.

The monster-princess’s blue eyes went wide as she twisted around, her terror stark on her face as she looked at the guards with dread. She stepped on the hem of her dress and fell, cracking her head on the rock-lined foot path.

She clutched her skull, and her eyes glossed with tears, but she made not a sound. Oskar had a little brother who would scream until he was red in the face if he stubbed his toe. How did one little girl have such fortitude to hold in so much pain?

Oskar switched his gaze from the girl to the soldiers, but none of them moved to help. He shook his head and turned to go, but glanced over his shoulder one last time—which became his undoing for life.

The monster-princess sat up. One of her grubby little hands was held to her head, but she stared at her other hand—which was skinned and bleeding a little—with dismay.

Oskar pinched the bridge of his nose, sighed, and hopped over the low railing that separated the corridor from the gardens.

The guards gaped at him, but none of them moved to stop him as he strolled deeper into the garden.

The monster-princess lost all resemblance to the royal family when she saw him coming. She wore a look Oskar had never seen on any member of the royal family—alive or dead. She resembled a dog that had been abandoned—distrustful and frightened.

She shifted a little so her back was not to him, her eyes drowning with pain and fright. Oskar suspected it would have hurt him less to take a spear to the chest than to witness such a look again. In that moment, she ceased to be the monster-princess in his mind, and simply became the princess.

He crouched in front of her and offered her a clean handkerchief. She shrunk away from him, breaking his heart a little more. “It’s okay,” he said in his most soothing voice. She didn’t pull back any more, but she didn’t move to take the handkerchief either.

Oskar sat there so long his legs started to cramp and his feet grew numb. But he was rewarded when the princess, as cautious as a mouse, crept forward and took the handkerchief from him.

Her eyes were glazed with a lingering fear, but her lips trembled, and it took Oskar several moments to realize she was smiling.

Oskar came from a good, loving family. When he was a child, every night his parents embraced him before he was sent to bed. Looking at the princess, he wondered when the last time a member of her family spoke to her, much less touched her.

Breaking every protocol pertaining to royalty that had been drummed in his head since he was first employed at the palace, Oskar reached out and ruffled the princess’s white hair.

The princess stared at him in shock and awe but Oskar, hearing a guard shift behind him, stood. He winked at the princess and sauntered off as casually as he had come. He nodded at a guard, jumped the railing back into the corridor, and strolled off, whistling merrily.

He waited until he rounded a corner and was at the south side of the palace to sigh and pinch his eyes shut. “I see it, Anja. I see it.”
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Later he would be ashamed to admit it, but Oskar thought of the imprisoned princess infrequently. She was easy to forget as she was locked in her tower, separated as if she were diseased.

Years passed. Anja left—her family moved to a small backwater village. Oskar suspected Anja’s daughter—like the princess—possessed magic, and Anja and her husband were moving to hide it. He said nothing in spite of his suspicions, but he was sorry to see the cheerful head cook leave.

Oskar worked furiously towards his employment goal and, at age twenty, was respected by his peers, courting a lovely girl, on the verge of becoming Prince Steinar’s personal attendant.

It came as a surprise when he received instructions to carry a trunk to the princess’s quarters. He didn’t question it—he wanted that promotion—so he carried the trunk, which weighed about as much as a boat anchor, to the dank, cheerless tower hidden behind the palace, in the fringe of the forest.

I wonder how she has grown. Has the isolation cracked her? Has she become the monster they think her to be? I can’t imagine anyone surviving what she has with much goodwill. Oskar thought as he ambled towards his destination.

Six soldiers stood guard outside the tower door. One of them opened the door, and Oskar peered inside with curiosity and apprehension.

In that instant, he wished he hadn’t come, that he had insisted they send someone else, for though the princess had grown, her expression was still as frightened and as harmless as ever.

She sat in the corner of the tower, curled into as small of a target as possible as she watched maids pack her belongings. Her eyes were pools of pain and fright.

Three soldiers stood around her in a semi-circle, their weapons aimed at her.

I knew it was bad, but this…this is inhumane!

A maid approached Oskar. “Wonderful, put the trunk over here, careful now.”

Numbly, Oskar did what he was told.

“Thank you. We’ll be able to finish packing with this.” the maid said. She glanced back at the princess and shivered. She gave Oskar a charming smile and leaned closer so she could whisper. “We don’t want to be tarrying—‘tis a danger to be here.”

Oskar knew he should have returned the smile—and backed away, his darling wouldn’t take kindly to the scant distance between him and the maid—but Oskar barely noticed her. He was still staring at the princess, who had lowered her gaze to her hands and was pressing herself against the tower wall.

He shuffled outside, jumping when the door closed behind him with a bang.

“She’s an eerie thing to behold,” a soldier said when Oskar stood, frozen in place.

“Unnatural,” a second soldier agreed.

“No.” Oskar shook his head and made his feet move, leaving the tower behind him. Unfortunately, he couldn’t as easily banish the princess’s sad expression from his mind.
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Oskar saw her again exactly one week later. He was one of a dozen servants assembled to load the princess and her few belongings—clothes, mostly—into a wagon caravan that would take her to her new home on Ensom Peak. A small garrison of soldiers would escort her—whether it was to keep her from running, or to guard her from any attackers, Oskar did not know. One thing was certain, however: the princess was being exiled.

No one from the royal family was present for her exit. Even so, the princess approached her waiting wagon with imperial bearings. Her chin was up, her gait was smooth, and her hands were clasped in front of her.

There was a harsh clang of a sword blade hitting stone. The soldiers reached for their weapons, but the princess spun around, her icy eyes haunted as she flung her arms in front of her, shielding herself. The air turned so cold, Oskar could see his breath, and ice as thick as a finger crawled across the courtyard, coating the ground in a slick blanket.

The soldiers shouted and sprang away from the princess.

Just as she had all those years ago, she twisted, trying to look everywhere at once. She turned too fast and slipped on the ice, yelping when she fell to her knees.

Guards shouted and drew their swords, the metallic clangs raising a cacophony. As seemed to be their custom, instead of facing out against any possible threat, they were turned in, surrounding the princess in a glittering, deadly circle.

The princess—still on her hands and knees—froze.

No one said a word. It was hard to breathe in the overwhelming cloud of fear.

The princess blinked, and it took Oskar a moment before he realized she was crying. The few tears that escaped her control fell not in drops, but small flakes of ice. It was another reminder of how wrong the princess was…but Oskar felt his heart shiver in his chest.

She had magic, an abomination of nature, but even so…she was a scared ten-year-old girl who spent most of her young life alone and despised.

It’s not right, he thought.

The first step he took was the most difficult thing he had ever done. His heart pounded as he slipped around the soldier and approached the circle of ice that spanned around the princess. This was different than the last time he approached her. Then she had only a scraped hand. Now she was clearly in control of her magic.

She could skewer me…but she won’t.

He took a deep breath and stepped onto the ice, flinching when it crackled under his feet. His shoulders were heavy with the weight of stares as he approached the princess with the caution he usually reserved for angry women and wild animals.

He hesitated, then knelt a short distance away from her. He swallowed, his throat twisting. “Are you hurt…Princess Rakel?”

The Princess ripped her gaze from the ground and stared at Oskar. Shock glazed her eyes. “No, thank you.” Her voice was throatier than Oskar would have imagined, but it was beautiful—like freshly fallen snow.

The soldiers shifted as the Princess stood. She glanced guiltily at the ground, and the ice melted away. She then took a breath—in the exact same courage-gathering way Oskar had moments before—and continued towards the waiting wagon, her chin high.

Oskar watched her go.

She has changed, a bit. She’s gotten more courage…which is about the last thing I would expect someone in her situation to obtain.
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Two weeks later, he filed a request to fill the position of Princess Rakel’s attendant.

“You’ve lost your mind.” The castle seneschal told him. “This isn’t going to further your career. Wait a few months, and I promise you will receive an invitation to join Prince Steinar’s retinue.”

“It’s very kind of you to tell me that, but it does not matter. I wish to serve Princess Rakel,” Oskar said.

“The King and Queen won’t thank you. They intend to forget about her and the staff sent with her.”

“I know.”

“Think of Johanna. Would she want to marry the attendant of the monster-princess?”

She didn’t, and she had told Oskar plainly so before officially breaking their courtship. Oskar put on a smile for the seneschal, using every ounce of charm he had. “It doesn’t matter.”

The seneschal sighed and tossed the paper down on his desk. “At least tell me why.”

Oskar thought for a moment. “Because Princess Rakel may be a magic user, but she’s still human.”

The seneschal stared at him. “You really are mad. This is a grave mistake.”

“Maybe.”

The seneschal sighed. “I won’t hold a position for you, but when you’re ready to abandon your foolish notions, send word. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you.” Oskar smiled pleasantly as he made plans to haul his book collection up the mountain.

It would be twelve years before Oskar returned to Ostfold with the princess he had given up so much to serve. But he would never regret his decision for a day. Indeed, the fate of Verglas was forever altered the day the Attendant entered the service of the Snow Queen.

The End


Chapter 9
THE KING’S STORY


Steinar is another character whose early life, though unexamined in the book, has a profound effect on how he views and interacts with Rakel. This story takes a look at his journey towards meeting and accepting her.

Steinar was seven when he learned he had a sister. A sister who had magic.

He learned only because a servant let it slip when he strenuously argued against having to leave for the annual trip he and his mother took in summer.

“It’s the best time for fishing,” he complained.

“It is good for you to visit your cousins,” his nurse said.

“I hate visiting them! The girls spend all their time giggling at soldiers, and the boys say I’m too little to play with them.” Steinar plopped down on the ground and folded his arms across his chest.

His nurse smiled and shook her head. “You must go, little prince.”

Steinar squinted up at her and wondered if a temper tantrum would convince her to let him stay.

“I know it is a sacrifice, but it is for your own good. You’ll understand when you are older.” His nurse smiled at him, then slipped out to join a maid packing his trunk in the room next door. The door clicked shut behind her, but the latch was old and insecure, so it cracked open a moment later.

“Still putting up a fight is he?” the maid asked fondly. (He liked her. She sometimes slipped him an extra treat from the cook.) “That’s our little prince!”

Steinar scrunched up his face and glared at his bed as his nurse and the maid talked. It was not fair. Papa didn’t have to go—why did he?

His nurse sighed. “One day soon, I expect, his parents will have to tell him the truth.”

“They will delay it as long as they can,” the maid said. “For he is far too curious for his own good. Why, if he learned he had a sister…”

Steinar blinked and turned towards the door. “I have a sister?”

[image: ]


His parents were furious with his nurse and the maid and would have dismissed them both if Steinar hadn’t cried and begged to let them stay.

It was with even greater reluctance that his loving mother and father explained he had a sibling.

“How old is she? What’s her name? She must be close to my age, isn’t she?” Steinar chattered. He didn’t remember ever seeing another child around the palace, so he must have been very little when she was born. He almost wriggled with glee—he had always wanted a sibling! Someone to play and adventure with—someone who would relieve the boredom of being proper and royal!

His mother sat next to him on a settee and stroked his hair. “She’s not really your sister, my love. She…she has magic.”

“She’s a monster,” his father said. “She’s dangerous and terrible.”

“Did she do something?” Steinar asked.

His father hesitated. “No.”

Steinar cocked his head. “Then how do you know she’s terrible?”

His father looked away.

His mother took his hands. “You have a kind and compassionate heart, my love. One day, it will make you a great king. But you must understand, Steinar: those with magic are different from us. They are not like the kind civilians who greet you in the street, or the cook who makes your favorite food for your birthday. They’re bad people. Magic is a curse, and anyone who has it is an abomination.”

Steinar didn’t know what an abomination was, but he did know magic was to be feared. His nurse read him stories every night about valiant heroes who defeated evil people with magic and saved the princess.

But she was his sister. She couldn’t be evil…could she?

Though he pumped his nurse for more information than the dire warnings his parents gave him, she would say nothing on the matter.

For years, the only information he heard of his sister were whispers from gossiping servants when they didn’t know he was there.

When he was twelve, he finally learned her name—Rakel—and the shocking fact that she was older than him.

Older.

It meant she should be the one to ascend the throne after Papa.

But she wouldn’t. She had been exiled to Ensom Peak, and Steinar knew he was being raised to rule. He had been told so as long as he could remember.

Suddenly, the stories from his childhood took on an ominous light. Did his sister know he was going to rule? Did she resent him for it? On the far off day he would be crowned—when he was older and hopefully an established hero—would she break out of her prison and come swooping down the mountain to kill him?

But in spite of his fear, there was the nagging thought that she wouldn’t do such a thing. Older siblings were supposed to look out for the ones that come after them—he knew that much from his boring cousins.

Steinar spent late nights in the royal library, staring at the few dusty books that contained information on magic users with sputtering candlelight.

And though his parents rarely talked about Rakel, and when they did they spoke of her as if she were a creature to be feared, Steinar knew that they still loved her.

He saw it when he was fifteen. He was running late for his afternoon lessons with his father—who was teaching him the ins and outs of ruling—and paused outside his father’s study to straighten his tunic.

The door was open, allowing Steinar to peer inside and see his father and one of his advisors.

“But other magic users are stirring, my King,” the advisor said. “We’ve received news from other countries—whispers of a band of magic users. If they approach her, it will be disastrous. You must have her killed now to avoid such a thing.”

Steinar’s throat closed. They would kill Rakel—kill his sister—when she hadn’t done a thing? Anxiously, he glanced at his father.

King Ingolfr was normally a serene man. Rarely did he lose his temper. As a child, Steinar always wished he would lose it more often because he hated it when he did something wrong and his father spoke to him in a tone that said he had disappointed him. But now…he was furious.

King Ingolfr stood, his shoulders shaking with rage. He gripped the edge of his desk and said between clenched teeth. “You want me to kill my child—to kill my only daughter?” He was so angry he broke off and looked away. “If you ever say such a thing again—be it to me or anyone else—I will have you thrown from the palace before you take another breath.”

The advisor stammered an apology and hastily changed the topic, but Steinar had learned a valuable lesson.

Though his father feared Rakel and called her a monster…he still loved her.

Too few years later, Steinar was crowned King of Verglas.

With both of his parents gone, and feeling horribly young to rule, Steinar felt lost and alone. He forgot all about his magic/monster sister until a month after his coronation, when he received a report from Captain Halvor—the captain of the soldiers who guarded his sister on Ensom Peak.

He hadn’t even known his father received reports on her, so he spent his nights combing through backlogs of supply lists and reports, letting his tired mind dwell on the mystery that was his sister rather than remember the gaping hole left by the death of his parents.

He still feared her. He didn’t think she was inherently evil, but the trials she had endured, the years of exile…surely that was enough to drive a person into bitterness and hatred.

But she didn’t move against him. He received report after report that recorded no change.

He wondered if he should have her brought back to the palace—back to civilization. He wanted to. He wanted to reach out to his last close family member…but he was still afraid. So he hid behind logical reasoning: if he did so, the courts would rebel, and surely the army would object. He was too young in his rule, too young to be king to make such a risky move.

He promised himself that one day he would free her. He told himself that this was for the good of the country because he didn’t really know his sister, and it was quite possible all his daydreams were incorrect, and she was a monster.

But, like his father who loved Rakel secretly in spite of his fear, so did Steinar.

He tripled the guard on Ensom Peak, partially because he knew he was in the wrong and that she would be perfectly correct to seek out retaliation, but also because lately there had been cases of violence when civilians uncovered a magic user.

Rumors of magic users banding together stirred fear and unrest. There had even been a few cases of rioting mobs when enslaved magic users were seen.

And Steinar, though he had never seen her, loved his sister too much to risk such a mob coming for her.

He noticed her attendant always made an order of books with each supply train, and from Captain Halvor’s reports, he inferred the books—though bought with the attendant’s wage—were directly delivered to Rakel.

In the early hours of the morning—the hours he was particularly prone towards hopeful thinking—he ordered two map sets to be bought, and he sent one to Ensom Peak. It pleased him to think that he and his sister shared something—even if she didn’t know it.

After that, he started having other models and maps bought and sent to her.

Doing so alleviated some of the guilt he felt for taking her place, for keeping her there.

And then came the darkest time in his life.

The Chosen attacked, wiping out villages and armies, massacring everything they came across, ravaging Verglas itself.

They swept across the country in a shockingly short amount of time, entering Verglas in summer and taking Ostfold in winter.

He had lost everything, and he had failed his people.

At the time when they most needed a hero to stand against the evil magic users, he had failed them. They were now enslaved and would likely live a life of labor and starvation.

Steinar was badly treated—as he would expect. He was imprisoned, starved, and beaten. But everything the Chosen did to him was child’s play compared to the guilt that tortured his thoughts.

Verglas was gone…and it was his fault.

But there was something neither Steinar nor his captors had counted on: Rakel—a being so compassionate that she strove to save the very people who had imprisoned her.

Rakel, the Queen of ice and snow, delivered village after village from the clutch of the Chosen, and she successfully took back Ostfold with an army loyal to her cause and with magic users who had revealed themselves for her sake.

While she was unconscious—the price of using her magic—Steinar was filled in on all the recent events, and he realized something: this was obviously the time to give over the throne to the rightful heir.

Rakel had saved northern Verglas, and her general intended to sweep south and defeat the Chosen army. She was the hero the people needed. She deserved to reign. It was his obligation to step aside as king and let her rule.

Shortly after he made this decision, he ran into her—literately—and saw her for the first time.

She was different from what he expected. He had heard she was dazzlingly beautiful—and she was. Her glacier-blue eyes and snow-white hair were breathtaking…but he didn’t expect to see so much of himself in her. She had the same nose, the same pronounced cheekbones. She was tall, like he, and even shared some of the same mannerisms.

Seeing her only further confirmed Steinar’s resolve. Even if it was only in physical attributes, Rakel resembled him…yet it was she who had saved the country. She deserved every accolade and admiration. She deserved the throne.

He would make it as easy on her as he could. He would fade into the background and into obscurity. He deserved no more than to watch her from afar.

But Rakel’s heart was bigger than Steinar could fathom. Though he would not see her, she came to his door and talked—never knowing that he leaned against the other side of the door, wishing he could call out to her.

It’s for her good. I’m doing this for her.

His resolve was shattered the day Rakel pounded on his door with fright.

“Steinar? S-Steinar! Something has happened, and I don’t know what to do. There’s not a book in the world that can help me now. I need you…”

Steinar paused on the other side of the door and clenched his hands into fists. I can’t help her. I don’t deserve that kind of relationship with her.

“Why don’t you answer?” She slapped her hand against the door. “Stop hiding! This isn’t fair of you to make me face this alone! I didn’t want this—I didn’t want any of this! Now I don’t know what to do—and no one else sees it!”

There was a thud on the other side of his door. “Why, why did I have to have magic?”

The words were a dagger to his heart. I might not deserve her forgiveness…but she has never deserved this heartache. Before he knew what he was doing, he opened the door.

His sister—the rightful queen and the hero of Verglas—was on her knees, her eyes glazed with tears.

“What happened?” he asked.

He was shocked when she scrambled to her feet and threw herself at him. He automatically hugged her, and for the first time in years, he remembered his initial joy at learning about her.

He always wanted a sibling—someone to share in adventures with. Maybe…finally…he would get that wish.

The End


Chapter 10
THE WOLF


Occasionally I include small details about characters to further flesh them out. While they may seem small and materialistic, they almost always reveal something profound about the character. Such is the case with Farrin’s jade wolf statue, which is briefly seen in Farrin’s office in Glowma. Several readers asked about it, so I decided to flesh out a story that would explain how he received it.

Though he wasn’t the leader of the raid—that was Kavon, riding in front with Tenebris himself—Farrin carefully combed over the party, discreetly studying each individual. Everyone rode, though a few were mounted double on sturdier horses, and the group morale was high.

Earlier that morning, they had attacked a caravan that carried a few enslaved magic users and freed them. The magic users had been sold to Torrens at a Ringsted slave auction and were supposed to be presented to the ruler of Torrens. Tenebris had cut off that horrible future with the raid, and the one-time slaves now rode with them as comrades. When we reach camp, I’ll make a detailed list of the new recruits’ magic and abilities.

Farrin allowed himself the luxury of a slight smile. When he first joined Tenebris as little more than a boy, the exalted man had barely a dozen magic users who followed him. Now he was twenty-years-old, and Tenebris had no less than forty under his command. Our forces will continue to grow. As long as magic users are treated unfairly, we will ride!

“Behind us!” A new recruit shouted with panic.

Farrin swung his horse to see a small squad of soldiers on the horizon, chasing them. There couldn’t have been more than fifteen of them, but they were all mounted and armed with gleaming swords. At the moment, they were out of range of bows and arrows—not that their party had any—but they were closing in fast.

Farrin studied his fellow magic users with a grim frown. Tenebris had gone for subtly over fire power for this particular raid, and the few who had battle-worthy magic were already drained from their morning skirmish with the caravan. It wasn’t too troubling. Farrin could handle them—and if he failed, Tenebris certainly would. But the lack of organization bothered him like a nail in his boot.

He glanced to the front of their raid, searching for Kavon. The illusionist was too busy shouting at the scouts for failing to notice their pursuers earlier to give combat orders.

Shaking his head, Farrin slipped from his horse. He reached for the two-handed broadsword strapped to his back and tapped his speed magic.

Though the pursuing soldiers were far away, Farrin’s magic let him close the gap in moments. He stopped in front of the officer leading the squad, startling the man’s horse so it reared and snorted.

Using his speed magic, Farrin easily avoided the equine’s front hooves and ducked to the side. He grabbed the officer by the arm and yanked him from his horse.

A flash of his sword, and the officer was dead. Before the soldiers realized what had happened, he attacked and killed three more of them. He was on the fifth one before they arranged themselves into a combat pattern and tried to run him down with their chargers.

It didn’t work. Farrin zipped between them, careful to nail the soldiers and avoid injuring the horses—which Tenebris’s forces desperately needed.

By the time he had offed the seventh soldier, the warriors spun their mounts around and fled back the way they came.

Farrin considered following them. It wouldn’t do well to let the soldiers carry off word of Tenebris’s gathering forces, but he disliked killing those who were fleeing rather than fighting—even if they were non-magical. It was a dirty move he had been forced to pull too many times during his days as a gladiator.

His indecision gave enough time for a few members of Kavon’s raiding party to catch up.

“Tenebris says to come back,” Judoc—a magic user who could control animals with his flute music—said.

Farrin nodded. “You’ll take care of the horses?”

Judoc flipped a flute out of his back pocket. “Yep.” He started playing a little tune on his flute, and the horses moved towards their party under his magical influence.

Farrin tapped his speed magic and was back in the middle of their group in a few moments. He swung up on his horse, who snorted at his abrupt arrival, and scanned their party. He was pleasantly surprised when Tenebris caught his gaze and gestured for him to join him at the front of the group.

Kavon raised an eyebrow at Farrin when he drew his horse alongside Tenebris’s, but Kavon turned his mount in a circle and addressed the other magic users. “Everyone, back into formation. Scouts, this time you had best do your job properly!” His charming smile held a slight glitter of a threat as he inspected the ranks the magic users scrambled into.

“That was tidy work out there,” Tenebris said, drawing Farrin’s attention away from the party.

“Thank you, sir,” Farrin said.

Tenebris leaned back in the saddle and smiled, making his hooded eyes crinkle. “You are undoubtedly the strongest warrior I have welcomed into my ranks—even though you were barely more than a boy when I freed you. But you’ve gotten even better since then.”

Farrin smiled at the praise. “I will do everything in my power to be your defender.”

Tenebris chuckled. “Thank you, though I’m afraid you can’t always be at my side.”

Farrin wiped his smile from his face. “Why?”

“Our little rag-tag group is growing. We’ll have to divide up soon. Don’t give me that look, Runt; we’ll all be united, still. But tactically speaking, we’ll be able to strike faster and more often if we split our forces. One day, you’ll lead a group in my name.”

Farrin stared at his horse’s ears, though his heart threatened to burst with pride. Tenebris wanted him, a bloodied gladiator, to lead one day! “Thank you, sir.”

Tenebris shrugged. “You’ve done well. And I can see it in your eyes—you’ve the makings of a leader. Just see to it you’re the right kind of leader.”

“Of course.” Farrin bowed his head. “I will do my best.”

“Don’t worry needlessly about it, Runt. It’ll be a bit before I gather a force for you—there’s a specific group I’d like you to lead, and frankly we don’t have enough magic users who fall into that category right now. But in the meantime, I’ve got something for you.” Tenebris removed a small suede pouch from a saddle bag and held it out.

Farrin swallowed thickly and took the gift. He undid the strings tying it shut and pulled out a tiny wolf sculpture made of jade.

“I’m not much of one for fancy things,” Tenebris said. “But I saw this, and I thought of you. It seemed fitting, for you are quite the lone wolf.”

Tenebris was a practical man. He was more concerned about freeing other magic users and fighting against those who sought to harm them than gold and jewels. That he bothered to find such a costly item and gave it to him… Farrin raised his gaze of adoration to Tenebris. “Thank you.”

Tenebris winked. “You’ve earned it. But whenever you look at it, remember me and remember my words. You could be one of my greatest soldiers, Farrin, as long as you follow me with every breath you take.”

“It will be my honor, sir.” Farrin forced himself to put the small sculpture and pouch in his saddlebag, though he wanted to hold it and admire it. He straightened with pride as he rode next to his leader.

He didn’t think he would ever be happier than he was at that moment, and he knew he would never leave Tenebris and abandon his great goal to help magic users and punish those who had wronged them.

Tenebris had reached out to help Farrin when he was little more than an animal. There was no one else in the continent who would do that if they knew the kinds of things he had done. Farrin was so blessed to meet such a man.
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What Farrin did not know was that there was such an individual who would look past his sins and love him anyway. And as Farrin felt like he would burst with pride, she was huddled in the corner of her ice castle, her hands clasped against her mouth as she fought tears.

Though she had been exiled for years, sometimes the loneliness was too much for Rakel to bear, as it was tonight. It pressed down on her like a living thing, and the silence of her castle was unbearable. But she knew if she cried that would only make it worse. To hear her own sobs echo in her castle and to know no one heard her or even cared would amplify her pain.

Her shoulders shook, not from the cold, but from the sheer sorrow that wracked her.

She was caged like an animal, left alone to rot in her icy prison. When she had been a child and was locked in her tower near the palace, at least she could hear people even if they never approached her.

But here, on Ensom Peak, there was no one but herself.

They haven’t killed me, Rakel reminded herself. And I still have my magic.

She reached for her magic, and it wrapped her in its cold embrace. Though she still shook, she lowered her hands from her mouth and heaved a little sigh.

Alone. I am so alone.

The thought was like a dagger to her gut.

Barely able to see through the haze of her tears, Rakel ran through her ice castle. Her footsteps were a lonely sound in the oppressive silence. She tried to block it out as she fled to her one haven—her library.

She skid into the room, and the pain of her heart lessened. The sight of the books stacked on their icy shelves gave her a tiny flicker of hope. Someone cared about her. Someone loved her, however distantly.

Though in her darkest hours she wanted to bust free of her prison and scream, she would not. She would not be the horror everyone seemed to think she was.

Rakel felt her magic twine around her ankles. She rubbed her face then plucked a book about animals from a bookshelf and started for the outdoors, intending to practice her ice-carving skills.

The Beginning…


Chapter 11
FORGIVEN


This story has been long in coming, but I wanted to use it to show how great an impact forgiveness has, and how the course of a country can be changed by an act of mercy.

“Sit up, Little Wolf. Stop worrying and just ride. For crying out loud—with all the hours of riding narrow Frigid you’ve done, riding a horse will seem like child’s play.”

Rakel gripped her horse’s mane and tried to make herself sit upright. “I don’t believe you.”

Phile folded her arms across her chest. “A horse is far more secure and sturdy.”

“And far taller,” Rakel said. She had been on horses before, but usually it was only when she was riding double with Farrin, Phile, or Oskar. Riding alone was more challenging than anyone had led her to believe. She peered over the side of the horse and shivered. The ground seemed horridly far away. Even worse, there was only a layer of grass to cushion her from the unforgiving ground should she fall, unlike when she first learned to ride Frigid with inches of snow. “Could I first practice on a pony?” She watched Kai with some jealousy as he rode the plump (short) pony Steinar had given him.

“Just try sitting up,” Phile said in a soothing tone.

“You’re doing great, Princess,” Kai piped in.

Rakel slowly inched upright so she stopped hovering over her horse’s neck and instead sat up straight. The horse shook his head to scare off a fly, making his body shake. “Perhaps I should stick to carriages and sleds for the rest of my life,” she said.

“Nonsense,” Phile said. “You just need to get comfortable. I’ve seen you snuggle in for a ride with Farrin—you can do it.”

“You can do it!” Kai repeated.

Rakel’s palms were icy cold as her magic, swirling around Verglas itself, stirred with mild concern at her strong feelings. When she spotted Ensign Topi crossing the field where they were practicing, she nearly sighed in relief.

Phile lazily spun around to see what had provoked such a reaction in Rakel, and she whistled in welcome. “Ensign Topi, aren’t you a sight? Come to rescue the princess from my clutches?”

Ensign Topi saluted. “King Steinar and General Halvor wish to inform you that another magic user refugee has arrived, Princess.”

Rakel blinked, pre-occupied with Topi’s arrival and thankfully able to ignore her horse’s swishing tail and the leg he stomped from the bugs. “Just one refugee?”

Topi nodded.

“I see. Thank you, Ensign. I believe I shall accompany you back to the king and the general.” Rakel started to dismount, struggling for a moment when she slid from the saddle and the drop was farther than expected.

The Robber Maiden raised an eyebrow. “What about your riding lessons?”

“Any refugees are far more important than my riding ability,” Rakel logically pointed out.

Phile exchanged glances with Kai and nodded to the little boy.

Kai set his puppy eyes on Rakel. “But I wanted us to ride together…”

Rakel simultaneously melted and burned. Kai was so sweet—but obviously this was one of Phile’s underhanded tactics. She handed her horse’s reins off to Phile and approached Kai and his pony, taking a moment to pat the pudgy animal. “We will ride together. I promise.”

Kai nodded. “Maybe if Farrin helped teach you?” he asked.

Behind them, Phile snorted. “If Farrin ‘helped,’ I very much doubt it would be appropriate for your innocent eyes.”

“Phile,” Rakel hissed.

Farrin popped out of his speed magic, creating a wind that stirred the blue skirts of Rakel’s dress. “It’s an idea,” he said. When he looked at Rakel, his dark eyes glowed with warmth.

Rakel felt a blush heat her cheeks, and she smoothed her gown. “Topi, I believe I am ready to meet with my brother and the general.”

Ensign Topi saluted again, then led the way back to the palace. Phile and Kai waved as she and Farrin left.

“You know,” Rakel said. “If you ever tire of guarding me, I am certain General Halvor would still offer you a position.”

Farrin kissed her temple, lingering long enough to set off her blush again. “I will never tire of guarding you,” he murmured. “You were nearly stolen from me, Rakel. Seeing you laugh and work…it’s all I ever want.”

Rakel reached for his hand, sighing with joy when he intertwined his fingers with hers.

Ensign Topi led the couple through the palace, all the way to the newly redecorated throne room.

Rakel glanced fondly at the throne her brother had made for her—a glass creation that was sculpted to resemble ice—and peered around the busy room.

It bustled with advisors and government officials. The constant murmurs of the workers was a soft, humming backdrop. Steinar, Rakel’s little brother, was at the center of it all. He was not on his throne, but stood in the middle of the room, speaking with two of his advisors. To Rakel’s admittedly prejudice eyes, he looked regal and confident, his blue eyes lit with intelligence and patience and complemented by the golden crown that sat on his brow.

Ensign Topi approached the king and bowed. “Your Majesty, I have brought Princess Rakel, as you commanded.”

Steinar smiled. “Thank you, Topi. Welcome, sister. We have a rather unusual visitor.”

Rakel nodded. “A refugee, Topi mentioned as much.”

Magic user refugees weren’t exactly common—for only a small percentage of the continent’s population was born with magical abilities—but whenever they fled to Verglas, they always came in groups. A single refugee successfully fleeing to their lands had never been encountered before.

“She is unusual,” Steinar said. “But when you meet her, I think you will understand how she managed such a feat alone.”

“She?” Farrin asked.

Steinar nodded. “Come. We’ll meet her out by the lake.” He turned and made his apologies to his advisors before leading the way from the room.

Rakel blinked as they were joined by half a dozen guards. “Topi said she was with you.”

“She was,” Steinar said cheerfully. “But she has a gift to give us, and due to its nature, she suggested we adjourn outdoors. Oskar thought it would be best to agree to her request.”

“Oskar was with you?” Farrin asked.

“He joined us shortly after I sent Topi to find Rakel,” Steinar said. He laughed. “If I didn’t know better, I would almost say he has magical powers that let him know whenever there is a matter that directly involves you, Sister.”

“I’m afraid he’s only fiendishly clever,” Farrin said.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Rakel said.

“It is only that I am uncomfortably aware that if he did not approve of me, my campaign to win your affections would have likely gone very poorly,” Farrin said.

Rakel frowned at him, but Steinar snorted. “You can’t deny he excessively dotes on you,” the young king said as he led them down a winding stairway.

He was right—though Rakel felt like most people unfairly doted on her these days, Steinar and Farrin included. She knew from experience it would be fruitless to point this out, so she chose to change the topic. “What magic does the refugee possess?”

Steinar rolled his shoulders back as they strolled down a hallway and trooped through a side door of the castle, escaping into a floral-scented garden. “I believe she is like Farrin—skilled in several areas, most of them involving combat or field abilities.”

Oskar and General Halvor stood on the shore of the aqua blue lake that had once been a glacier Rakel had created during the retaking of Ostfold. With them was an unusual woman.

Her hair was brown with a hint of red to it—like a log burned to cinders. Her eyes were brown, and her facial features were fine and pretty, almost like a doll’s, which was at odds with the wide stance in which she stood. She wore a periwinkle tunic and trousers with leather boots that rose up to her thighs. Her clothes had once been luxurious, though they looked a little bedraggled and stained now. A quiver was strapped to her back; several daggers, a hunting horn, and a skein of water hung from her belt, and she held a beautiful bow.

When she saw Rakel, Farrin, and Steinar, she bowed deeply. “Princess, King,” she murmured. She kept bowing even as Steinar picked his way around the pebble-strewn shore to stand with General Halvor, leaving Rakel and Farrin alone standing before her.

“What is your name?” Rakel glanced at the guards, who hung back a fair distance to keep from intruding on the conversation.

“Laryn, Princess.” She finally stood straight again. “I’m from Clarus; I was King Mauro’s expert huntsman.”

Farrin tilted his head. “Your magic?”

“My arrows always find their target, and my senses are stronger than average,” Laryn said.

“I assume Mauro did not dismiss you?” Rakel asked.

Laryn hesitated, then slowly shook her head. “I fled.” She nervously looked from Rakel to General Halvor and Steinar. “But I will not bring King Mauro’s anger down on Verglas. I faked a hunting accident. He should believe I am dead.”

There was growing concern that the magical refugees, welcomed as they were, would bring the wrath of the other countries down upon Verglas. General Halvor had done little more than mention it on two separate occasions, but Rakel knew it was a legitimate worry.

Thankfully, it seemed none of the countries minded—yet. Whether it was because they knew of Rakel’s power, or they simply didn’t care what happened to the magic users they abused, she did not know.

Laryn remained immobile in the lull, but Rakel could see the fear lurking in her eyes.

“You need not fear rejection, Laryn,” Rakel said. “We will not turn you away.”

The huntress briefly shut her eyes. “Thank you, Princess. My King.” She bowed first to Rakel, then to Steinar. “If it pleases you, I have brought a gift for the Snow Queen.”

Rakel’s heart broke. This young woman had obviously lived through much. And though she fled for her life—alone—with little more than the clothes on her back, she had thought to bring her a gift? She wanted to refuse, but she sensed to do so would hurt what little pride Laryn had left.

“That is very kind of you,” Rakel said. Such trite words that convey so little depth.

“I brought one for His Majesty as well, should it please him,” Laryn said.

Steinar was far more charismatic, so he smiled with boyish charm. “That is very noble of you, Laryn. I will gladly accept any token from you, if you will agree to let us welcome you to Verglas,” he said as he rejoined Rakel.

Laryn bowed her head. “It would be my honor.” She turned towards the forest that swept down from the mountains and encroached upon Ostfold and the palace, and whistled.

Two canines, white as snow with black markings around their eyes, black triangular ears, and black paws slunk from the woods. They had beautiful blue eyes that were nearly the same glacier blue as Rakel’s, and they looked from Laryn to Rakel and Steinar.

“This is Koray. This is Senay.” Laryn pointed first to the larger of the two dogs, then to the smaller. “They are ilumen.”

Steinar knelt down and offered out a hand for the dogs to sniff. “Ilumen? They’re real? I thought they were only fairy tales.”

“I have never heard of them before,” Rakel said. She hesitated, then joined her brother in extending her hand. The larger dog, Koray, sniffed her, tickling her palm with black whiskers, then seemed to smile at her.

“They’re mystical canines said to possess the light of stars,” Steinar said. “Legend has it they come from the north—beyond the impassable mountains.”

“There are very few of them in the continent,” Laryn said. “And they are rarely seen, except when they wish to be. It is said that they have magic—for you cannot keep or cage them unless they wish for it. Though King Mauro very much longed to own one, neither I nor any of his men successfully captured one for him.”

“You must have hidden your knowledge of them, then?” Farrin asked.

“Yes.” Laryn smiled fondly at the dogs. “I was once pursuing a chimera on the King Mauro’s orders. I managed to slay it, but it badly wounded me. I would have died, but Senay, Koray, and my Stella found me. King Mauro did not know I counted them as my friends.” She nodded to the forest, where a third ilumen sat in the shadows of the trees.

General Halvor rubbed his chin. “If you cannot keep them against their will, how can you say you are giving them to King Steinar and Princess Rakel?”

Layrn gestured to the two dogs. Senay was inspecting Steinar with great dignity, but Koray kept wiggling closer to Rakel and thrusting his long muzzle towards her cheek in an attempt to give her a wet-nose kiss. “You are right; they are not truly mine to give. But when I learned of Princess Rakel and what she had done, and when I heard how King Steinar welcomes those cursed with magic…I knew they were meant for them.”

Koray almost knocked Rakel on her posterior as he tried to lick her. Senay huffed and lowered herself so she lay on her belly near the king.

“We thank you, Laryn,” Steinar said. He flashed the huntress another smile. “To give us such beauty…I hope we prove worthy of your regard.”

“Yes.” Rakel strained to keep her face out of Koray’s reach. “Thank you.” Koray finally succeeded in knocking Rakel over, but Farrin tapped his magic and caught her in a crouch. Instead of being upset, the large dog seemed to take this as an invitation and crawled into Farrin’s lap to give himself a boost up to Rakel’s face.

Layrn smiled, loosening the tight anxiety that had cast a pall over her face. “I am glad; it seems they have chosen their masters. They are also brother and sister, you know.”

“Imagine that! How perfect,” Steinar said.

Rakel finally slipped free of Koray and stood with as much dignity as she could muster. “Again, we thank you for these…majestic canines, Laryn. I am glad you were able to enter Verglas. Although magic is neither outlawed nor looked down upon here, we do have some structure as a group, for we wish to hone our skills and be useful members of society. Your exact role will be up to you, but we will assign you a mentor.” She paused and looked inquiringly at Farrin. “Bunny, do you think?”

Farrin subtly held Koray back from jumping at Rakel and was rewarded by the great white dog flopping on his feet and showing his belly. “Yes,” Farrin said, wrinkling his brow at the canine.

“I’ll take her to your secretary and then introduce her to Bunny,” General Halvor said.

“Are you certain? I’m sure one of my guards could if you have more pressing duties,” Steinar said.

General Halvor shook his head. “No, I need to speak to several magic user representatives and see if anyone is ready to rotate into an army squad yet. This way please, Layrn.”

Layrn offered them one more bow. “I can never thank you enough.”

Steinar shook his head. “But you need not thank us.”

Rakel smiled. “Welcome to Verglas, Layrn.” She watched the huntress follow Halvor around the lake and return to the palace. I am so proud of Verglas and how it has changed. Indeed, though most liked to credit her, much of the attitude change had set in while she was unconscious after defeating Tenebris.

Steinar, crouching down next to the ilumen again, interrupted her thoughts. “Isn’t this wonderful, Rakel? We have another matched set.” He stroked Senay, who bore it with a patient sigh.

Rakel, beginning to wish the dogs had swapped choices, brushed white fur off her dress. “Yes. Wonderful.” She looked doubtfully down at Koray, who tilted his head and panted happily. “What am I supposed to do with him?”

Steinar frowned slightly. “Do? What do you mean? He’s a pet.”

“Yes,” Rakel said. “But Frigid is my pet as well, and the stables care for him.”

“Ah, yes.” Steinar stood up again. “Dogs are a bit more of a personal pet. They’ll be free to roam the palace with us, and I will see to it that the servants know they are to be fed and watered.”

“So he just…exists?” Rakel peered down at the dog, who leaned into her with a happy smile.

“He’s like a built-in companion who follows you everywhere,” Steinar said.

Rakel already had one of those in the form of Phile, but she didn’t want to seem ungrateful, so she patted Koray’s head. I’ll just have to adjust to him. He seems…nice.

The dog licked her hand, his massive tongue swiping her palm.

Rakel stared at her moist hand.

Farrin chuckled with his velvet voice and kissed Rakel on the cheek, barely missing her lips. “Just try it. He’s a mystical creature. I do not think you will find his presence irksome.”

“I don’t find him irksome or irritating. It’s just…I don’t know what to do with him. He’s very different from Frigid.” Rakel dipped her hand in the icy cold lake, rinsing spit from her fingers.

“He’ll be good for you,” Steinar said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, as much as I regret it, I must return to my work. Senay, be good, and stay with Rakel, will you?”

He honestly expects her to understand him?

To Rakel’s surprise, the blue-eyed lupine stood up, but she did not follow Steinar as he strode across the lake shore. Instead, she joined Koray in staring up at her.

Oskar tilted his head. “Laryn didn’t mention it, but do you think these dogs would attack if someone threatened them?”

Farrin ran a hand through his black tea-colored hair. “I would imagine so.”

Oskar smiled. “Brilliant! I love them already.”

Rakel shook her head slightly. “Oskar, would you help me explain their presence to the servants?”

“Of course, Princess, but Steinar said he would inform them.”

Rakel started for the palace. “Yes, but he has a country to run, and I would rather introduce them sooner as opposed to later.” She glanced over her shoulder when she felt both of the dogs trail after her. Yes, this will take some getting used to.
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After dinner that evening, Rakel gathered with Steinar, Oskar, Farrin, Phile, and Halvor in the royal library. Officially it was to discuss current events and goings-on of other countries, but it had turned into something of a canine-adoration-event.

“They are handsome dogs.” Phile crouched in front of Koray and sank her hands into his soft fur. He illustrated his approval with a wildly thumping tail. “Koray looks especially wolfish.”

“It is a little at odds with his goofy temperament,” Steinar said.

“Maybe, but it’s perfect given that Little Wolf is his owner. He’ll suit you just fine.” Phile nodded in satisfaction. “And he’ll keep you relaxed and laughing when I can’t be around to entertain you. Farrin certainly won’t be able to.”

Farrin raised an eyebrow at the Robber Maiden.

“What?” Phile shrugged. “It’s true. You’re wonderfully handsome and as smooth as ice, but by a king’s eyebrows, you and Rakel are as fun as paste if you’re left to your own devices.”

Rakel ignored her friend and instead shifted in her chair and took a sip of her mint tea. Farrin, who stood behind Rakel, skated his hand across her shoulders in a caress.

Halvor cleared his throat. “If we are done admiring the dogs, may I begin our session?”

“Yes, of course. I apologize, General. You have my full attention,” Steinar said.

Phile winked. “Mine, too.”

Rakel rolled her eyes, but General Halvor ignored the comment with great efficiency, and instead thrust a map of the continent into the Robber Maiden’s hands and made her stand.

As he dragged Phile to the front, Rakel offered Koray a single pat on his head with her free hand, eliciting far more excitement than Phile’s attentions had.

When she looked up, Oskar was watching her with a fond smile. She cast a careful glance to Halvor, who was instructing Phile on the best method to hold the map so all, excluding herself, could see. (“But I can’t see it, then!” “That is the point.” “You’re too cruel, Handsome Halvor!”) Farrin, enjoying Phile’s complaints, had joined them.

“What are you thinking, Oskar?” Rakel asked. She put her teacup down and directed her full attention to her attendant.

“You’ve come so far. When we first left Ensom Peak, you were so much smaller and tense. It does my heart good to see how happy and confident you are now.” His red hair glowed in the firelight with the same warmth that colored his words.

Rakel smiled archly. “You mean to say I am no longer paranoid and am much more tranquil now.”

“You were frightened, not paranoid, and rightfully so. Many people tried to hurt you…” Oskar shook his head.

“It wasn’t really that many,” Rakel said. “Particularly once you strike out all the Chosen soldiers—who were following Tenebris’s orders. Really there were only a few villagers who never quite got past raising their hand against me…. Well, and Aleifr.” Rakel hesitated as the name brought back a rush of memories.

Aleifr was a young Verglas soldier who had served under Captain Halvor and guarded Rakel for five years before she left Ensom Peak to fight the Chosen. Shortly before the battle for Glowma, and under the influence of a Chosen Colonel, he betrayed Verglas and tried to kill Rakel. Rakel stopped him with ease, of course, but the incident had done nothing to qualm the fear that had nipped at her since she first left her ice castle.

The fear and panic were a forgotten memory she had released long before she beat Tenebris and defeated the Chosen. With them, apparently, she had forgotten about Aleifr.

“What happened to him?” she asked.

“Who?” Phile asked, popping into their conversation.

“Aleifr.” Rakel spoke louder than she meant to, and the name instantly stifled the words Halvor, Farrin, and Steinar had been exchanging. She quenched the desire to shift in her chair again.

Farrin brushed the hilt of his two-handed broadsword. “Aleifr…the Verglas soldier Kavon convinced to attempt to kill you?”

“Yes.” Rakel turned her gaze to Halvor. “Did you dismiss him from the army?”

The general blinked. “Yes.”

Rakel waited, but no additional explanation was forthcoming. The only movement in the room was Koray, who scratched his face with a hind leg. “I see,” Rakel said.

Phile folded her arms across her chest and looked from Halvor to Steinar to Oskar. “If none of you tell her, I will.”

“Tell me what?”

“He’s being kept in the dungeons,” Phile said.

Taken aback, Rakel placed a hand over her heart. “Here?”

Phile nodded. “In Ostfold.”

“Still?”

“Yep.”

Rakel patted Koray—to his delight—to give herself something to do. “But it’s been months since his attempt. I was asleep for a year, and I’ve been awake for two full seasons.”

“Would you rather have him hang?” Steinar asked.

“No.”

“Then he lingers in prison,” General Halvor said firmly.

Phile leaned against Rakel’s chair. “Is there some other sort of punishment you would rather he have, Little Wolf?”

“I’m not sure.” Rakel paused, struggling to put her uncomfortable mixture of emotions into words. Aleifr had betrayed her and Verglas. She had trusted him, and he had tried killing her when he thought she was vulnerable. Though she no longer feared for her life, she could still remember the gleaming dagger and his sweaty face when he came for her. “But it seems wrong to imprison him for life.”

Halvor tilted his head back. “He tried to kill you, a member of our royal family. He deserves far worse than to rot in prison.”

“It seems harsh when so many people have tried to kill me—people we have forgiven.”

“You just told me there weren’t that many attempts,” Oskar reminded her.

Unsettled, Rakel tried to restore her mental footing. “Yes, well, Farrin tried killing me,” she said. She looked to her love and paused as she recalled their fights, and the way he would always neatly maneuver her. “Sort of…or, rather he did not…but those under his command did. Bunny tried, and she is one of our most trusted scouts.”

“Bunny bit you,” Oskar said dryly. “Unless she had rabies, that could hardly kill you.” He frowned slightly, furrowing his eyebrows. “You can’t seriously be taking Aleifr’s side, Princess. He tried to kill you. Halvor is right: he deserves far worse!”

Rakel didn’t agree with this, but deep in her heart, she was grateful he was locked up, and that bothered her. I have not fought to free my country and myself just to backslide!

Koray whined and set his massive head in her lap. Grateful for the distraction, Rakel gingerly stroked him.

“The way I see it, Rakel’s the one he hurt. Shouldn’t she get to decide what happens to him?” Phile asked.

Steinar drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “I agree. Sister, I leave this Aleifr in your hands. If you are unsatisfied with his punishment, you have my blessing to change it as you will.”

This didn’t exactly relieve Rakel’s unease, but rather heightened it. The rekindling of her fears, however faint and justified, were unpleasant. She swallowed and stared at Koray. “I didn’t really want to be involved.”

Halvor shrugged. “Then leave him to rot. Now, if no one objects, could we move on to the point of our gathering?”

Oskar helped Halvor with the map since Phile was quite unwilling. Rakel gave Steinar a pleading look, which he returned with a smile.

Discouraged, Rakel sighed.

Phile crouched next to her chair. “You’ll do fine, Little Wolf. I believe in you.” She strolled off to join the others, giving Oskar an extra sparkling smile as she held the map with him.

Rakel placed a hand on Koray’s head and sighed as Farrin returned to her side. Though he said nothing, she could read the love in his eyes, causing her to reach out to clasp his hand. Seeking reassurance in his quiet strength, Rakel clung to him while Halvor launched into the discussion, letting herself momentarily forget about Aleifr.
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A week passed, and though Rakel tried to dismiss from her mind the knowledge that Aleifr was being held in the dungeons, it plagued her waking hours.

It continued to disturb her that she took such relief in his imprisonment, so much so that she was starting to find it difficult to sleep at night. Her agitation was so great that, one fair evening, she abandoned the idea of sleeping and instead crept to the silent throne room. She sat in her glass throne and gazed out through the window at the lake that glowed from the moon’s light.

Koray sat at her feet, alternating attempts to climb into her lap with leaning against her legs. Farrin lingered in the shadows of the room—he had arrived mere moments after Rakel had settled into her seat—and watched her with a narrowed gaze.

When the serenity of the lake failed to calm the upheaval of her heart, Rakel sighed and leaned back in the throne, running her hands over the bubbled glass.

Farrin drifted from the shadows and stood at her side. “Why does this matter with Aleifr weigh so heavily on you?”

Surprised he had correctly guessed the source of her discomfort, Rakel gaped up at him. “How did you know?”

Farrin smiled, making the scar that ran under his eyes and across his nose crinkle. “Because I know you have a gentle spirit, and you censure yourself far too much.”

Rakel was granted a moment respite from his intense eyes when Koray put his front paws on the arm of her throne and popped up between them. She pushed him down, but he gave her such a look of disappointment she instantly felt bad about it, and she rubbed his ears to make up for it. The dog grunted in approval and leaned into her hand.

Rakel tried to sift through her feelings. I can tell Farrin. He will understand where Oskar and Halvor do not.

“I thought I was beyond fearing people,” she admitted finally. “I have come so far since my time on Ensom peak…but when Phile said Aleifr was imprisoned, I felt glad.”

“That’s a normal reaction,” Farrin said. “He tried to kill you.”

“Perhaps, but it makes me a hypocrite,” Rakel said. “I have asked magic users to reach past their fear of being revealed and to live openly, and I have requested that civilians move past decades of prejudice and truly see us.” She stopped rubbing Koray’s ears but still held his massive head in her hands. “But I fail to have the same strength of character and instead fear—perhaps even loathe—a single man.”

“Your feelings are entirely natural, and you should not condemn yourself for having them, Rakel,” Farrin said.

She tilted her head, studying the murky depths of his dark eyes. “…But?”

A slight frown tugged Farrin’s lips down. It wasn’t one of disapproval, but rather of deep thought. “I know you. You have a merciful and wildly courageous heart. I would prefer that you leave that fool to rot in prison…but I fear that if you were to do so, you will only wound yourself.” He crouched next to her and brushed a tendril of her hair from her face. “You have never compromised your heart or your beliefs. Even when you faced disapproval from all, you did not forsake your magic because you loved it. If you had, it would have destroyed you. I think this matter is very similar. To another, it would be nothing; but you—who always acts true to yourself—it will eat away at you.”

Tears burned Rakel’s eyes. “I’m so afraid, Farrin.”

Farrin leaned into Rakel so their foreheads touched. “I know. But I also know you have the strength to act in spite of your fear. Am I not a living example of that?”

Rakel shut her eyes and set her head on his shoulder. He’s right. I know what I have to do. “Thank you, Farrin,” she whispered. “For being my strength when I so desperately need it.”

Farrin kissed her head. “Of course. Did I not promise I am yours until the end of time?”

They stayed together, with Koray quietly leaning against Rakel, for some time, drawing strength in their closeness and silence.
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Rakel hesitated on the stairway, pausing before she descended the last few steps into the dank, dimly lit dungeon. She uneasily pushed her shoulders back and was thankful Koray crowded her, for his warmth gave her reassurance.

She twisted around to glance inquiringly at Farrin, who lurked several steps behind her. The edges of his lips twitched up in an encouraging smile. Rakel nodded and breathed in, shuddering at the vile, rotten smell of the dungeons, then made her way down the aisle.

The rock cells reminded her too much of the tower she used to be kept in, but she folded her hands together and pressed them into her stomach, forcing herself to remain calm.

Two soldiers standing guard at their posts in the hall gasped. “Princess!” They scrambled to salute her and exchanged shocked gazes.

“How can we, er, be of service to you?” one asked. He was shorter and sounded pleasant enough, but he looked like he had seen a battle or three based on the familiar grip he held of his spear and the white scar that puckered his cheek.

“I wish to speak to a particular prisoner,” she said. “Aleifr.”

The soldier who was brave enough to speak nodded knowingly. “Yes, Princess. We have direct orders from the King that we are to do whatever you wish with him. I will take you to his cell, but if you like, we could haul him out of the dungeons. A place like this ain’t fit for you,” he said as the second soldier appeared to sink his neck into his shoulders.

Rakel shook her head. “No. I should like to speak to him in his cell, but I thank you for your thoughtfulness.”

The short soldier saluted. “As you wish, Princess. This way, if you please.”

Rakel followed him down the aisle, struggling to calm her frantically beating heart as he led the way to the darkest part of the dungeon. He sorted through a ring of keys, then paused at a wooden door lined with metal, and opened it.

The cell was constructed out of black stone, making it oppressive and cheerless. It stank of rotting flesh and contained only a bucket and a pile of moldy straw. It took Rakel a moment to realize that the mass of ratty rags on the straw was a person, and not refuse.

She swallowed heavily and briefly covered her mouth with a hand as she fought the bile that churned in her stomach.

“Traitor, stand,” the stout soldier said. “You’re in the presence of the Snow Queen.”

Aleifr uncurled; his frightened eyes looked abnormally large in his gaunt skull. “N-no,” he whispered, his fear almost palpable. He bolted to the opposite side of the cell, revealing leg irons that chained him to the wall.

Rakel’s guide scowled and looked like he was about to take the dirty prisoner to task, but Rakel stepped into the cell. “That is enough, thank you. Farrin and Koray will guard me.” She glanced down at the dog, uncertain this was true, but he looked fierce enough she thought the guard would still believe her.

The soldier adjusted his helm. “Yes, Your Highness, but I must perform my duty, so I’ll be stayin’ here.”

Rakel nodded very slowly. She had hoped to do this without an audience—Farrin didn’t count, for he knew her heart perhaps better than she did herself—but she was not surprised. Even though he knows I have Farrin with me, Steinar would be angry if I were to speak to Aleifr without additional protection. Out loud she said, “Very well,” then returned her attention to her one-time guard, who was pressed into the farthest corner, quivering.

“I knew you would come for me,” he said in a hoarse voice. “You’d come for revenge.”

It took Rakel a moment to push past the memory of his betrayal. “No.”

Aleifr shook his head, weaving slightly. “You’ve come to kill me. To punish me for my betrayal. I’ve been waiting for it.”

Fear and an unexpected jolt of hurt made it difficult for her to swallow. “I’m not going to kill you, Aleifr.”

“Then you’ll torture me,” he said. He shook with fear and dread, trembling like a pale leaf. “You’ll stab ice into my skin, gouge my eyes, and cut me down.”

Rakel winced both at the gruesome language and with the knowledge that he thought her capable of such a thing. “No. I’m not here to hurt you, either. I have come to release you.”

The short guard made a choking noise somewhere behind Rakel, but he silenced himself when Koray peered in his direction.

Aleifr blinked. “Lies.”

Rakel shook her head.

Aleifr licked his lips and glanced from Rakel to Farrin much like a cornered rabbit. “But I tried to kill you.”

“That may be so, but I forgive you,” Rakel said.

The skeletal prisoner laughed. “This is a trick. You’re trying to get my hopes up, and then you’ll kill me.”

“No, it is quite the contrary. I, Princess Rakel, monarch of winter and sister to King Steinar of Verglas, formally pardon you, Aleifr. You are forgiven for your crimes and are a free man.”

Aleifr took in a rattling breath, but he did not move.

Rakel glanced over her shoulder. “Guard, if you would please remove his shackles?”

The short soldier wore a pinched expression. “This don’t seem right, Princess. Are you sure you aren’t being too kind?”

She smiled. “No, but I thank you for your concern.”

“You can’t pardon me,” Aleifr said. “You don’t have the power. You said it yourself: your brother is the king.”

“Yes, but my brother has given me his royal word: I may do with you what I will. I choose to forgive you.”

“Why are you doing this?” Aleifr whimpered. “You can’t like me.”

Rakel raised an eyebrow. “I never said I did. Rather, I dislike you, in all honesty.”

“Then why?” he croaked.

She hesitated. She felt Farrin take a step closer to her, and Koray nosed her hand, strengthening her resolve. “Because forgiveness is the stronger option. No amount of pain I put you through will take back that moment of your attack. Years spent in imprisonment cannot reverse time. But mercy frees everyone who hears of it. Forgiveness brings hope.”

“You won the war. No one needs hope anymore,” Aleifr whispered.

Rakel shook her head. “Now Verglas, its people, and I need hope more than ever. In the brightness of everyday life, it is easy to forget the darkness and become placid and petty. But if I really wish to be a person of honor and mercy, I must continue to forgive and release any hatred I encounter.” Rakel waited until he met her gaze. “So I forgive you, Aleifr. You might not care, or even want it, but I will grant it regardless.”

Silence thickened the air of the cell.

Aleifr stared unblinking at her, his expression unreadable.

Koray licked Rakel’s fingers, making her breathe deeper. She cleared her throat. “Guard, his shackles.”

The short guard saluted. “Yes, Princess.” He knelt at Aleifr’s feet and unlocked the leg irons. He frowned at Aleifr after casting the shackles away. “We must process your pardon, but in accordance with the princess’s will, you are free.”

Aleifr didn’t seem to notice the soldier. He continued to stare at Rakel. “You’re still a monster,” he whispered.

The insult was depressingly familiar, for before Verglas was retaken, she had heard it often enough. But it did not affect her the way it used to. She knew the true face of darkness and evil—she had faced it. That was why she had to forgive him. “No, I’m not a monster,” she said. “But I don’t care if you accept that or not as I am doing this for my sake. But you have been given a second chance. I hope you use it wisely.”

Rakel left the cell, fleeing before he took the opportunity to further insult her. Koray trotted at her side, and Farrin, instead of ghosting along in her trail, walked shoulder-to-shoulder with her. He held out his hand in an invitation. When she placed her palm against his, warmth flooded her heart.

“You did well, my love,” he murmured.

She exhaled deeply. “Thank you.”

She smiled when they passed the other guard on duty, but she paused at the base of the stairs when the shorter guard shouted. “A moment, Princess!” He jogged down the aisle, leaving Aleifr to stumble towards the other guard on his own.

The guard stopped just short of Rakel and Farrin, then bowed low. “Thank you, Snow Queen. Though he might not understand the greatness of your act, I do. Thank you,” he repeated.

Rakel smiled, but she couldn’t speak—her throat was too thick with emotions she couldn’t identify. So she nodded, then slowly climbed the stairway.

She didn’t say anything as they climbed from the innards of the palace and left the dark dungeon behind them. She tugged on Farrin’s hand and led him across the palace, out into the flower gardens.

Relieved, she tilted her head back, smiling in the sunshine as the breeze played with her bangs. She was almost tempted to laugh. She felt lighter, and the weight on her shoulders was gone!

“I’m proud of you. You handled his paranoia well,” Farrin said, breaking the silence.

Rakel released his hand so she could lean into his side. “It was difficult, but it fortified my belief that I was doing the right thing.” She watched Koray fetch a tree branch that was only a little shorter than himself. He dragged it to her and whipped his curly tail in a wild circle.

“He did not deserve your forgiveness,” Farrin said. “He is a traitor.”

“Perhaps, but that’s not the point.”

Farrin tilted his head forward in his agreement, then threw Koray’s stick for him.

The large white dog ran after the branch, wrestled it for a moment, then dragged it back.

Rakel’s smile turned into a mischievous quirk of her lips. “General Halvor and Oskar will be plagued with indigestion when they find out what I’ve done.”

“Not Phile or your brother?”

“No. Phile is the most forgiving person I know. If I didn’t eventually free Aleifr, she would likely see it as her duty to set me down and talk to me. And Steinar…” she paused. “Steinar believes in forgiveness as I do.”

Farrin rubbed Koray’s back. “How do you know?”

Rakel stared at a white flower and tried to put her feelings into words. “Because if he didn’t, he wouldn’t have told me to do whatever I wished with Aleifr.”

Farrin nodded, then nudged Koray aside so he could enfold Rakel in his arms. “He is a good king.”

“Yes.”

He paused, then continued. “Though I still think it was the right thing for you, Aleifr might never realize the mercy and great grace in your forgiveness. He might not see you, or magic users, at all differently.”

Rakel rested her head against Farrin’s chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart. “Perhaps, but even so, forgiveness is a powerful thing. It has the ability to change lives, perhaps even the course of history. I doubt that is the case here, but it is an important thing to practice all the same.”

Farrin slid a hand under her chin and tilted her face up towards his. “Indeed, Snow Queen,” he whispered.

He kissed her soundly and passionately, soaking her with warmth and making her head swim when he possessively curled his other hand around her waist. They were parted only by Koray wiggling between them and barking.

[image: ]


Rakel would never know how true her words rang, for her act of mercy did change the course of history.

Aleifr, the traitor, was officially pardoned and set free. He remained in Verglas, though he still feared magic users.

However, Rakel’s act of mercy was not in vain.

For the shorter guard who had witnessed the entire event went home that evening and told his wife and children of the Snow Queen’s great sacrifice in forgiveness. Eventually, his children would tell their children, and so on for generations. Centuries passed, but the soldier’s descendants remained in Ostfold. Though the exact story of the Snow Queen’s mercy was forgotten, a bone-deep respect for her remained, as well as the knowledge that forgiveness and sacrifice were vitally important.

And one day, one of the guard’s descendants would honor the Snow Queen’s act of mercy and not only save Verglas, but join others in standing against an invasion of darkness. Her name was Gemma Kielland.

Forgiveness does not change what has been done, but frees your future.

The End


Afterword


Thank you for reading The Snow Queen Boxset, I hope you enjoyed all the stories! If you want to read more of my work, sign up for my newsletter to receive my free K. M. Shea Starter Pack ebook.
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It contains:

	A King Arthur and Her Knights prequel short story 

	A Red Rope of Fate prequel short story 

	An original fairy tale, Princess Snow and Queen Ruby

	A fairy tale retelling, The Princess Who Chased Sheep



My newsletter is released every month, and contains information about the books I'm working on, new freebies, and exclusive content just for newsletter subscribers!

Thank you for your support and encouragement. I am proud to say I have the best readers. Therefore, it is my dearest wish that Rakel and her friends made you laugh and warmed your heart. Thank you.


If you enjoyed the Snow Queen Series, check out Angelique’s story!
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Fairy Tale Enchantress: Apprentice of Magic 

Available on Amazon! 

Angelique hates her magic. 

Her time in the magical academy has been a long chain of criticisms, reprimands, and punishments. Her war-like ability to control any weapon has earned her nothing but the fear and scorn of fellow students and instructors. And now, she finds herself before the highest council just one vote away from having her magic sealed forever. 

Until Enchanter Evariste appears. 

The mysterious prodigy is one of the few with the authority to go against the Council. Which is exactly what he does when he takes Angelique as his apprentice. Though his lessons are challenging and eccentric he shows her more kindness than she ever hoped to receive. Everything seems perfect. 

But things are changing in the world. Dark things. Evil things. Once upon a time is about to become very real… 

Apprentice of Magic is an epic fantasy fairy tale that follows a reluctant heroine who wants nothing to do with romance, magical battles, and curse breaking, but finds herself mucking with all three. Like its companion series, Timeless Fairy Tales, this series has clean romance.


Other books by K. M. Shea


The Snow Queen Series:

A complete fantasy romance series of two books and an anthology of short stories

Timeless Fairy Tales:

A complete series of eleven, stand-alone fairy tale retellings

The Fairy Tale Enchantress:

An ongoing/not yet complete epic fantasy series

The Elves of Lessa:

A fantasy romance series comprised of stand-alone books

Hall of Blood and Mercy:

A complete urban fantasy trilogy

Court of Midnight and Deception:

A complete urban fantasy trilogy

Pack of Dawn and Destiny:

A complete urban fantasy trilogy

King Arthur and Her Knights:

A complete historical fantasy series of seven books

Robyn Hood:

A compete historical fiction series of two novellas

The Magical Beings’ Rehabilitation Center:

A complete urban fantasy series of two books and an anthology of short stories

Other Novels

Life Reader

Princess Ahira

A Goose Girl

Second Age of Retha: Written under pen name A. M. Sohma

An ongoing/not yet complete book LitRPG series


About the Author


K. M. Shea is a fantasy-romance author who never quite grew out of adventure books or fairy tales, and still searches closets in hopes of stumbling into Narnia. She is addicted to sweet romances, witty characters, and happy endings. She also writes LitRPG and GameLit under the pen name, A. M. Sohma.

Hang out with the K. M. Shea Community at…

kmshea.com

[image: Facebook icon] [image: Twitter icon]

OEBPS/image_rsrc84A.jpg





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image_rsrc84B.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc849.jpg






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc84E.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc84F.jpg
1550.6+8
RO





OEBPS/image_rsrc84C.jpg
“Of M%\(]KQ,
Ee et =





OEBPS/image_rsrc84D.jpg





