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Chapter 1
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In the encroaching darkness, a cloaked figure hurried down the cobblestone street into a small, quaint town filled with plaster and wood buildings of various heights. Moss grew on the thatched roofs that sheltered the citizens from the elements, filling the air with an earthy scent Smoke curled from rounded chimneys into the twilight sky to be carried off by a warm, gentle breeze. Above, the first wink of a crescent moon peeked through the green canopy. Shopkeepers hailed one another as they closed up for the night, ready to join their fellow townsfolk in much needed merriment after a long day of work.

“I hope I’m not too late,” a mysterious newcomer whispered to herself from within the hood, careful not to draw attention to herself as she moved among the people who seemed, thankfully, to pay her no mind. 

The slight figure paused but a moment to read the sign above one particular shop’s door: Clarke’s Curiosities. This is the place, she thought with a thundering heart. 

With one hand on the door handle, she took a deep breath. If her offer was rejected, all hope was lost. She might as well go back the way she came and face punishment. As she thought it, a spark of electricity jumped from her hand to the handle. She jumped, eyes wide as she glanced left and right. No one seemed to notice. I have to be more careful, she told herself. After a deep, calming breath, she squared her shoulders and slipped inside. 

The main sales area of Clarke’s Curiosities was brightly lit, and cluttered from floor to ceiling with all manner of strange and unusual objects. A glittering skull, here. A dark tome with ancient writing scrawled on the leather cover, there. Skins of beasts she’d never seen lay at her feet while their heads watched lifelessly from above. The scent of moldy tomes and dust tickled the girl’s nose. Over the door, the tinkling of bells sounded to herald her arrival. 

“We’re closing! Come back tomorrow!” the shop’s owner, Clarke Goode, snapped from where he swept the floor further within.

“I hope to be far away from here by tomorrow,” the cloaked girl muttered, despite the chill that snaked through her spine. To Clarke, she called, “Forgive my lateness, sir. I’ve just arrived in town. I have something you might find quite valuable.”

Lumbering footfalls sounded as he made his way to the door. The large, beige man with cat’s ears and tail towered above her, and peered downward. He folded his furred arms over the apron he wore across his wide chest and twitched the whiskers that protruded from his snout. “Valuable?” he repeated in disbelief. He looked as though he meant to send her off, but curiosity got the better of him. “What is it?”

The girl smiled to herself. “Elven jewelry,” she said with a hush to her voice. “The finest you’ve ever seen.” 

Now, Clarke’s bushy eyebrows disappeared into the mop of hair that covered his forehead. “Elven, you say?” She nodded once. “Show me.” 

From inside her cloak, she revealed her small, pale, white hand. In that hand, a pair of delicately wrought, golden ear jewelry, dotted with glittering, precious purple gems. A design meant to curve around the pointed ears of one of the highest houses in elfdom: The Court of Daydreams. 

For a moment, Clarke’s eyes widened. He licked his lips as he stared down at the beauty in the girl’s hand. His eyes narrowed as they flicked up to hers. “Where did you get something so rare?” he demanded. “I don’t buy stolen goods. I have my standards!” 

“As I’ve been told,” the girl said in a calm, even voice. She’d planned for this question, and practiced her answer several times along her way. “They were a gift. From whom, is not your concern. If you don’t want them, I’m sure I could go somewhere else.” She withdrew her hand back into her cloak and shrugged. She began to turn to leave when he spoke up.

“No, no!” He reached out to touch her, but thought better of it. Wise of him to do so. A cloaked figure, no matter how small, in a land of magic and monsters could provide deadly to a mere catrax. But to have such rare and precious baubles in his possession would raise his standing considerably. He had to have them. Clarke bowed low to the stranger. With deep, exaggerated pleasantness, he said, “Forgive me. I just like to know where my inventory comes from. Surely you understand.” Clarke rose. “Of course I want them.” 

The girl grinned to herself. “Excellent.” 

Princess Velicity, heir of the Golden Queen and future ruler of the Court of Daydreams, breathed a sigh of relief as she exited Clarke’s Curiosities. She chuckled. That shopkeeper tried to offer her a pittance for her family jewels, but she’d known by the way his eyes twinkled when he saw what she had to offer that he would cave to her demand for more. The rumors about Clarke’s lust for the most exotic wares in Austrasia had proven true. No collector could resist Elven court gold. 

After spending her entire life in the Court of Daydreams, she’d learned the art of negotiation hinged on having something no one else had. Her mother, Queen Adaliya, the Golden Queen herself, would be pleased. About that, anyway. She wouldn’t be so happy when she learned of Velicity’s disappearance. 

Velicity frowned and bit her lip. Now that she’d taken care of the business she’d come to town to handle, she had no idea what to do next. It was too late to continue on her way, and she still wasn’t sure exactly how far she had to travel to her destination. She shuddered at the thought of spending another night in the woods. The answer came from her own stomach’s growl. She hadn’t eaten a proper meal since she left the castle the day before; just what she’d spirited from the kitchen, and berries along the way. 

Down the street, a promising sign swung gently in the breeze. “The Bitter End Pub and Inn,” she read. A relieved smile crossed her face. “Perfect.” Pulling her borrowed cloak tighter over her borrowed work dress, she headed towards the stately building, unaware that a shadow watched from above. 
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It was a fine night in Bonneshire.

Citizens of the tiny town mingled in the cobblestone square. A pleasant merriment filled the warm summer air. From her perch on the roof of one of the surrounding buildings, tucked behind a chimney, Wind watched the goings-on between sips from her bladder of rum. An amused smile quirked her lips. Such easy marks, she thought. They have no idea they and their coins will soon be parted.

An off-tune whistle carried up to Wind and alerted her of the presence of a human nobleman who strolled along in a frilled, burgundy suit. His silver-tipped cane tapped on the stones as he walked. “Interesting,” Wind muttered and took another swig. She swiped her sleeve across her face, and leaned forward for a closer look. The man seemed oblivious to his surroundings as he wandered. Even from Wind’s point of view, she could see he wore a large, gaudy golden ring on every finger. This fool had no problem telling the world he had money.

Wind liked money. 

She also liked easy marks. 

The wheels in her head turned as she descended the side of the building at a small alleyway. Wind peeked out at the main thoroughfare and spotted her target headed her way. Perfect, she thought. She rumpled her already messy hair, making a point to let her elongated, yet rounded, ears poke out. Then, she bent down to rub some dirt on her already dirty, forest colored vest, shirt, and pants. As the man passed her hiding spot, she stumbled out and collided with him.

“Oof!” she slurred. “Watch where you’re going! I’m walking here!” 

Affronted, the nobleman glared down at her. He scrunched his nose and backed up a few paces to keep such a lowly creature from touching him again. “Useless drunken cur! You ran into me. Be gone with you, or I’ll call the sheriff!” Giving Wind a wide berth, he continued on his way. 

Wind grinned, glancing back at the man. “You’ll see how useless I am when you realize your pouch is missing.” A pouch, she realized when she weighed it in her hand, full of coins. “This should buy me an ale or two.” 

As she appraised her latest acquisition, a cloaked figure hurried by to catch Wind’s attention. Odd, Wind thought as she watched the figure head toward The Bitter End. It was far too warm to be wrapped in a cloak like that. She looked back to see where the stranger had come from. “The curiosity shop, eh?” The stranger didn’t carry anything, so they must have sold something. That meant they had money.

Wind licked her lips, suddenly parched, and slipped her treasure into her vest pocket.

“Wind!” 

Wind froze at the harsh bark of her name. She turned toward the voice as it boomed across the square, and noticed Lord High Sheriff Rogers, a tall, broad-shouldered man with mottled gray skin and heavy, curled horns. He strode toward her with a stern look on his face. 

“Lord Sheriff,” Wind said, and gave the man an exaggerated bow on shaking knees. “How are you this fine evening?” 

The man stopped when he stood face to face with the thief. “What were you doing with that man?” he demanded in a gruff voice. “I saw the two of you collide.”

“A simple accident,” Wind replied, and gritted her teeth. “Accidents happen.” She gave him her best fake smile. 

His eyes narrowed, and he folded his arms across his great chest. “Indeed.” He regarded Wind for a moment, then let out a derisive snort. “Don’t let it happen again.” 

Wind bowed again. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” she said. “Have a nice night, Lord Sheriff.” He didn’t respond, other than a grunt. She watched with a thudding heart as he stalked away. Once he turned a corner, she returned her attention to The Bitter End. A sly smile crept across her face.
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Tucked safely within the confines of her cloak, Velicity sat on an uneven stool at The Bitter End, cradling a mug of cider in both hands as she waited for her food. Around her, loud, jubilant laughter and bawdy, shouted songs filled the room and made her blush. The scent of ale and sweat hung heavy in the air. It was far different than her experiences at court. The Queen of Daydreams prided herself in cultured, quiet affairs filled with the greatest delicacies in all of Austrasia. As strange and wild as it was, Velicity found it charming, though perhaps a bit frightening with so many people filling the room – including a tall, cloaked figure that seemed to watch Velicity’s every move from the one quiet corner. A cold chill snaked up her spine as she shrank further into herself, grateful to have a dagger tucked deep into her left boot. 

Despite the loud, wild rumpus, the sound of a particularly odd conversation at the table behind her caught her ear.

“Now, Nigel,” a young, male voice said. “You’re being overbearing again.” As the conversation had gone on for several minutes, with only one voice heard, Velicity dared peek over her shoulder to see who was talking. A young, white human man did indeed sit at the table, but he sat alone—except for a stone about the size of her fist on the table in front of him. “Yes, Nigel. I know,” the young man said again, obviously to the stone. When he noticed that Velicity watched him, he gave her a happy wave and smile. “Hello, there!” 

“Hello,” Velicity softly replied, and quickly turned around. What a strange boy, she thought. Talking to a rock! Was this how it really was outside the castle? Her gaze happened to land on the other cloaked figure once more immediately reminding her how dangerous her quest was. Yes. Yes, it is.

The barmaid, a lively human girl, beamed as she set a steaming bowl in front of Velicity and blocked the stranger’s view. “Here ya go, dearie! The best stew around. Eat up, while it’s still piping hot.” 

“Thank you,” Velicity replied. She moved her hood back enough to give the girl a grateful smile. 

The barmaid nodded. “If you need anything, give me a shout.” She rushed off to deliver food to another table. 

Before Velicity took her first bite, she closed her eyes and inhaled. The scent of spiced meat and vegetables filled her with a comfortable warmth and made her completely forget everyone else in the room. “This smells delicious,” she murmured. 

“Aye, it is!” A cheery voice close to her ear alerted the princess. She looked up with a start. Standing beside Velicity’s table was a young woman about her size and age. The wild haired girl gazed down at her mischievous twinkle in her eyes. A faint scar trailed across her lightly tanned, right cheek, beginning at her button nose. With a grin, the stranger said, “The Bitter End makes the best food in all the land, I’d say!” 

“I’m sure,” Velicity replied. “If you’d excuse me, I’d like to get back to it.” 

“Eat! Don’t let me stop ya!” the stranger said. She turned toward the bar, and raised a hand to catch the barkeep’s attention. “My good man! Bring an ale for me, and another for my friend here!” She dropped into the seat across from Velicity. 

“You really don’t have to do that,” Velicity insisted, her irritation rising. 

“It’s no trouble!” the girl said. “No one should drink alone.”

“But that’s what I wanted,” Velicity retorted. “I don’t even know you.”

The gir laughed as the barmaid returned with two tankards. She placed one in front of Velicity, and one in front of the newcomer. “Thank you, my good woman! Buy yourself something nice.” She produced three coins and dropped them into the barmaid’s palm. She winked at the maid, who tittered a giggle and rushed off with her prize. Turning to Velicity, Wind said, “Name’s Wind. Now you know me. Cheers!” She took a big swig from her tankard. 

Velicity raised an eyebrow. “Wind? Because you run like the wind?”

“Nay! Because I drink like the wind!” Cackling, she slammed the tankard onto the table. “Get it?”

“Yes,” Velicity said, wiping the splashed ale from Wind’s mug from her cloak. “I get it.” She scrunched her nose at the strange girl, who tipped back another swallow full. 

“So, what’s yer name?” 

“I’d rather not say,” the princess stated. 

“Oooh! Mysterious!” Wind chided. “All right then, where ya from?” Without waiting for a response, Wind took another big gulp of ale, and let out an impressively loud burp. “Ah, that’s a good one!” 

Velicity grimaced. “Really!” She cleared her throat, and said, “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to get back to my food before it gets cold.” She wasn’t sure if she was still hungry after that disgusting display, but the scent of stew still lingered, and her stomach growled once more. 

“Eat! Don’t mind me! I’ll just drink,” Wind said, and did just that. 

The princess rolled her eyes. Figuring it was better to ignore the girl across from her than argue and let her food get cold, Velicity took up her spoon, and dug in. As she ate, she glanced up and noticed that Wind gave her an appraising look. “What is it?” she asked.

“Oh, nothing,” Wind said. “Just thinking how you never answered me.”

“About what?”

“Where you’re from.”

Velicity’s stomach clenched. “Oh, that.” She didn’t want to answer, but Wind stared at her. She had to say something. “I’m from far away.”

“Ah! Here to visit? Moving in?”

“Traveling through,” Velicity replied. This intrusive line of questioning made her want to squirm. Why is this girl so interested in me? The other girl gave her a polite, expectant smile. “I’d really rather not say,” Velicity stated again. 

Wind shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’ll just keep ya’ company until you’re done. This can be a dangerous place for strangers.” 

“No, that’s really—”

“I insist! And I’ll hear no more of it. Ya’ got yourself the best bodyguard in town!” Wind swept her hair from her face and grinned.

“Look, I don’t—” Velicity began. Then, her eyes widened when she caught a glimpse of Wind’s ears. “You’re a halfling!” she exclaimed, a little louder than she meant to. She leaned forward, eyes wide on the half-human, half elf, and in a lower voice, said, “All this time, I thought your kind was just a myth.” 

“Half-elf!” Wind puffed out her chest with pride. “More a legend than a myth, really.” She leaned forward, and quirked her brow. “And you are—” 

Drawing her hood closer, Velicity said, “None of your concern.”

Wind slapped the table and laughed. “Come on, lass! If we’re to be friends, we should get to know one another. Slough off that hood and let me see ya!” 

“We’re not going to be friends,” the princess stated. “And I will not ‘slough off’ my hood.”

Cocking her head to the side, Wind asked, “Why ever not? Are ya hideous under there? It’s okay. I won’t laugh.”

Velicity scowled. “I am not hideous. What I am, is tired of this nonsense. Good evening.” She rose from her seat and made a move for the door, throwing a forlorn look at her abandoned stew. 

Wind grinned and slid the bowl toward herself. “Have a good night, friend. I’ll be seeing you!” 

Rolling her eyes, the princess turned and stomped out.
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Though Wind had smiled politely at the cloaked girl’s responses, and even joked with her, the wheels turned in her mind. She slurped down the abandoned meal with a grin as she watched the girl flee. Not only had she found herself with a free meal, she found her next mark. Traveling through, the thief mused. She definitely has money! What a lucky day! Wind only needed to figure out where the girl kept her pouch, for her to work out a plan to nab it. Tied to a belt, no doubt. That’s where they all seemed to keep their pouches. 

How hard will it be to rob a single, young girl? 

At the end of her hastily finished meal, she stood, careful to avoid another, taller cloaked figure as they made their way to the exit ahead of her. She thought nothing of it as she followed them into the night. People came and went from The Bitter End all the time. What was one more?

––––––––
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Out on the street, Velicity sighed and glanced around. So upset was she about her encounter in the pub, she hadn’t thought to enquire into a room for the night. With no other inn in town, The Bitter End was her only choice, but she refused to go back as long as that Wind girl was there.

Wind. What a funny name for a girl.

Without meaning to, a quiet chuckle escaped her lips. “Drink like the wind, indeed,” she murmured. Though reluctant to admit it, there was a certain charm to the strange, obnoxious half-elf. A charm Velicity couldn’t afford to entertain. The fewer people she interacted with, the better. 

Perhaps a walk along the square would give that Wind girl enough time to finish my stew, and leave, she thought with a sting of resentment. Her stomach growled in agreement. As soon as she could, she’d go back, secure a room and another bowl of stew, and get a good night’s sleep before she continued on her way. The longer she stayed in one place, the more she risked being found.

The memory of the strange, cloaked figure in the pub flashed in her mind. 

I hope they leave before I return, too.

To quell her nerves, she began to walk, taking in the atmosphere of the busy little town. Even at night, it was a vibrant place. It was another thing she never experienced at court. Aside from the occasional banquet or dance, hers was a lonely, quiet existence. 

She stopped to admire the fountain in the center of the square; a great, antlered beast seemingly carved from a single large stone. Twenty points branched from two horns on either side of the creature’s tossed head. The beast itself posed as though it had been frozen in a graceful leap. It wasn’t as grand as the ones that dotted the Court of Daydreams’ landscape, but it was beautiful nonetheless. 

So engrossed was she in studying the smooth curves and listening to the water gurgle into the catchment pond at the bottom that she didn’t notice the figure sidle up behind her. She didn’t feel the deft fingers slip around the strings of her pouch and tug. 

“ACK!” 

A figure slammed into Velicity’s back, knocking her forward. Had she not caught the edge of the catchment pond’s stone wall, she’d have tumbled into the cool water. In an instant, the weight retreated, and a hysterical voice laughed as someone ran away. “Sorry about that, lass! Thank ya’ anyway,” a familiar voice called.

Velicity righted herself in an instant and whirled to see Wind retreat, waving the princess’s own pouch. “Why, you!” She raced after the thief, determined to catch her and get her property back. “How dare you, you—halfling!” 

Wind chortled as she rushed past the closed shops and dodged pedestrians in her escape. With a glance behind she saw Velicity in pursuit. A fast one, I’ll give her that! If she could make it to the forest, Wind knew she’d be free. The girl might be fast, but she didn’t know the trees like Wind.

“Stop!” Velicity shouted. Fear and anger gripped her. Without that money, she would never make it to her destination. Fire burned through her veins and the tips of her fingers sparked. “Stop at once!”

“Can’t catch me!” Wind exclaimed. 

“Yes, I can!” With no regard for where she was or who may notice, Velicity raised her right hand. A fireball the size of her fist shot from her palm. It sailed over Wind’s head, and exploded into the building ahead of her. 

Wind yelped and skidded to a stop, only to have Velicity slam into her from behind. The force sent them both to the ground. “Give that to me!” Velicity growled from atop the thief. She snatched her pouch from Wind’s grasp. 

“Get off me!” Wind shoved Velicity, who tumbled onto her back. “I got that fair and square!” Wind grabbed the pouch and cradled it to her chest. She got her legs under her, and attempted to stand when Velicity’s hand shot out and pulled her down again. 

“You stole it from me, you thief!” Velicity yanked the pouch back. 

“Did not!”

“You absolutely did!”

Back and forth, they yanked and pulled as the building burned. 

Both sat up, panting, with their hands clutched on the soft fabric of the pouch. Wind opened her mouth to spit a retort, but the cloaked stranger’s hood slipped from her head. 

Hair the pink of an early-dawn sky crowned the small girl. A pair of long, tipped ears peeked out from within. Wide eyes like dwarven steel stared back at Wind, and rendered the thief speechless. “Who...” Wind attempted to say at the sight of the beautiful elf. She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. “...are you?” 

For a brief moment, Velicity had no idea what the odious thief meant. Then, a cool breeze teased at her hair. Her hood! She took her hands off the pouch long enough to pull the hood back onto her head. “No one to be trifled with,” Velicity snarled, and launched herself at Wind once more.

Unbeknownst to the girls, a crowd had gathered. Some shouted and ran for the fire brigade, while others rushed off to fetch the sheriff. Cries rose in the night, but Velicity and Wind ignored them in their battle for Velicity’s pouch. 

“What is the meaning of this?” 

Velicity and Wind stopped at the sound of the deep, loud voice. They stared at each other for a moment before they realized that neither one had said anything. Velicity glanced upward. As Wind attempted one last grab at the pouch, the princess nudged her hard with her elbow. “Hey!” Wind snapped. “What’d you do that for?” Velicity merely pointed. Wind’s eyes followed. When she saw the man above them dressed in the garb and chains of his station of the High Sheriff, she gave him a weak smile. “Sheriff! How good to see you again.” 

“Wind,” the man growled. “I might have known you’d be involved. What’s going on here?”

“Just trying to get my pouch back from this rabble, sir. That’s all.”

“Rabble?” Velicity exclaimed. “How dare you!” She launched herself at Wind again, and their fight began anew.

“ENOUGH!” The sheriff’s voice carried over the roaring blaze and bounced off the untouched buildings. Everyone, including those who worked to put out the fire, stopped and stared. The girls immediately ducked their heads. “I’m not talking about whatever this is. Look at what you’ve done!” He pointed toward the engulfed shop. For the first time, the girls noticed the inferno. 

“Oh, gods,” Wind murmured as she and Velicity gaped at the destruction.

Dread filled Velicity’s heart when she realized it was her botched spell that had caused the blaze. “Oh, no,” she whispered. “Not again.” 

“I didn’t do that,” Wind insisted, and pointed at the other girl. “She attacked me!” 

“I tried to stop you from running,” Velicity shot back. “You stole my pouch!” 

Reaching down, the sheriff snatched the pouch and put it in his pocket. He grabbed an arm each and yanked them both to their feet. “You’ve caused enough trouble tonight. I’m taking you in.” 

“No!” Velicity cried, and tried to pull away, but the sheriff’s grip was too tight. “No! I can’t stay here! I’ll leave town. I’ll never come back. Just let me go!” Her cries went unheard as the lawman dragged the two girls straight to a cell in the town’s small jail. No sooner had the cell door shut, she grasped the bars and sobbed, “Please, please. Let me go! It was an accident! I didn’t mean it.” The sheriff simply snorted and walked away.

Wind yawned at the display, stretching her arms high above her head. She trudged over to the hard bench and plopped down. “Might as well save your breath. You’re stuck here now, love.” 

Velicity whirled on the half-elf. “You did this! It’s your fault we’re in here.” 

Rolling her eyes, Wind crossed her arms and leaned back against the hard, stone wall. “I wasn’t the one who set that building ablaze. That, m’dear, was you.” 

Shoulders sagged; Velicity blew out a breath. She trudged to the bench and dropped down beside Wind. “You’re right,” she said. With the back of her hand, she wiped the tears away. Once again, my magic caused trouble.

“Aww, it’s not so bad,” Wind said, noticing her cellmate’s dejected state. “You’ll get used to it. Cheer up, lass!” She gave Velicity a good-natured punch to the arm. 

“You don’t understand.” Velicity sniffled. “I must get out of here. My life depends on it.”

“Your life, eh? How so?”

“You wouldn’t understand. It’s a long story.” 

Wind settled back against the cold stone wall, crossing her arms again. “We have the time. Try me.”

Velicity narrowed her eyes at the thief who, not long ago, stole her purse and led the princess to her current predicament. “No,” came her curt reply.

“Does it have something to do with that hair of yours?” Wind gestured to Velicity, particularly at the pink lock that peeked from under her pushed-back hood. 

Before Velicity could respond, the sheriff returned. He dropped Velicity’s pouch on a nearby table, and sauntered toward the cell. “Well now,” he said. “Look at this! Just a short time together and you two are already getting along. Good. You’ll both be in there for a while...” It was then that he noticed Velicity. He squinted at her face at first. After a moment, his eyes widened. “You’re...” he murmured. A wicked grin crawled across his craggy face. “Well, this is an interesting development. I believe we have a change of plans.”

“What do you mean?” Velicity asked, shrinking back against the wall. 

Wind, however, sat up, narrowing her eyes at the sheriff. “What game are ya’ playing at, Sheriff?”

“No game at all,” the sheriff said matter-of-factually. “The two of you will stay here until they come for you.” He pointed at Velicity. “And you meet the gallows.” He pointed to Wind. “Enjoy your time together. It won’t be very long after all.” He cast them one last, greedy look before he exited again. 

“Gallows?” Wind exclaimed and rushed to the bars. “What do you mean, ‘gallows’? I’ve not done anything to warrant the gallows!” She turned to Velicity. “He means to kill me!”

“And send me back to my mother,” Velicity said miserably. “I’m not sure whose fate is worse.”

“Clearly, it’s mine!” Wind retorted. “It means my death. You’ll just go home!”

Velicity sighed. “You don’t know my mother.” 

Wind snapped her mouth shut on a retort and instead asked, “You mean your own mother would see you dead?”

“No,” Velicity replied. “She would see me locked away for the rest of my life, never to be free again.”

“That doesn’t seem so bad,” Wind scoffed. “Better to be alive than dangling from a noose in the town square.” 

Velicity sighed again, and turned away. “You wouldn’t understand.” She leaned against the cool stone, and wiped away a fresh tear. A moment later, she looked at her cellmate. “Please forgive me for being dismissive. It’s just...”

Wind frowned. Something about the sadness in the other girl’s voice tugged at her. “You don’t have to tell me, and I won’t pry,” she said. “Whatever’s the problem, it’s serious, aye?” Velicity nodded. “Then we need to get out of here!”

The princess perked up. Facing Wind, she said, “I could use my magic to melt the lock, or make a hole in the wall to escape through!”

Scratching at the back of her neck, Wind said, “Ahh, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Your magic’s caused enough trouble.” 

Velicity pursed her lips, but gave her a reluctant nod. “You’re right. It has,” she said. In a quieter voice, she added, “It always does.”

“Luckily, I carry on my person just what I need for situations like this,” Wind said. She dug in her boot, and produced two pieces of thin metal. “These are our keys to freedom!” She snickered. “It’s a wonder the Sheriff never thinks to make me take my boots off.” Wind hurried to the bars and stuck her hands through. With her tongue poked out the side of her mouth, she jabbed the metal pieces into the lock on the cell door. 

Velicity stood, and watched with interest as the half-elf grunted and worked at the door. “What are you doing?” she asked.

Something in the lock clicked, and Wind grinned. She pulled her arms into the cell and pushed open the door. “Freeing us,” she said. “Come now, lass. I’d like to be gone long before the sheriff returns.”

Velicity grinned, and followed Wind from their cage. On their way out the door, Velicity made sure to grab her pouch, shoving it deep into the pocket of her cloak as Wind snatched her blade. The moment they left the sheriff’s office, they broke into a run.

“Hey! Stop!”

The sound of the sheriff’s voice echoed through the town square as heads popped from their doorways to see what the commotion was about. They stared in shock as Wind and Velicity rushed past. “Get inside!” the sheriff shouted. “Dangerous fugitives on the loose!”

Shrieks and slamming doors followed. 

“Get the dogs!” The sheriff called. “Don’t let them get to the forest!” 

Wind, with Velicity close behind, skidded around a corner and came face to face with one of the village magistrates. “You!” He reached out, and attempted to catch hold of the thief, who let out a yelp.

Velicity grabbed a bag of flour from a nearby cart, and with all of her might, smacked the man square in the chest. With a loud “oof” he hit the ground in a cloud of white. 

Wind cackled over her shoulder at the sight of the powder covered sheriff as she led the way toward the trees. “Nice shot!” she called. Velicity could only nod as she raced to keep up with the speedy thief.

The baying of hounds followed the girls from town, into the forest beyond. “Now what?” Velicity exclaimed as she and Wind slowed. “They’re going to catch us!”

“Can ya’ climb a tree?” Wind asked, breathless from the chase. 

“I’ve never tried,” Velicity admitted. She frowned. “Why?”

“It may be our only chance. I’ll help you up.”

“Oh, I do not think so!” 

Wind shrugged. “Suit yourself. Give your mother my regards.” She grabbed the first branch of the nearest tree and hauled herself up. 

Velicity watched in horror as the thief left her to face the searchers alone. “Wait!” she exclaimed. “I changed my mind.” 

Grinning from above, Wind reached down to grasp the elf’s hand. “Come on. Up you go!” 

With Wind pulling, Velicity clambered up the moss-covered trunk. Her foot slipped, and she would have dropped to the ground if not for Wind. “Come on, lass!” Wind grunted as she bore the full weight of the princess. At last, Velicity gained her footing, and scrambled up to settle onto the higher branches beside her.

“Over here!” someone shouted. A pair of men appeared beneath the fugitives and stopped just under the tree. They looked back and forth, confused. “I thought I saw them come this way.”

“You were mistaken,” the other man retorted. “They’re not here.”

“I can pee on them,” Wind mouthed to Velicity with a wild grin.

“Don’t you dare!” Velicity mouthed back. Disgust and fear filled her at the thought. Not only would the searchers be wet, they’d be angry. Who knew what they would do to the girls if they caught them?

The men stood arguing for a few more, agonizing moments until they gave up and went away, whistling for their hounds to follow as Velicity and Wind held their breaths and watched them go. When the coast was clear, Wind shimmied down from her perch, followed by Velicity. 

Back on firm ground, the princess dusted herself off and removed her hood to smooth her hair. She raised an eyebrow at Wind and said, “Pee on them? Really?”

“What? It would have been funny!”

Velicity rolled her eyes. “Let’s just get out of here,” she replied. “I don’t want them to come back.” 

“Good idea. Though I wouldn’t mind peeing on them if I could!” Giggling, Wind ran off with Velicity beside her.

They didn’t stop until they were well into the forest, far from the village of Bonneshire. “All right,” Wind said as they slowed to a stop. “I don’t think they’re following us. We’d hear the dogs if they did.”

Velicity sank to the ground, and attempted to calm her thudding heart. “Good. I don’t think I could have run much longer.” 

Laughing, Wind said, “What’s the matter? Not used to running, lass?”

She earned a glare from the other girl. “No, I’m not. I’ve not had a reason to, like you.” 

The thief gave her a quirky, half grin. “Except when you ran from home, aye?”

A tinge of pink colored Velicity’s cheeks, to match her hair. “Aye.” She stood, and directed a curt nod at Wind. “Thank you for helping me escape. I wish I could say our meeting was good. Farewell.” With that, Velicity pulled her hood over her head and walked down the dirt path away from town.

In wide-eyed surprise, Wind called after her. “Wait! What do you mean, farewell?” She ran to catch up with the other girl. “Where are ya’ going?”

“This is where we part. You’re free to do whatever you do,” Velicity stated. “And I’m off to the Winter Lands.” 

“The Winter Lands?” Wind gasped. “What’re you going there for? It’s dangerous!”

“I’m well aware of that,” Velicity said, and slowed to a stop. “It’s something I must do. I’m off to seek counsel with the Empress, to have my curse removed from me.”

“Curse?” The other girl cocked her head to the side. “What curse? Ya’ don’t look cursed to me!”

Velicity’s eyes closed. She’d said too much. “Well, I am.” At Wind’s expectant gaze, Velicity withered. “Back in town, I didn’t mean to use my fire hand. I meant for it to be ice. My anger brought it on.” Velicity held up the hand in question and wiggled her fingers. “I have wild magic. I manipulate nature, whether I mean to or not. I was cursed as a child and hope the Empress can take it from me. She’s the only one powerful enough to do so.” 

The moment the explanation left her lips, Velicity regretted it. Why do I keep telling this stranger my secrets? She might as well admit who she is right then and there! 
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Wind cast a wary glance at the elf’s hand. “I see.” She licked her lips, and the wheels in her mind began to turn. A trip to the Empress would give Wind the opportunity to retire from thieving for good. What riches she’d find there! Whatever she said or did next, she had to be careful, lest she end up a charred pile of bones on the forest floor. “And you’re going to the Empress, you say?” 

“Yes. The Empress. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be on my way.” The girl began to walk again, only for Wind to put her hand on her shoulder. “What?”

Wind drew herself taller. “I cannot let you go alone. It’s far too dangerous a journey for one person.” That, and Wind could lose out on the boon she’d find at the Empress’s keep. 

It would also give her an excuse to get to know the intriguing, beautiful elf.
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Velicity folded her arms across her chest. “I’ll be fine. I’ve made this far on my own.” The assumption that she couldn’t take care of herself irritated her. How many times had she heard similar things? 

“And landed yourself in jail!” Wind chortled. 

Rolling her eyes, Velicity replied, “No thanks to you! If you hadn’t stolen my pouch, I would have been fine.”

“I can’t very well go back home,” Wind insisted. “If I do, I’m surely dead.” Velicity pursed her lips, but made no reply. “If anything, I’d keep ya’ entertained.” Still, Velicity did not respond. “C’mon, lass! What if your magic gets ya’ in trouble again? You’ll need someone to break ya out. Plus, I have a sword. I could protect ya’!” She patted her side, where her trusty blade hung. When Velicity still didn’t respond, she added, “I know people who can help us get there.”

Velicity considered Wind’s words. Her magic might not save her if she encountered danger, and the only other weapon she carried was a dagger in her boot. It would be good to have someone else along, as annoying as that someone was. The thief did prove useful at getting them out of sticky situations, and if she knew someone who could lead them there, all the better. She sighed. “Fine. You can come along.”

Wind let out a shout and pumped her fist. “I knew I’d break ya’ down...er...” She paused, then frowned. “I don’t think I ever got your name.” 

The princess laughed. “You were willing to travel with someone whose name you didn’t know, yet I’m the one who needs protection?” She shook her head, remembering the false name she’d practiced before her escape. “It’s Isabelle.”

Wind grinned, none the wiser. “That’s a fine name.”

Velicity leveled a serious gaze at the thief. “Just don’t get in my way.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it!”

“Fine,” Velicity replied. She gestured down the road. “Shall we be off?”

“We shall!” As they began to walk again, Wind glanced at the other girl. 

“I suppose we should get some supplies,” Velicity said, “but there’s no way I’m going back to Bonneshire.”

Wind nodded. “There’s a town not far from here. Haubrech. We should find bedrolls, packs, food—" Wind said. Velicity’s loud yawn cut her off. Laughing, Wind added, “And maybe a place to sleep for the night!”

Velicity smiled, red cheeked. “That would probably be a good idea. I’m exhausted. I haven’t slept much these past few days.”

A dense canopy of trees covered the worn, dirt path Velicity and Wind traveled. Thorny bushes lined the way, determined to keep the two on track. This deep in the forest, the scent of pine and damp dirt permeated both their senses and their clothes. The humidity made the fabric cling to their skin. Both girls walked hunched in on themselves, Velicity wrapped in her cloak, as their eyes darted back and forth. Anyone, or anything, could be out there in the dark wood. In the distance, the mournful howl of a large animal pierced the quiet surrounding them. Wind jumped, and nearly collided with Velicity when she did.

“Hey!” the princess yelped. 

“Sorry,” Wind replied, only to be answered with a roll of the other girl’s eyes. They settled into an uncomfortable silence and continued on their way. After a few minutes, the thief let out a nervous laugh. “So, uh. You know, Isabelle is quite a mouthful. I think I’ll call you...Issy.”

Velicity’s nose scrunched. “Please don’t.” 

“Too late, Issy!” Wind chortled. 

“This is going to be a long trip,” Velicity muttered to herself. But how long would it be once her mother realized she was gone?
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Chapter 2
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“And then I said to him, ‘I can drink you not just under the table, but under the whole pub!’” Wind cackled as she and Velicity walked down the dirt road. The further they got from Bonneshire, the more Wind relaxed. The more Wind relaxed, the chattier she became.

Velicity nodded absentmindedly. “Yes,” she murmured. Her attention stayed on the dark, dense foliage on either side of them. Every noise made her muscles tense, whether it be the rustle of leaves, or the squawk of an overhead bird. Thoughts of her mother’s men or the angry sheriff in pursuit made her stomach churn. “How much further is it to the next town?” she asked with a frown.

Wind stopped laughing to glance at Velicity. With a shrug, she said, “I dunno. A ways, I suppose.” Quieter, she added, “I don’t actually know.”

The other girl’s head snapped in her direction. “What do you mean? I thought you knew your way through these woods!” Velicity demanded. She stopped in the middle of the road, and set her hands on her hips.

Scratching the back of her neck, Wind replied, “I thought I did. It all looks the same to me!”

“Gods, Wind,” Velicity groaned. “What have you done to us?”

“If we just keep walking, we’ll come to a place!” Wind insisted. She gestured down the road. “It can’t be that far.” 

“What if it is? Then what?”

With a shrug, Wind said, “Then we make camp for the night, and get to walking again tomorrow.” 

“Ugh! This is maddening!” Velicity said. She grabbed her head with both hands. “Why did I let you talk me into allowing you to come?” 

Giving Velicity a charming grin, Wind replied, “Because I’m so irresistible, aye?”

“No.” 

Wind gaped at her, stricken, at first, but then noticed the slight half smile. “Oh! You tricky one! I thought you were serious a moment!” Laughing, she gave Velicity a good-natured pat on the shoulder. “Good one.”

Velicity rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes. That’s me. So tricky,” she said. “I was serious, but I think that whether we find a town or not, bedding down for the night is a good idea.”

“That, it is.”

“Then let’s continue, shall we?” Velicity gestured for Wind to take the first steps, and fell in beside her. “So,” she said after a few quiet beats, “you can drink someone under the bar?”

“Aye,” Wind answered with pride. “Why? You want to challenge me?” 

With a mischievous twinkle in her eye, the princess said, “Perhaps.” 

“You don’t seem the drinking type to me,” Wind said. 

This time, Velicity shrugged. “Maybe I’ll surprise you.” 

Giving her a sidelong glance, Wind nodded. “Aye. Perhaps you will.” 

“Anyway, tell me,” Velicity said as she studied their surroundings once more. “Are you from Bonneshire, or did you just spend time there to steal travelers’ possessions and eat their food?”

“I was born there.”

Wind’s less than enthusiastic reply caught Velicity’s attention. She slid the thief a glance. “It doesn’t sound like you were too happy about that,” she replied.

Wind shrugged. “Not many good memories there. Wasn’t easy, but you make do with what you’ve got.” 

The thief’s words gave the princess a pause. Could it be that we have something in common? She’d never had that with anyone. Of course, no one had really wanted to have as much as a conversation with her, when she was allowed out of her room at all. A strange thrill rippled through Velicity, and she regarded Wind again in a new light. With a spring in her step and a whistle on her lips, Wind tilted her face upward and let the warm summer breeze catch her hair to tousle it even more. It also gave Velicity a chance to notice the soft planes of Wind’s face. The sweet rounding of her button nose. The slight dimple in her cheek. As maddening as Wind was, her carefree attitude intrigued the princess, who’d so often had to deal with the stark seriousness – and loneliness – of court life.

Velicity sighed at the memory of the pitched whispers and secret glares pointed at her from the nobles Mother surrounded herself with every day. Derisive titters haunted her. Though they dared not touch their crown princess, the stinging barbs from their tongues always reached the tender flesh of her heart. No, Velicity thought with a raised chin and renewed determination in her stride. I will not think of that now. Not out here. I will enjoy this brief respite while I can. 
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Wind’s head turned at the sound of Velicity’s sigh. She opened her mouth to comment, but the sight of Velicity stole her voice once again. Dappled morning sun filtered through the trees onto the elf’s hair and cast on her a warm glow that matched the sudden warmth in Wind’s chest as she gazed at her. “Oh,” she murmured before she realized what she’d done.

Velicity turned. “Did you say something, Wind?” 

“What?” Wind’s eyebrows raised in feigned innocence, but her heart thundered. “Oh. Nothing.” She fought the urge to touch her chest as she gave Velicity a weak smile.

With her eyebrow raised, Velicity nodded. “All right.”

When she returned her attention to the road before them, Wind let out a breath of relief. But still, she found herself sneaking glances at the cloaked girl as often as she could.
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An hour passed, and a deliciously familiar scent filled the air. “I smell...” Wind said, and drew in a deep breath through her nostrils. Her eyes widened, and saliva glistened at the corners of her mouth. She wiped it away with the back of her hand. “Something delicious!”

Velicity sniffed the air. “Food!” Velicity exclaimed. “It smells like venison!”

“Either we’re about to come upon a new friend’s camp, or we’ve found the town!” 

Velicity grimaced. “I hope it’s the town. I’m exhausted, and I really don’t want any surprise friends.”

“Aye.” The thief nodded. “We’ll find out soon enough!” 

The scent propelled them down the dirt road, until it turned into a narrow cobblestone street that spilled into a town. The buildings seemed older than that of Bonneshire; worn from age and use. A few had boarded up windows and doors, as though they’d been abandoned for many years.

“I told ya!” Wind exclaimed. “We’ve made it to Haubrech! We’re here!” She shot Velicity a smug grin. In response, Velicity rolled her eyes.

The morning sun streamed down on the thatched roofs of the shops around them. Blinking, Velicity glanced around. She shaded her eyes from the bright light, having been in the shelter of the forest for so long. No one wandered the quiet streets. The windows that weren’t broken or boarded remained shuttered. 

“It looks like everyone’s still asleep,” she said. “Perhaps we should find the inn. We could get rested, and collect our supplies once we wake.” 

Wind nodded. “A wise idea. I could do for some food, too.” 

Velicity sniffed the air once more and her stomach growled. “On that, we agree.”

They continued further into the town, and happened upon the source of the delicious smell: the very inn they were looking for. The modest, two-story structure looked cleaner and newer than the other buildings around it, with bright white plaster and sturdy, fresh beams. Bright flowers decorated window boxes on the first floor. Even the sign above the door looked new. “The Snakebite Inn,” Wind read. She scrunched her nose. “Funny name for an inn.”

Velicity covered a loud yawn. “I don’t care what its named, as long as it has beds and food.” 

Wind nodded, and inside they went. To their left, the innkeeper’s desk waited. Standing there was a portly human man, with a long beard that hung over his well-tailored vest. “Excuse me, sir,” Velicity said. “We’d like to inquire about a pair of rooms for the night.” She pulled her hood back enough to show him her most polite smile. “Please.”

The innkeeper raised an eyebrow at her and Wind. “I’ve only got one,” he stated. “If you want it, you have to share.”

Velicity frowned. “I’d rather not,” she said. 

Shrugging, the innkeeper said, “Suit yourself.” 

Wind, however, spoke up. “That’ll be fine, my good man!” When Velicity gave her a look, she said, “We need a place to stay, lass. This is the best we’ll get.” 

The princess narrowed her eyes. “Fine.” To the innkeeper, who waited for their answer, she said, “We’ll take it.” 

The innkeeper shrugged again. He turned away to grab a key from the hook behind the desk. When he faced them again, he handed the key to Velicity. “Twenty coins.” 

“Twenty?” Wind exclaimed. “That’s robbery!” 

“What did you say?” The man withdrew the hand that held the key. 

“I said—”

“She said that will be fine!” Velicity cut in, and threw a glare at Wind. She dug in her pouch, and produced the payment. Handing it to the innkeeper, she said, “Thank you very much for your hospitality.” 

The man frowned at Wind, but handed Velicity the key with a smile. “You are very welcome. Name’s Howley. If you need anything, let me know.” He pointed up the stairs. “Third door, on the left.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Howley,” Velicity replied. Wind opened her mouth to shoot back a snide comment, but Velicity pushed the thief toward the stairs. “If you’ll excuse us.” 

“Hey!” Wind retorted as she dug her heels in. “Wait just a minute.” She still had a few things to say to that cheating innkeeper. 

“Go!” Velicity’s voice seethed in her ear. “We’ll discuss it in our room.”

Grumbling, Wind allowed herself to be steered to the stairs. She stomped upward with Velicity behind her. Once inside their room, she whirled on the pink haired girl. “What did you do that for?” Wind exploded. “That was far too much to pay.”

In a calm, smooth motion, Velicity shut the door. Then, she faced the thief again. “Like you said, we needed a place to stay.”

“Ugh. I hate being taken advantage of.”

Velicity paused. What Wind said struck a chord once more. She knew far too well what it was like to be taken advantage of. Those same gossips who whispered about her at court, would also attempt to befriend her in order to impress the queen. When her mother was in attendance, they would gush over Velicity, and fawn over her. They knew Velicity was the key to proximity to Queen Adaliya. “I understand,” Velicity said. “But we don’t have much of a choice. It’s either here or the forest, and I would truly prefer a bed.”

Wind groaned. “Fine. Let’s see what this expensive room’s about.” As one, the twosome turned to take in their surroundings. It was a dark, simple, sparsely decorated space with just a small table, a chair, a rug, and a single bed. 

“That’s it?” Velicity frowned in dismay as Wind made a beeline for the bed.

“This is either really comfortable, or I’m just that tired!” Wind yawned as she stretched and settled down into the thin mattress.

Velicity put her hands on her hips and scowled at the other girl. “Who decided you get the bed?” she demanded. 

Grinning up from her spot, Wind laced her fingers behind her head. “Me.” 

“I don’t think so,” the other woman stated. 

“Well,” Wind replied. “It’s either that, or we share the bed.”

“Since you started this whole thing by stealing my pouch, perhaps you should sleep on the floor, and I should take the bed.”

Wind scoffed. “Oh, I don’t think so, princess.”

Velicity’s eyes widened. Her pulse sped, and she stared, slack-jawed at Wind. “What?” 

Wind sat up, eyes on her reluctant roommate. “I don’t think so—princess.”

“Why would you call me that?” she asked, and her stomach clenched. Did this thief know who she really was?

Wind shrugged. “You act like it. You’re no better than me, lass. You could sleep on the floor just as easily as I could.” 

Velicity opened her mouth and closed it. “You’re right,” she said. “I’m not. Thank you for reminding me.” Wind simply nodded. In a softer voice, Velicity added, “I wouldn’t mind sharing the bed, if you wouldn’t.”

“Suits me fine. Do you snore?” 

“No. You?”

“Like a beast.”

Velicity rolled her eyes. “Lovely.” 

With a mischievous grin and a seductively cocked eyebrow, Wind moved over and patted the bed beside her. “Come on. Let’s get to it, then.” 

Velicity sighed, and gingerly perched herself on the edge. “You are ridiculous,” she said. “Turn over. I’d rather you not breathe in my ear.” 

“Why? You don’t like the noise?”

“No. Nor your breath.”

“Hey!”

Velicity laid down on one edge of the pillow. “Just go to sleep.” She yawned. “We can argue when we wake.” After a pause, she added, “And don’t you dare touch my pouch!”
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Later that afternoon, Velicity’s eyes opened. She still lay on her side, and faced the sparse room she’d fallen asleep in. I’m safe, she thought and smiled. Her mother’s men hadn’t found her, and she hadn’t been returned to her own rooms. She considered falling back asleep, but a heavy weight on her shoulder pulled her further into the waking world. What’s in this coverlet? Cannon balls? Never had she felt one with such weight. But, no, she wasn’t covered. She could feel the blanket bunched at her feet. A hand slid into view to dangle into her face, and a warm body snuggled into her back. Velicity screamed and jumped from the bed.

Whirling, she found Wind, who groggily opened her eyes. “What was that for?” Wind grumbled, swiping her face. “I was asleep!”

“I told you to turn over!” Velicity exclaimed. Discomfort from the proximity to Wind set her nerves on fire. 

“Oh, that.” Wind rolled her eyes. “I can’t control what I do when I sleep!” 

Velicity glowered at the half-elf, but blew out a breath. “It’s not worth it,” she grumbled. “Let’s just go find something to eat, and gather our supplies. The sooner we get done, the sooner we go elsewhere—preferably somewhere with a second room.”

“Aye!” Wind jumped from the bed. “That’s the idea! I’m starved.”  With a spring in her step, she exited the room and practically bounced down the stairs, nose in the air as she followed the scent of food down to the eating area of the inn. Velicity followed at a slower pace, shaking her head. 

Howley, the innkeeper, wiped down a table when the twosome entered. “Didja have a nice rest?” 

“Aye!” Wind replied. “Something smells delicious. My stomach’s growling like a beast!”

“Hungry, are you?” Howley asked, to which Wind and Velicity nodded with enthusiasm. The man grinned. “Excellent. MABEL!” His bellow sounded throughout the inn. A robust human woman with a mass of red curls and a motherly face entered from a back room. “Mabel, dear. These girls are hungry. Feed them, love.” 

Mabel brightened. “Of course, of course! Come, sit! You poor dears look like you’re starving.” She herded Velicity and Wind to the nearest table, where they each took a seat. “We have roast deer today. Does that please you?” 

Wind licked her lips. “Aye, it does!”

“Yes, please,” Velicity replied, with just as much enthusiasm as her counterpart. “That sounds divine.” She hadn’t had a good, proper meal since she left the castle. The stew, while good - for what she was able to consume, didn’t match the decadence of roast deer. Her mouth watered just thinking of it. 

Mabel nodded. “Righto! Two roast deer. Would you like ales with it?” At both girls’ nods, she smiled. “I’ll be right back!” She quickly retreated.

While the girls waited for Mabel’s return with their food, they looked around the dining area. Though there were several tables, all were empty. “It’s awfully quiet for a full inn,” Velicity noted. 

“Aye, though it is the middle of the day,” Wind replied. “Everyone else is probably out and about. It’s bound to get busier later.” 

With a thoughtful nod, Velicity said, “True. I hadn’t thought of that.” Still, she couldn’t shake the uncomfortable feeling. Something isn’t right here. To Wind, she said, “As soon as we’ve finished eating, let’s go fetch supplies so we can be on our way.”

“It’ll be sunset soon. You sure you don’t want to stay the night?” 

“I’d rather get moving. If need be, we can camp in the woods.” 

“You didn’t seem too keen on it before.”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

Wind shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 

The innkeeper’s wife returned with two plates piled high with meat and vegetables. She set a plate in front of each girl. “Eat up! Can’t have you starving. You need your strength,” she said. 

Something about what she said struck a chord in Velicity. She raised an eyebrow at the woman. “Why would we need our strength?” the princess asked.

The woman spluttered out a reply. “Why, you’re traveling, right? You need your strength to make your journey!” she stated, as though it was an absurd question. She gave Velicity a toothy smile.

Velicity didn’t look convinced, but Wind chucked her gently on the arm. To the woman, she said, “It looks delicious. My friend and I appreciate it.” 

Tittering with happiness, Mabel waved a hand. “Oh, good! Eat up, now. Enjoy!” Not wasting a moment, she rushed off into the kitchen. 

Wind glared at Velicity. “What’s gotten into you?” she whispered.

“I have this strange feeling,” the elf whispered back. “Something not good. I don’t trust these people.” 

With a shake of her head, Wind said, “The innkeeper and his wife are good people. Eat your food so we can get our errands done.” She grabbed her knife and fork, and dug into her own plate.

Despite the queasy feeling in her stomach the conversation with Mabel gave her, Velicity did the same. Once she took a bite of the rich, delicious roast deer, all her previous concerns dissipated. “This is so good!” she mumbled through the food. 

“Aye,” Wind said with a smile. “It is. Feeling better?”

“Much!” 

“Good.” Wind raised her ale and said, “To good food!” Before Velicity could lift her own, Wind took a big swig. “Ahh!” She slammed the mug on the table. “Good food. Good ale. What could be better?” 

“Very little,” Velicity replied, and demurely sipped from her own mug.

At the conclusion of the meal, Velicity reached into her pouch and withdrew several coins. As Wind opened her mouth to complain, the elf held up a hand. “I insist. After all, you treated me back at the Bitter End,” she said. “I don’t like to owe someone a debt. Consider us even.”

“Insist away!” Wind replied with a grin. “But wasn’t it you who paid for the room?”

“You can pay me back for your part. We’re sharing the room. We can share the cost.” 

“Fair point.”

“Are you ready to go?” Velicity asked, standing. 

Wind held up a finger as she took a final swig of her ale, emptying the mug. “Now I am!” She let out a large belch, and grinned. “That was a good one!” 

Velicity rolled her eyes. “Yes. Charming.” She adjusted her cloak more securely over her head, and made her way to the door. 

“Wait for me!” Wind shouted, and hurried to follow. 

Out on the street, they looked around. Though it was midday, the town was still relatively quiet. Few townspeople moved about, and those who did, did so with urgency. More than one cast suspicious looks at Velicity and Wind as they passed. 

“That was strange,” Velicity commented. “This whole place is strange. Don’t you think?”

Wind shrugged. “We’re strangers,” she replied. “Would you rather have them be friendly?”

The thought caught Velicity off guard, and stole her breath. “Oh. That wouldn’t be good,” she breathed. 

“Didn’t think so,” Wind said. She looked to Velicity, who frowned. “Where do you think we should go first?” 

Velicity roused herself, and focused on her companion. “Well, we’re going to need camping gear, correct? Water. Food. That sort of thing,” she replied. “We can start at the furthest shop, and work our way back.” 

“Brilliant idea!” Wind pointed to the west. “I think I saw a promising place that way.”

Velicity looked in the direction the thief pointed. In the shadow of a building, she thought she saw a figure duck away. When she blinked, she saw nothing. “Lead on,” Velicity murmured.

Minutes later, they found the shop Wind had spoken of. Like the inn, it looked much better kept than most of the town. “Veritas Outfitters,” Wind read. “I’d definitely say this is the place.”

“We passed the well on the way, too. We can fill the bladders we purchase there.”

“Excellent.”

Wind gasped as they entered the store and saw the sheer number of supplies available. All ripe for the taking. “Remember, Wind, we must shop smart. We’ll be carrying whatever we buy for several days. We don’t want anything too heavy,” Velicity said.

Rolling her eyes, Wind replied, “Yes, yes. I know. This isn’t the first time I’ve shopped for a journey.” She added in a lower voice, “The first time I paid, though.”

Velicity leveled a serious gaze at her. “You will not steal anything today. I have plenty of coin. Get what you think we’ll need, and nothing more.”

Wind grinned. “Oh, I will!” Without another word, she hurried off, leaving Velicity to shake her head.

“Hello, friend!” A cheery voice greeted Velicity from behind a low counter. The princess turned, and noticed a small, bearded man with a pointed hat and a shopkeeper’s apron. His eyes widened the moment he saw her face. “Oh...a new friend! I haven’t seen you in town before.” 

“We’re just passing through,” Velicity replied with a polite smile. 

The man nodded. “Yes, yes. Excellent. Are you staying at the Snakebite?” 

It seemed a strange question, with it being the only inn in town. “Yes.” 

His grin widened, and a spark of...something...lit his eyes. “Excellent. Be sure to tell Howley and Mabel that Birx said hello.”

“I will.” Velicity gestured behind her, toward where Wind had disappeared further into the shop. “I should get back to my friend. We have a lot to buy before we leave town.”

“Oh! Don’t let me stop you. Go!” Birx waved her away with a big smile on his face and greed in his eyes.
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Wind rushed to a display of blades on the wall and stared up in wonder at it. With a big smile, she picked out an ornate short sword and slipped into a fighting position. A wild giggle escaped her lips as she bounced and bobbed, jabbed, and parried. The thrill of a new, perfectly balanced blade buoyed her spirits. She spun and came face to face with an unamused Velicity. “Look at this, Issy! It’s perfect.” Grinning, she held out the blade for the other girl to see.

“It’s also unnecessary,” Velicity stated as she walked up. “We have supplies to buy, and you already have a perfectly functional weapon.” 

“But it’s so pretty!” Wind insisted. “Look at this pommel! It’s exquisite.” She gestured down at her own sword. “Mine is old and boring.”

Velicity exhaled an annoyed huff. “Fine. Do what you want if you have your own money. I’m going to go find the things we actually need.” She turned to leave.

“Wait!” Wind cried, and grabbed her arm. When Velicity turned, eyes narrowed, Wind gave her her sweetest smile. “Can you buy it for me? I don’t have enough.” 

“You’re ridiculous!” 

“I’ll pay you back!”

Velicity snorted. “Sure you will. No, Wind. I’m not buying it for you,” she stated. “Now, would you please focus so we can get our supplies? I want to get out of here. That shopkeeper is making me feel uncomfortable.” 

Crestfallen, Wind returned the sword to its display. “Everyone makes you uncomfortable,” she grumbled. With one last, longing glance at it, she followed Velicity through the shop, pointing out things they’d need for their trip to the Empress.

They reached the counter, and found a delighted Birx. “Oh! I see you’ve found plenty of wonderful things,” he said. 

Velicity plastered on a smile and replied, “We did.”

“Excellent. Excellent,” Birx murmured as he tallied up her purchase. “And everything will be easy to carry.” 

Velicity nodded. “I suppose so.”

He continued to chuckle as he finished counting, and took her money. “There we go. Have a nice stay!” 

“Thank you.”
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Velicity collected their goods and bid the shopkeeper a good day. She exited the shop and stood on the street, looking around. “Where did Wind go?” she muttered. Don’t tell me she abandoned me. That’s what I get for trusting a thief. At least Velicity still had her pouch, as well as the supplies.

Wind sauntered out of the shop moments later. At her side, the glittering blade Velicity had seen her play with not long before. “Ready to move on?” Wind asked, her voice and smile smug. 

Velicity caught sight of the new weapon and gaped. “Wind! Did you steal that? I told you not to!” She cast a nervous glance toward the shop, readying an explanation for when the angry shopkeeper would exit. He never did. “What did you do?”

“Nothing!” Despite Wind’s assurance, Velicity raised an eyebrow. “I promise. I traded my old one for it.”

“And he accepted it?”

“Of course! It was a good, sturdy blade. He was happy to trade. Strange little man, though.”

“Strange, indeed.” Velicity frowned, but nodded. Deep in her heart, she was relieved that the other girl didn’t abandon her. In the short time they’d been together, Velicity found she didn’t mind Wind’s presence. “All right, then. Let’s go. We still need water and a few more things.” 
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When Velicity moved off to the next shop, Wind slipped her hand in her pocket and pulled out an ornate ring she’d “found” on a display near the entrance. “Righto!” she called. With a sly grin, she slipped the ring into her pocket again, and rushed to catch up.

As the sun dipped in the sky, the princess and the thief returned to the inn. They trudged, exhausted, into the main hall, laden with their packs, bedrolls, and water bladders, and collapsed into a pair of tufted chairs near the door. 

“Well,” Velicity said, “that was exhausting.”

“Aye, Issy.” Wind nodded. She rolled her head to look at Velicity. “I don’t suppose I could talk you into staying another night. I can hardly move another muscle.” The longer she sat there, the less she wanted to move. Exhaustion seeped into her bones. Sleep called her. If she didn’t get up, she’d soon drift away.
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Velicity considered it a moment, and at last admitted, “Me, too.” She frowned. Not only did she hate to stay in one place for too long, the entire town made her uncomfortable. She didn’t want to admit it, but their busy day had taken a lot out of her. It didn’t help that she was already tired from the night before. A bed, even shared, was better than the forest floor. “I suppose we can stay, as long as you don’t call me Issy.” She looked to Wind, who had her eyes closed. “Wind?” She nudged the girl with her toe. “Wind!”

Wind’s eyes popped open. She sat up straight and stared at the elf. “What happened? Is everything alright? Did you set another fire?”

“Funny.” Velicity deadpanned. “Why don’t you take our things and go up to the room? I’ll let the innkeeper know we’re staying tonight.” 

“Aww! You would do that for me?” Wind asked. She pulled herself to a standing position when Velicity nodded. “I believe I’ll take you up on that, lass. I’ll save some space for ya’!” Wind collected their supplies and made her way up the stairs.

Standing alone for the first time since she met the strange half-elf, Velicity sighed. She wandered to the innkeeper’s table, and realized he wasn’t there. “Hmm...that’s strange. I could have sworn he was there when we came in.” She looked toward the kitchen, where she thought Mabel might be. Poking her head in, Velicity called, “Mabel? Anyone?” 

The sound of a clanging of pans drew her inward. 

“Anyone there?”

From behind a stack of crates, a meaty hand reached out and grabbed her. 
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Chapter 3
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Wind staggered into the small room, dropping their supplies in a heap in the middle of the wooden floor as she made her way to the bed. The door, she left open, knowing Isabelle would soon follow. With an exhausted groan, she fell onto the mattress. Then, remembering she had to share, she scooted over to press herself against the wall.

Isabelle. Such a strange lass.

A strange, cursed lass Wind couldn’t stop thinking about. Isabelle. Her name whispered over and over in Wind’s mind, and caressed her thoughts. What secrets did the elf girl keep? Why would she risk leaving her home to travel by herself to see the Empress? Whatever those secrets were, Wind wanted to learn them as much as she wanted the boon that awaited her at the Empress’s keep. 

Those dwarven steel eyes and twilight pink hair accompanied Wind as she slipped off to sleep.

“HELP! WIND, HELP!”

A piercing scream rocked Wind awake. She shot upright, wide-eyed. “Did I just hear that?” she muttered and scratched her tousled hair. Was it a dream?

“HELP!”

An icy chill snaked down Wind’s back. Her gaze dropped to the bed beside her. Empty. 

Drawing her new sword from its scabbard, she burst from the room and thundered down the stairs. “I’m coming, Issy!” She could only hope the girl would hear her. Yet she had no idea where to go. The screams had ceased as soon as she reached the first floor. Panicked, Wind looked around, hoping to spot some kind of clue. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, other than a distinct lack of anyone else in the room. Not even the proprietor and his wife. 

“Hello?” Wind called. “Is anyone here?” 

A loud thump came from the kitchen, catching Wind’s attention. Isabelle! She ran for the door, slamming it open as she entered the dark room. “Anyone in here? Issy?” Wind called, though her voice came out hushed. With her sword leading the way, she ventured further in. Shadows crawled up the walls, surrounding her as she crept along past an old stove, wash tub, and shelves full of supplies. Something on the floor ahead of her caught her attention, and it looked suspiciously like a body. Wind moved forward. “Isabelle?” she whispered. Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead. When she stood just above the figure, she knelt and noticed it wasn’t a body at all, but fallen kitchen equipment under a tarp. 

“Thank the gods,” Wind murmured with relief. 

Before she could stand, a pan came down and smacked her in the head. “Ow!” she managed before falling into darkness. 
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“Wind. Wind? Wake up!”

From somewhere deep in her subconscious, Wind thought she heard Velicity’s voice. It sounded quiet. Distant. Distressed. “I’m coming, lass,” Wind mumbled. 

“Wind, wake up!” Velicity’s voice sounded closer, and more urgent. “WIND!” 

The thief startled awake, and found herself not in the kitchen of the inn, but in the forest. Something hard scratched against her back and snagged her hair. Her head throbbed, and she attempted to reach up to rub it. “Why can’t I move my arms?” she wondered aloud, groggy.

From beside her, Velicity spoke. “You’re tied to a tree,” she stated. “We both are.” 

Frowning, Wind looked down. Sure enough, a length of rope lashed around her, pinning her arms to her sides. “Aye. I guess I am.” She looked to her left, and found Velicity tied to another tree beside her. “Ah! There you are. I was looking for you.”

“Yes. Thank you. You found me,” Velicity replied flatly. 

“Where are we?” Wind asked. “What happened?” 

“I went into the kitchen to tell Howley we planned to stay the night since I didn’t see him in the main room. He grabbed me, and brought me out behind the inn. Mabel followed with you soon after,” she explained. “I didn’t think you were alive, the way she dragged you.”

“That explains why my back hurts,” Wind mused. “Why are we out here?”

“That, I don’t know. They didn’t say anything while they tied us.” Distressed lines etched Velicity’s face. “I think they mean to harm us somehow. What if they plan to send us back?”

“If that’s the case, why bring us out here?”

“I don’t know! Maybe they don’t want any of the other guests to recognize us?”

“That’s ridiculous!” Wind retorted.

“You’re ridiculous!” Velicity shot back. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Whatever it is, we must get out of here. Can you get free? I’ve already tried.”

Wind attempted to strain and wiggle in her bindings, but the ropes held tight. She slumped against the tree. “No. I’m lashed tight.”

“What will we do?” Velicity whined. Her heart raced, and her ears perked up at a sound not far from them. “I think they’re coming back!”
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Voices came from the trail behind them, followed by heavy footsteps that gripped Velicity with fear. Their kidnappers, Howley and Mabel, came into view along with Birx, the shopkeeper the girls had met earlier in the day, holding lanterns high. All three gave their captives wicked grins. “You’ve awakened,” Mabel said to Wind. “Wonderful! Just in time.”

“For what?” Wind demanded. “Me to destroy you?”

“Gods, Wind.” Velicity groaned. 

Mabel laughed, giving her husband a wink. “This one! She amuses me. Such spirit.”

“Why are we tied up like this?” Velicity struggled against her bonds as a burst of adrenaline zinged through her. “What are you planning to do to us?”

Mabel moved forward, and captured Velicity’s chin in her hand. “My darling little elf! The two of you will have the great honor of meeting the great Pytherus tonight! Such a pretty thing. He’ll be quite pleased with you, especially.” 

“Get your hands off her, ya’ ugly beast!” Wind shouted, straining at the rope. “She’ll not be your friend’s folly!”

Howley chuckled. “Pytherus is no one’s ‘friend,’ halfling. He is our god. And the both of you, his offering.” He gave them both appraising looks as Mabel backed up to stand beside him. “He will feed well tonight.” 

“That, he will,” Birx piped. Then, he leveled a scowl at Wind. “As long as I get my ring back from that one before she’s swallowed.”

Howley shook his head. “You mean the one you took from the last sacrifice?”

As the innkeeper and shopkeeper shared a laugh, Wind looked to Velicity. “He’ll eat us!” she exclaimed. 

“That is obvious!” Velicity replied. “We must get away!”

“How? We’re tied to trees! We can’t go anywhere! We can’t even fight.” 

Velicity looked around, desperate to find something – anything – that could help them. A glint of silver caught her attention. Across the small clearing, she noticed Wind’s sword against a tree. If only we could get to it.

A hushed rustle of grass sounded deeper in the forest, almost too faint to hear. Mabel perked up, clapping her hands. “Pytherus comes!” she announced. “Hurry! We must take our places.” She and the men hustled to the side, far enough not to be in the way, but close enough to watch their offering be received. 

As one, the cultist business owners raised their arms. “Come to us, O glorious Pytherus! Take these girls and bless us with good fortune for another year!” With their eyes closed, they chanted for their god to appear. The rustling sound grew louder.

Velicity and Wind pressed themselves into the trees at their backs as a tall figure slithered through the trees to the clearing in front of them. A humanoid man came into view. His muscular, naked upper body gave way to the lower half of a large snake. Scaled green skin glinted in the lamplight. Slitted, golden eyes slid left and right until they focused on the

captives. It slid its forked tongue across its almost non-existent lips and hissed in pleasure. “What is thisssss,” Pytherus asked. “An elf and a half? How delicioussss.” 

He slithered closer and focused his gaze on Velicity. His tongue darted from between parted lips and tickled the skin of her pale cheek. “Ah! A particularly rare specimen, too.” Pytherus leaned forward to whisper in her ear. “Queen Nocturna is searching for you, little one. I would like nothing more than to take you to my lair, where I could savor your royal flesh slowly, but Queen Nocturna would skin me alive if she caught me with your corpse in my lair. No, delicious morsel, I will kill you here, after I’ve consumed your friend.”

Velicity gasped as his cold, moist breath hit her skin. She drew back so fast, she hit her head on the tree. “No,” she squeaked through the pain. “Please.” Fear sent her heart thundering, and weakened her knees. If she hadn’t been lashed upright, she’d have sunk to the ground.

“Your fear is intoxicating,” Pytherus whispered, and his eyes rolled to the back of his head. “I could drink it like fine wine.” He reached a scaled hand toward her, and stroked her sweat-soaked hair.

“Hey! Slimy!” Wind shouted, catching the snake’s attention. “Yeah, you! Get away from her! Better eat me first, or I’m gonna get out of these ropes and kill you myself!”

Pytherus chuckled, and slipped over to Wind. “That wasss the plan.” He grinned, showing his fangs. They dripped, whether with drool or poison, she didn’t know, and didn’t want to find out. “Little half-elf, are you so quick to die?” 

––––––––
[image: image]


Seeing Velicity nearly faint spurned Wind into action. Once she had the snake creature’s attention, she had to keep it for Velicity’s sake. “Are you?” Wind shot back. Though fear held her tight in its grip, the way the snake god pawed Velicity made anger swell within. She glared defiantly up at Pytherus, who gave her an amused look.

“You aren’t even armed!”

“I’m not,” Wind admitted. “But my friend is, and she can kill you with her bare hands.” 

In response, the snake hissed out a hysterical laugh. “You amusssse me!” He leaned forward and let his tongue dance over Wind’s cheek as it had with Velicity’s. “Oh, eating you will be such a treat.” 

The snake creature captured Wind’s hair in one claw and yanked her head to the side. Wind grimaced and attempted to squirm away from him, but his free hand clamped down on her jaw. A hiss of pleasure slipped from his mouth as he focused on her delicate neck. From Wind, a quiet moan of fear rumbled through her. Perhaps I made a mistake. Now, only Velicity could save them.
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Velicity gasped, eyes wide in terror, as she watched Wind’s face contort from the emotions she could no longer contain. She stood, helpless, as Wind struggled to break the monster’s hold.

“Velicity! Help!” 

“How?” she returned, voice high. “I’m tied.” 

Wind yanked her from Pytherus’s grip. “Use your power!”

Memories of all the times she tried to use her power and failed flooded back to render Velicity frozen. Tears welled in her eyes, and she shook her head. “I can’t!”

“Listen to me!” Wind shouted and attempted to dodge a grab with her head. “You absolutely can. I believe in you. You can do it!” 

Velicity stared at Wind. Can I really kill him with my bare hands? She’d never killed anything before. The thought made her stomach churn. When a small whimper escaped Wind’s lips, it solidified Velicity’s resolve. She had to do it, to save Wind and herself. Wind believes in me. No one ever believed in her.

Despite the ropes that held her arms to the tree, she lifted them enough to raise her palm. As she concentrated, a blue flame leapt to life in the center of her hand. She willed the flame higher and held it to the ropes until it disintegrated her bindings. Awed by what she’d done, she stepped away from the tree. For once, her magic did exactly what she wanted it to do.

She had no time to celebrate her win. Pytherus’s fangs inched closer to the tender flesh on Wind’s prone neck. A thrown spell might hit Wind. Instead, Velicity rushed to the snake, and grabbed the smooth, scaled skin of his upper arm. 

With a glance at Wind, she willed the spell to life.

A pulse of heat sizzled through her veins, out her palms, and into the snake. Pytherus jerked backward on contact, as though he’d been struck by lightning. A high-pitched shriek escaped his fanged mouth. He fell to the ground in front of the tree, writhing and pitching as he clutched at his chest. His slitted eyes bulged. “What’ssss happening?” he moaned. 

Just under the surface, something began to squirm. First, across his chest, then down his muscled arms. Each scale rose and fell with the undulating movement. As everyone watched in horrified fascination, bright green vines burst from his skin. They crawled over every inch of the snake god, wrapping him in a leafy, green cocoon that squeezed him until he burst apart. Snake parts flew across the clearing combined with blood-drenched gore that hit everything and everyone with sickening plops. Horrified screams filled the air. Then, silence. In the aftermath, white flowers popped to life on the leftover vine; beauty in the gruesome tableau. 

“Oh, gods,” Velicity murmured as she stared down at her gore-covered arms. “What have I done?”

“Isabelle! Watch behind you!” Wind shouted. 

Velicity spun to see the innkeeper, his wife, and the shopkeeper rush toward her with arms outstretched and wild anger in their gaze. In a panic, she held up her hands to protect herself from their attack, only to see an icy blast hit them. 

Velicity sank to her knees. Her head spun from the use of power, and her breath came out labored. What have I done? What have I done! I killed someone! 

“Flowers.” Wind’s voice cut through Velicity’s shock. “Nice touch.”

The princess blinked. She looked up at Wind, who grinned down at her. “I meant to use fire.” 

“No matter. You did it! You saved us both, lass.” She let out a snort. 

Velicity couldn’t help but smile. “I suppose I did.”

“Wasn’t much of a god, was he?”

Velicity frowned. No god could die so easily. Pytherus had to be a member of the Court of Nightmares, as any dark creature would be. With newly dawning horror, she realized she had just killed one of Queen Nocturna’s own. Whether he intended to keep Velicity from the queen and eat her didn’t matter. If Nocturna wanted her before, she’d want revenge on her now. Velicity took a deep, shuddering breath.  “That much magic took a lot out of me,” she admitted. That, and the realization of what she’d done.

“Are ya’ well enough to untie me?” Wind inquired. Velicity nodded, and, using the tree as a brace, pulled herself up from the forest floor. She drew the dagger she kept in her boot from its hidden sheath under her traveling pants, and cut Wind’s bindings. “Free at last!” Wind exclaimed as the rope fell away. 

Velicity returned the dagger to its place. As she straightened, she said, “Your sword is over there.” She nodded past the frozen figures. 

“I’ll fetch it, and we’ll get you back to the inn for a bit of a rest, aye?” When Wind retrieved her sword, she stopped to study the frozen cultists. “That’s a good job, there. They can’t move even a muscle!” 

Velicity shrugged. “I’m surprised it worked.” 

Wind stepped up to her, and put a hand on her shoulder. “But it did, lass. That’s what matters. You did good.” 

The princess gazed at the thief, awed by words so foreign to her. In the past, she and her power had only been made to feel like a burden. Something to be feared and locked away. As she gazed into the thief’s eyes, her heart fluttered. “That means a great deal to me,” Velicity said in a soft voice. 

For a moment, they stared at one another. Silent. Wind blinked and looked away. “Well,” she said in a subdued voice. “Let’s get you back to the inn, aye? Once you’ve rested, we’ll get our things and get out of this godsforsaken town.” She offered Velicity her hand.

Velicity frowned, but accepted. “Perhaps we should just go,” she said. “I feel fine.” She attempted to take a step, and sank back to the earth.

“Whoa!” Wind wrapped an arm around her, and pulled her to her feet. “I don’t think so, lass.”

“I suppose you’re right,” the elf replied. “You don’t have to hold me. I can walk.”

Wind didn’t look convinced. “I think I should. Come along.” With her arm securely around Velicity’s waist, Wind propelled her in the direction of the inn. Once inside, she helped the princess lower herself into a chair. “Do you want to lay down? Or will this do?” she asked. Concern filled Wind’s gaze.

“This will do,” Velicity said. “I don’t need to sleep. I just need to rest.”

Wind nodded. “As soon as you feel up to it, we’ll get out of here. I don’t like this place.” She glanced around, and shuddered. “Not at all.”

Velicity gave her a wry smile. “I told you so.” 

“Ugh! Don’t start.” Wind groaned. 

Grinning in triumph, Velicity said, “I don’t need to.”

With a shake of her head and a quirk of a smile, Wind walked to the stairs. “I’m going up to grab our things. If you need me, scream.”

“That, I will.” Velicity settled back in the chair and closed her eyes. 

“Are ya’ sure?”

“I did before, didn’t I?”

“Aye. Ya’ did,” Wind replied. With one last glance at the princess, she sped up the stairs.

The moment Velicity heard Wind’s footfalls on the floor above, her eyes opened. She cast a nervous glance around the empty space and frowned. “I should have gone with her,” Velicity murmured. She grabbed hold of both chair arms to push herself up when Wind returned with their things. “That didn’t take long! Did you run the whole way? How did I not hear you?”

Wind dropped their things next to Velicity’s chair. “I didn’t want to leave you for long.” To answer the elf’s question, she simply shrugged. “I’m a thief. I can be quiet sometimes.”

“I see.”

“How are you feeling?” 

Velicity attempted to stand, but dropped back into her chair. “Not quite ready. A few more minutes, please.” 

Wind nodded. “Aye. Can’t have you falling over on the path.” She glanced at the door. “How long do you think they’ll be frozen out there? Are they dead?” she asked. 

“I have no idea,” Velicity replied. “I didn’t even mean to do it.” 

Letting out a low whistle, the thief ran a hand through her hair. “That could be a problem if we’re still here if someone finds them.” 

“I agree.” 

Wind settled into a chair across from the princess. She sat quiet for a few ticks of the clock on the wall behind them. Then, she asked, “Ready?”

“Not yet.” 

“Want something to drink? I have a terrible thirst, and there’s all that ale behind the bar,” Wind suggested, and glanced wistfully in that direction.

“A mug would help.” 

“Aye! Coming right up!” Wind grinned, and danced happily to the bar. She merrily poured the ale - a mug for Velicity, and a tankard for herself - and returned to her companion’s side. “Here we are! A nice little drink before we go.”

Velicity raised an eyebrow at the tankard. “Really? A little drink?”

“Why let it go to waste?” Wind asked with a shrug. 

As Velicity sipped her ale, Wind took great draughts, finishing hers before Velicity could get halfway through. Wind slammed her tankard to the table in front of them, and wiped her mouth off on her sleeve. “Aye, that hit the spot!” She nodded to the mug in the other girl’s hand. “Ya’ done with that?” 

Velicity handed her ale over to the half-elf. “Have at it!” 

“You sure? Ya’ need your strength.” 

“Yes. I’m sure. I can drink the water we collected earlier.” 

With a grin, Wind grabbed the mug and chugged it down. Once she drained it and dropped it to the table, she leaned back in her chair and patted her belly. “That was a fine ale. Are you ready to go yet?”

Velicity thought about it for a moment. No longer did she feel the overwhelming, dizzy exhaustion that weighed her down. She nodded carefully. “I believe so.”

“Glad to hear,” Wind replied. “I’m going to liberate some food from the kitchen.”

“Wind, that’s...” At first, she considered telling her companion it was stealing, but after almost being sacrificed to a snake monster by such horrible people, she shrugged. “Go right ahead,” she said at last. “See if there’s any more of that deer meat while you’re at it.”

Wind grinned again, and grabbed their sack. “Be back!” She jogged away. 

Several minutes passed, enough to make Velicity worry. Did the innkeeper return? Or his wife? She didn’t want to have to fight them again so soon. As she stood, Wind walked through the door again. Their sacks bulged, full of food. “Did you clean out their entire supply?”

Wind whistled an innocent tune and looked away. “Perhaps.” 

“Well,” Velicity said, “at the very least, we won’t have to stop for food any time soon.”

“Exactly my thought! When we make camp, we can eat. No need to visit any more towns.”

“I don’t think I’ll want to visit another town for a long time.”
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Chapter 4
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Hours had passed since Velicity and Wind left the strange, quiet town with its snake creature-worshipping townspeople behind. With every passing mile, relief replaced fear. As it did, exhaustion set in.

As they trekked along the banks of a merrily bubbling river, Velicity yawned and glanced at Wind. “When will we reach these friends of yours?” she asked. “We’ve been walking forever.”

“They aren’t far,” Wind replied. “We should be there within the hour.”

“Good. My feet hurt, and I want to get the snake bits off my skin.” The princess glanced down at the flecks of blood and gore, and scrunched her nose.

Wind shifted the pack on her back. “What do you say to a quick break? I could use a moment to relieve myself, anyway.”

“And there’s no one chasing us that you could ‘pee on’,” Velicity joked.

Wind chuckled, and a comfortable silence settled between them, accompanied by the quiet rush of water. This is nice, Wind thought. A loud splash caught her attention, but all she noticed was a circle of ripples and bubbles that broke across the surface. “Huh,” she mumbled.

Velicity, who walked a little ahead, glanced over her shoulder. “Did you say something?” 

Wind looked toward the water again, but now it was as smooth as glass. “No,” she replied. She shrugged off the strange feeling that tugged at her. Their encounter with the snake god had shaken the thief, and left her seeing things that weren’t there. It was probably just a fish, she thought.

“Funny, I thought I heard you say something,” Velicity said. She shrugged. “No matter. I think I see a clearing ahead. We can rest there.” 

Beside a murky lake filled with water weeds, at the mouth of the river they’d followed, was a clearing fit for Velicity and Wind to take their break. Wind surveyed the area, and gave it a nod. “This’ll do,” she said. “What do ya think, Issy?”

Velicity rolled her eyes at the nickname, but didn’t contradict the thief. “Yes, it will. Though, at this point, I would sit in a bramble bush if it meant I’d get to rest for a moment.” 

Another splash caught Wind’s attention, and she glanced past Velicity toward the lake. “What...” she whispered.

Velicity raised an eyebrow at Wind, who stood frozen in place. “Didn’t you say you had to relieve yourself?”

“Yes,” she said, distracted. “I’ll do that.” She shook her head, and said a little louder to Velicity, “Be careful, will you?”

Giving the girl a quizzical expression, Velicity nodded. “Of course. The same to you.”

“Aye.” 
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Wind wandered into the trees as Velicity knelt at the edge of the lake. As she did so, she caught a glimpse of the road dust and bits of snake god that still clung to her skin and cloak. Scrunching her nose, she dunked her arms elbow deep into the unseasonably cold water, and scrubbed at them until they looked clean. She dipped her hands in again, intent on washing her face as well. 

Something cold and slick wrapped around her left wrist. Sure she’d gotten tangled in a water weed, Velicity shook her hand to get it loose. In response, the slimy thing tugged back. “What—” A great yank pulled her off balance, and she tumbled, screaming, into the water. Whatever had grabbed her broke lose, and she paddled upward to escape.

As her head broke the surface, Velicity screamed again, but it was cut short when the thing wrapped around one ankle and pulled her under again. Down she went, despite her kicks and flails. Whatever had her tightened its grip as it pulled her deeper into the water. Her lungs burned and her muscles ached as terror clutched her. Cold water surrounded her, and threatened to carry her to the other side of darkness.

A splash sounded behind her, muffled by the water in her ears. In the dim light, she watched as a shadow swam up beside her, and grabbed her ankle. Moments later, Velicity felt relief, doubled when Wind’s face appeared to indicate that they should go upward.

Wind! Thank the gods she cut whatever had me!

Wind slipped her arm around her waist, and together they kicked hard toward the surface. The moment they breached, Velicity gasped. “Wind! You saved me!”

Wind, with her hair plastered to her face, blew out a breath and shouted, “Get to shore!” Together, they paddled as fast as their arms and legs could move.  They clamored out, and scrambled up the bank. Side by side, they collapsed on their backs, breathing heavily in the grass and Wind’s weapon betwen them. 

“Stay out!” a voice high and reedy hissed from the water. Both Velicity and Wind sat up, shocked to see a brown, muck covered figure with glowing green eyes staring at them. “This is my domain. You are not welcome!”

“That won’t be a problem,” Wind said with a voice thick from her effort. Her gaze stayed on the last bubbles left by the creature. Velicity simply nodded, coughing. She fell back onto the earth and stared up at the sky. “You good, lass?” 

“Yes,” Velicity whispered. Her eyes raised to Wind’s face, and the concern she found in her eyes. She saved me, the princess thought. Again. Velicity’s heart skipped, and a warm flush filled her. “Thanks to you.” 
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Though the other girl’s words filled Wind with delight she nodded, but didn’t take her eyes off the water in case the monster decided it wasn’t finished with them yet. “Aye.” When she knew the beast was gone, she finally looked down at the princess. Her concern melted into tiredness. The rescue had exhausted her, but she was grateful Isabelle lived. “Was the least I could do. Let’s get a fire started, and get dried before we head off again. I don’t think I could carry on this way. That water was freezing!” 

“Right.” Velicity attempted to sit up again, but Wind touched her shoulder. 

“Stay there. I’ll do it.” Wind staggered to her feet, and hurried to collect a bundle of sticks. In minutes, a fire blazed in the pit she’d made. She moved to Velicity’s side and helped her sit up. “Take off that wet cloak, or you’ll catch a chill.” 
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Velicity frowned. Since she fled her mother’s castle, she hadn’t removed the fabric that wrapped around her like a shield. That heavy, soaked cloak was her security. Her comfort. Her disguise. Without it, she’d be exposed. But she had to get dry. With a reluctant sigh, she unclasped the wrought silver leaf brooch at her throat, and let the cloth fall from her shoulders. With Wind beside her, she crawled over to the fire Wind had made.

They plopped down against a tree, and allowed the warmth of the blaze to seep into their bones. “This feels much better,” Velicity murmured and closed her eyes.
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Wind said nothing. She stared at the blaze and replayed what had happened over in her mind. In a heartbeat, Issy almost drowned. Had Wind been further away, she might not have reached her in time. She could have died, Wind thought. I can’t leave her alone for a second. What am I doing here? For the first time since their journey began, Wind began to have second thoughts. At some point, it could be Wind next. Something touched her shoulder; a solid weight that was accompanied by a sigh. She glanced downward and saw Isabelle’s head. “Issy?” Wind asked, afraid to move. “Are ya all right?”

Issy didn’t answer, but, to Wind’s relief, she heard the elf’s soft breath. Thank the gods, she thought, and allowed herself to ease her head on the sleeping woman’s—careful not to wake her. I can’t leave her. She needs me too much. 

Wind closed her eyes and reveled in the quiet closeness with the beautiful elf. 

“Hello?” A deep voice called in the distance. The sound of footsteps pounded through the forest. 
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Wind and Velicity sat up, immediately alert. Velicity clutched Wind’s arm and whispered, “What was that?” 

“Someone’s coming!”

Eyes wide, Velicity looked down the path. They’ve found us! Mother’s men found us! Queen Nocturna’s men found us! Panic made her heart race, and she moved away from Wind just in time for a quick spark of power to leap from her fingers. She balled her hands and stuffed them into her lap. “What do we do?” she squeaked.

“We get ready to fight,” Wind whispered. She reached for her sword, and Velicity pulled her dagger from her boot. They rose to their knees, then crouched to wait. 

Two figures entered the clearing. One, a tall, brown-skinned, muscular woman a head taller than the Velicity and Wind. She wore tan leather armor, and her black hair in two thick, black braids that hung down her back. A quiver strapped to her back carried the arrows for the bow in her hand. The other, a dark-skinned man with close-cropped hair towered over the woman and filled the path with his massive body. He too wore tan leather and carried a large, spiked battle ax. “Don’t move!” Wind shouted once she’d righted herself. “Come no further, unless you wish to be run through.” 

The new twosome let out sounds of surprise and readied their weapons as well. “Who are you?” the woman one demanded. 

“That depends,” Velicity responded. “Who’s asking?”

“Hello! I’m—” the man said. The woman elbowed him. “Oof!” When the large one spoke again, he growled, “That’s none of your business. Answer us!”

“That’s none of your business,” Wind retorted. “Go back the way you came, and no harm will come to you.” 

Sounds of shock came from the strangers. “What...Wind? Wind, is that you?” the woman asked.

“Who’s asking?” Wind questioned. Her sword didn’t waiver from its target. 

The woman nudged the man, and the twosome moved closer, into the fire’s light. “It’s us, Wind. And it’s been so long since we’ve seen you!”

At first, Wind frowned. Then, recognition dawned on her face. Her eyes widened, and a grin spread. “Emlyn! Rook!” She dropped her sword into its scabbard, and rushed to them. Joyous arm grasping and hugs followed, along with excited chatter. 

A quiet throat clearing caught their attention. The three turned to find Velicity there, with her hands clasped in front of her. “I assume you know each other?”

Wind grinned, and gestured for the strangers to follow her back to the fire. “Rook, Emlyn. This is Issy. Issy, this is Rook and Emlyn, the people I was telling you about.” She looked back at Rook and Emlyn, who stared at Velicity. “I told her I’d bring her to find you. She wants to go see the Empress.”

The new pair cast a surprised glance at one another. “The Empress, you say?” Rook asked. 

“No one simply goes to see the Empress,” Emlyn added with a touch of speculation. “Must be serious.”

Velicity shrugged. “That’s a private affair.” She cast an irritated glare at Wind for telling the strangers her business.

“It’s a dangerous journey,” Emlyn said to both Velicity and Wind. “Are you sure you’re up to it?”

“I’ll have you know, Issy here defeated a snake god, and I saved her not long ago from the monster in this lake.”

Rook snorted. “Quib? He’s harmless.”

“He tried to drown me,” Velicity flatly stated. 

“Bah! He would have let go before he did that.” Emlyn waved a dismissive hand. “He’s protective of his water. I’ll give him that.”

“I’d like to give him the pointy end of my sword,” Wind muttered. Velicity nodded.

“He won’t bother you again,” Emlyn assured. She focused her attention on Velicity. “How did you come to meet our Gwyndolin?” 

“Gwyndolin?” Velicity glanced at Wind, who immediately reddened.

“That’s my real name.” Something uncomfortable squirmed in Wind’s stomach. The last time she’d heard her real name, it was carried on the wind by her parents’ screams as guards dragged them off to their execution for tax evasion. “Wind’s just what I’ve gone by since I was young.”

Velicity smiled. “I like it.”

“Yes, well...thank you.” Though she raised her chin in confidence, Wind’s insides jumbled into knots and her cheeks warmed. She looked at the faces surrounding her, and cleared her throat. “So, uh...we met at the tavern. She needed someone to take her to see the Empress. I offered.”

A secret smile tugged at one corner of Velicity’s mouth. Thankful that Wind didn’t say anymore, she sent the slightest nod in the thief’s direction.

“We don’t mean to pry,” Emlyn said. “Whatever your reason, it’s serious. Serious enough to risk your life to travel so far.”

“And through the Queen of Nightmares’ domain!” Rook added.
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“The Queen of Nightmares?” Wind exclaimed. Disbelief and renewed fear gripped her. “Issy? Really?”

“You didn’t know?” Velicity asked. “How were you planning to take me to her if you didn’t know where she lived?”

“That’s why I brought you to Rook and Emlyn! If I had known...” Wind trailed off. Doubt screamed in her mind that, maybe, the money wasn’t worth the danger. But then she looked at Velicity, who frowned at her through a wisp of that enchanting, dawn pink hair. Maybe it isn’t about the money as much as I want to think, she thought. To Velicity, she said, “I just wanted to help you!”
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Velicity sighed. “If you don’t feel comfortable going, you don’t have to.” Something pained her to even mention it, but she knew nothing could ever come of their friendship, let alone anything deeper. It would be best to change the subject. “So, this is your land?” Velicity asked Rook. 

Rook stood tall, puffing out his already wide chest. “Yes, it is.”

Emlyn smiled up at him and patted his arm. “It’s his family’s ancestral land. He shares it with his two younger brothers.” She returned her gaze to Velicity and Wind. “They’ve been so welcoming to me since our handfasting. The four of us have lived here ever since.” 

“Lovely,” Velicity murmured. 

“Aye,” Wind agreed. “Reminds me of my family.”

“Your parents were great people,” Rook replied.

“How did you know Wind’s parents?” Velicity asked. When she heard the slightest hitch in Wind’s breath, she added, “I’m sorry. If it’s too painful, you don’t have to answer.”

Emlyn and Rook looked to Wind, who raised a hand. “It’s all right. I can tell her.” She steadied herself, and explained. “Rook and Emlyn used to do odd jobs with my parents. I’ve known them since I was young.”

“We were devastated when Wind’s parents died,” Emlyn explained. “We were in the Empress’s service at the time. Tried to get her to come live with us at the Empress’s keep, but she refused. She wanted to stay home.” The woman slid a look at Wind. “And took up a life of crime.”

Wind shrugged. “I had to do what I had to do, but I’ll never forget your kindness.”

“Love and family are so important,” Emlyn said. “Even the family you choose.” 

While the others nodded, Velicity bowed her head. Though she’d grown up wanting for nothing, she’d grown up largely alone. 

“Are you all right, Velicity?” Wind asked. 

The princess blinked out of her musing. She gave the others a half smile. “Yes. Just thinking about my own family.” 

“Do you miss them?” Wind asked.

“I do,” Velicity said after a pause. “I wonder if I’m doing the right thing.”

“Of course ya’ are! Having your curse removed is important to ya,’ aye?” Wind asked, and Velicity nodded. “Well, then! There you have it. It’s important, so you’re doing the right thing.” She dared take her hand. “Your mother will understand. Especially when you tell her you wanted it removed to protect her.” 

Velicity glanced down at their hands, and let the warmth from the half-elf fill her. She smiled up at Wind. “I hope so.” 

“I’ll be there every step of the way, if you want. Even when you tell her.”

Velicity’s smile widened. “I’d like that,” she replied, but when Wind and the others occupied themselves with other things, she frowned. My mother would never understand Wind. Princesses cannot be friends with thieves in Queen Adaliya’s world. To make matters worse, her mother would see to it that Wind was imprisoned for her thieving ways. No matter what, they couldn’t get caught. Not if it meant prison for them both. “Can you point us in the best direction to get to the Empress?” Velicity asked. “Preferably away from civilization.”

“We could,” Emlyn said,” but that wouldn’t be any fun. We’ll take you ourselves.”

“What about your brothers?”

Rook shrugged. “My brothers can handle things here. They won’t miss us. They might even like the peace without us.”

At Velicity and Wind’s confused looks, Emlyn snickered. “Rook snores. I’m the only one who can stand it. I’m surprised you didn’t remember, Wind.”

“It’s been so long.” Wind raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure we want someone so loud with us. What if he attracts unwanted attention?”

Velicity snickered as the others chuckled. “No worse than you. Between the two of you, you could scare away intruders.” 

“We don’t have enough food for all of us,” Wind remembered. “Not for the whole trip.”

“That’s no problem,” Rook said. “We have plenty of food back at our house. The two of you can get cleaned up and dry after your little swim in the muck.” 

The thief nodded. “Well, that settles it!” She grinned at Rook and Emlyn, throwing her arms out wide. “Welcome to the team.”

Emlyn smiled, and offered a bow of her head. “Happy to be with you,” she said. “Let’s get this fire out, and we’ll get you to our place. After a good night’s sleep, we’ll start out early in the morning.”

As Rook and Emlyn extinguished the blaze, Wind and Velicity collected their things. “You know, we could probably use more firewood,” Emlyn said. She looked to the elf. “Want to help grab some along the way, Velicity?”

“In thanks for your hospitality, I’d be honored,” the princess replied. She looped her bag over her neck, and joined Emlyn.

“Rook, Velicity and I are headed back. We’re going to collect some firewood,” Emlyn called to her man. “Can you and Wind manage without us?”

Rook grabbed his heart, looking stricken. “I could never manage without you.” When Emlyn laughed, he grinned. “Of course we can! Go ahead. We’ll meet you at home.”

As she and Velicity began their trek to the hut, Emlyn asked, “Wind is something, isn’t she?” 

“Oh, that she is,” Velicity piped. “I’ve never met someone so...interesting.”

With a chuckle, the archer adjusted her bow and said, “I guess not, having been locked in a castle for so long.”

Velicity’s eyes widened. She let out a nervous laugh. “Castle? Me? How ridiculous.”

“Is it, Princess Velicity?” 

“How did you...” The elf began to backpedal, ready to bolt. “That’s why you’ve been so nice to me. It’s a trap! You cannot take me back! I won’t let you. Did Wind put you up to this?” Just when she thought she could trust someone, too!

“Hold on!” Emlyn raised her hands. “No. That’s not it. We don’t want to take you back. I want to help you get to the Empress.” At Velicity’s narrowed eyes, the human said, “Rook and I heard about your escape, and hoped we might run into you. Queen Adaliya is no friend of ours, and anything that upsets her, delights us. Wind has nothing to do with any of this.”

“Why? What did my mother do to you?”

“Queen Adaliya has continuously made our lives hell,” Emlyn replied with a thick bitterness in her voice. “She sends poachers to our land, and raises our taxes every year. Every time we speak up, or say we’ll talk to the Empress, she threatens to imprison us.”

“What? No!”

“I’m afraid so,” Emlyn said. “To make matters worse, she was the one who saw to it that Wind’s parents were executed for not paying their taxes.” 

“That’s horrible,” Velicity uttered, barely above a whisper. “I had no idea. Wind will hate me if she finds out.” She grabbed Emlyn’s hand. “Please, please don’t tell her who I am!”

“It’s not your fault, princess,” Emlyn placed her free hand on her shoulder. “Just let us help you. I promise we will not betray who you are.” Velicity could only nod. In a lower voice, she said, “As for Wind, you’ll have to tell her sometime. Your mother is looking for you, and she’s furious. We’ve heard your name on several lips in town. It could become dangerous for you both, and we will not have Wind endangered.”

“I understand.”

“Good.”

“Well...” Velicity began, unsure of what to say next. Instead, she began to walk again. “I suppose we should collect that wood.”

“We didn’t actually need it,” Emlyn confessed with a shrug. “I just wanted to get you alone to talk to you.” Grinning, she winked at the surprised princess. 

“How very sneaky of you,” Velicity replied, and then laughed. Perhaps the archer wasn’t as scary as she thought. 
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Wind stood in the clearing and watched Velicity head deeper into the forest with Emlyn. At first, the thief stared at her with a goofy, twitterpated grin, but it quickly dissolved into a frown that puckered the space between her eyebrows, reluctant to see her go alone. She moved to follow, but Rook’s voice stopped her.

“She’ll be safe with Emlyn.” 

Wind’s attention snapped to him. “Huh?”

He gave her a knowing smile. “You’re worried about her. It’s etched into your face,” he said. “Emlyn will take good care of her. There’s no need to worry.” 

“I wasn’t worried,” Wind insisted, folding her arms over her chest. “I was just...” Rook just kept smiling. “Fine. I was worried,” she admitted. “I just—”

“You have feelings for her,” he said. “There’s nothing wrong with admitting it.” 

“What? Me? No!”

“It’s obvious. I see how you look at her,” Rook stated. Amusement dancing in his eyes, he added, “I’ve seen that same look on your face when you’ve had feelings for lovely ladies in the past.”

“Bah! Feelings!” Wind dismissed his words with the toss of her head. “Who needs ‘em?”

“Me. You.” Rook shrugged. “Everyone.”

“Ugh.” Wind scrunched up her nose. “I don’t want ‘em. They’re so troublesome.” Troublesome and painful. One of those ladies well and truly broke her heart. She grabbed her pack and slung it over her shoulder, then bent down and picked up Velicity’s forgotten, still-damp cloak. The memory of seeing the elf almost drown before her eyes slammed into her chest. It took her breath, until she remembered that Rook stood nearby and watched with a knowing grin. “Feelings. Bah,” she muttered. She cleared her throat and turned back to Rook. “Let’s get a move on.”

Gesturing further into the woods, he said, “Right this way.”

By the time Rook and Wind reached Rook’s family cabin, Emlyn and Velicity had already settled in. A fire crackled in the fireplace, casting a warm glow on the women who sat on the floor in front of it. Hewn log furniture filled the cozy room. Animal heads hung from the wood paneled walls. Their hides were stretched across the floor. A staircase in the corner led to a loft with two beds.

“We’ve returned,” Rook announced as he entered. “Did you miss us?”

Emlyn gave Rook a tender smile over her shoulder. “With every arrow so far.” 

“Welcome,” Velicity said to Wind. Her smile seemed to dim even the light of the fire. 

Wind simply nodded, as the memory of her conversation with Rook still echoed in her mind. “Nice place ya’ have here. Been a while since I’ve seen it.”  She wandered around the space and studied every detail. Anything to avoid talking to Velicity. 
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Velicity frowned at Wind’s sudden, cold behavior. Had she said something that offended the other girl? Was she angry that she had to rescue Velicity? All worries flew from her head when she saw her cloak in the thief’s arms. “You remembered it,” she said and pointed at the bundle with a bright smile. 

Wind glanced down at the damp fabric. “Aye, I did. It’s still a bit wet, though.”

Emlyn stood and held her hand out. “I’ll hang it near the fire so it can dry faster.” To Velicity, she said, “You’ll need it where we’re going.” 

“Oh?” The elf’s eyebrows raised. “Is it that cold?”

Emlyn hung the cloak on a hook next to the fireplace, and turned. She leveled a serious gaze at the girl. “Yes, but also it’s that dangerous.” 

“How dangerous is it?” Wind ventured to ask. She looked from Velicity to Emlyn and bit her lip. 

The archer blinked, and glanced at Velicity. “Oh! Uh, I just mean that Issy’s unusual hair makes her stand out,” Emlyn replied. “We can’t afford to have her recognized or attacked.”

Velicity swallowed hard, though she tried to hide it. Instead, she put on an innocent smile and nodded. “Good idea.” They—she, specifically—couldn’t afford to have the princess recognized. It could mean their heads, or worse. 

––––––––
[image: image]


Wind raised an eyebrow at their strange behavior. “I see.” When she looked at Rook, he simply stood there with a polite smile of his own; not like Rook at all. Something about their behavior nagged at her, like a phantom itch. “Are you sure we should do this?” Wind asked with trepidation. “I’m not so sure this is a good idea anymore. Maybe I should stay here.”

Velicity stood, and grasped her arm. “I understand how frightening it is, but with Rook and Emlyn along, we’ll have safety in numbers,” she said. “You trusted me to go with them. Trust that you’ll be safe, too.” Then, Velicity said the world that struck Wind right in the heart. “Please.”

Wind stared, stunned, at the other girl. “You truly want me to go?” 

“Of course! You may drive me mad, but you’ve been so good to me thus far. I’d love for you to go along.” 

The words made a thrill shoot through Wind. Still, fear was a powerful dissuasion. She considered it a moment. What did she have to lose? If she went home, the sheriff would see her dead anyway. It would be more fun to die while having fun, she told herself. To Velicity, she replied, “I’m still not sure about this, but I’m willing to try.” 

“Rest. You both look exhausted. You can make your decision in the morning,” Emlyn said. “The two of you can sleep here by the fire. We have our bed. Feel free to use whatever supplies you need to get cleaned up.” 

“Excellent, thank you,” Velicity said. She stood and dug in her bag for her bedroll. “I’m going to do just that, and get settled for the night. How about you, Wind?”

“Aye,” Wind answered. 

“Good night. We’ll wake you in the morning,” Emlyn said. She held her hand out to Rook, who gladly took it. Together, they headed toward a door at the back of the cabin and left Wind and Velicity alone. 

In the silence that followed, the twosome arranged their sleeping spaces side by side. “I cleaned up when we arrived. If you want to, you can do so now,” Velicity said in a quiet voice, so as not to wake their hosts. 

“I’ll do that,” Wind replied, and made her way to the wash area. When she finished, she returned to the fire and found Isabelle had already settled in. Without a word, Wind laid on her back beside her. As Wind stared up at the beams that crossed the ceiling, she mulled over the events of the past days. From the moment she met Isabelle, her life had changed. And, like the fire they lay before, it warmed her in ways she’d never known. Even with the murderous cultists and territorial swamp beasts, she mused. Now, they stood together on the eve of a more dangerous adventure. Though Wind had serious doubts, one thing she knew at that moment: She’d go to the ends of the earth for Issy. “I hope you can find the answers you’re looking for,” Wind finally said aloud.
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Velicity lay on her side, faced toward the thief. She watched the firelight dance across the other girl’s skin in wonder and curiosity. Wind had proven to be the first person outside of the Court of Daydreams that she’d had any type of relationship with. As maddening as she could be, she felt a certain kinship with the thief. Though she felt safe with Wind, and even Rook and Emlyn now that it had been revealed that they knew her secret and wanted to help, she couldn’t help but think of what awaited them once they left the safety of the cabin. Of all the dangers out there, it was she, though, who posed the most risk. That horrible wild magic that coursed through her veins terrified her. The Empress would help her, and she’d no longer be a burden to those around her.

“Me too,” Velicity said, and moved to her back. “Are you sure you want to go now, knowing how dangerous it’ll be?”
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Do I want to go?

Wind wasn’t sure. It was one thing to thwart the Sheriff of Bonneshire, but he didn’t compare to the dangers they’d already faced, nor the unknown dangers on the trail to the Empress. Yet as she looked into Isabelle’s eyes, she knew she wanted to go anywhere she went, no matter the cost.

To Issy, Wind scoffed, but it was a quiet, gentle sound. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Why?” She turned on her side to fully focus on the other girl. “Are ya’ having second thoughts?”

Velicity paused. She bit her lip as she considered her answer, which endeared her to Wind even more. “In a way, yes. But I know I need to do this. Have you ever done something you weren’t sure you should do, but knew you needed to?”

Wind’s heart beat a little harder. “Yes,” she said in a grave, significant tone. “I have.” To herself, she thought, I’m doing it right now. Damn it all, she didn’t want to fall in love. 

Velicity smiled at the answer. She reached out, and with a touch as light as a feather, brushed a hand across Wind’s shoulder. “That makes me feel better, to know I’m not alone.” She flipped over to her other side, and snuggled into her covers. “Good night, Wind.”

Wind gazed at the back of her head, feeling her heart swell. You’ll never be alone, if I have anything to do with it, she thought. “Good night, Isabelle.”
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Chapter 5
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Early the next morning, Wind woke as Emlyn and Rook emerged from their bedroom. She watched Emlyn put a finger to her lips, and they tiptoed to the kitchen area. “Grab some bowls,” she whispered as she set a pot on the small stove in the corner. “I’ll warm up breakfast.”

Rook nodded, and reached for the top shelf, but as he did, his large hand knocked into a metal pitcher beside the bowls. The pitcher tumbled from the shelf, hit the counter, and clattered to the ground. 

“Rook! Shh! Our guests are still asleep,” Emlyn chided.

“Sorry!” he whispered, and grabbed the pitcher from the floor.

A loud yawn escaped Wind’s lips. “S’okay. I was awake anyway,” she said. “I was just layin’ here. Go about your business.” With smiles, the twosome did just that, and soon Wind caught a whiff of a delicious scent in the air. “Something smells good!” Wind announced. She sat up and yawned again, stretching her arms to the sky. “Oy, Issy! Sniff that!” She nudged the lump beside her, who groaned.

Isabelle lay on her back, blinking herself awake. “Yes,” she grumbled. “Smells delightful.” 

“What’re you so grumpy for? Ya’ didn’t have to sleep on the cold dirt, or share a bed! You had a perfectly fine bedroll,” Wind said. 

Isabelle sat up slowly, and gave Wind a groggy frown. “I would have been happier if I’d actually slept. Between you and Rook, I barely got any.”

Rook turned with a stack of bowls in his hands, and a sheepish grin. “Sorry,” he said. “We warned you about that.” 

Wind shrugged. “I am who I am.” 

“It’s something I’ll have to get used to, I suppose.” Isabelle let out a dramatic sigh. 

Emlyn shook her head in amusement at the course of conversation. “Food’s almost ready. Water is in the pitcher Rook didn’t drop—today, anyway.” She nodded at a second, banged-up vessel resting on the trestle table in the center of the room. “Get your fill. We have plenty.” 

“What?” Wind grabbed her chest. “No ale?”

“We have a long road to travel,” Emlyn stated. “You need water.” 

As Wind gaped at Emlyn, Isabelle suppressed a giggle with a dainty hand. The sound of her snicker caught Wind’s attention. She turned on the princess, and with an injured frown, said, “You, too?” 

“She’s right, you know,” Isabelle offered. “You could use a little less ale.”

“Ugh! At this point, ale’s all I’m made of. That, and charm.” She grinned. 

Isabelle rolled her eyes and pulled herself to a standing position. “Well, you’re half right.” She crossed to the table and poured herself a mug of water. “Oh!” she said once she’d taken a drink. “This is good. It’s so clean and fresh.”

Rook smiled, proud. “Dug the well myself,” he said. “Took me no time.” 

“My compliments to the digger,” Isabelle said, and raised her mug in salute. To Wind, she said, “Come try it. It’s quite good!”

Wind groaned. “It’s just water, Issy.” But in response to Isabelle’s expectant gaze, she stood as well, and trudged to the table. With a reluctant pout, she took some water for herself. Her eyes widened at the first taste. “This is good!” she exclaimed as she drank. “And cold, too!” 

“Told you,” Isabelle murmured, taking another sip. Wind simply stuck her tongue out at the elf, who raised an eyebrow at the thief. “Careful. You could lose that someday.”

“To someone worth losing it to,” Wind said and immediately snapped shut her mouth when she realized not just what she said, but what she meant. She stared at Isabelle, who gave no indication that she’d paid attention as she sat down across the table and sipped her water. Rook and Emlyn, however, slid each other a pair of matching grins as Wind ducked her head to hide her reddened cheeks.

“Well, then,” Emlyn said after she cleared her throat. “Porridge is ready. Once we’ve finished and cleaned up, we can go.”

Around the room, stomachs growled in response. “Just in time,” Rook laughed. 

Emlyn’s porridge was, despite its simplicity, delicious. Smooth, and creamy, it had just the right hint of warm spices to make the girls smile. “This is wonderful,” Velicity commented between bites.

Wind nodded. “So good!” she mumbled through the food in her own mouth. 

Emlyn smiled, standing a little taller. “I’m so glad you like it. I had to learn to be a good cook to feed Rook and his brothers.” 

Glancing around, Isabelle asked, “Where are Rook’s brothers? Shouldn’t they be here?” She didn’t remember them coming in at night, either.

“Probably spent the night out hunting,” Rook replied before he took a bite of his own. “They should be home soon.”

“It would be a pleasure to meet them,” Isabelle said.

“It’ll have to be another time,” Emlyn stated. “If we want to make any progress, we need to leave shortly. I want to get as far as possible before dark.” The others murmured in understanding and agreement and settled in to eat. 
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With their fast broken, they collected their supplies. Velicity and returned their rolls to their sacks. Emlyn and Rook packed some food, and topped off their bladders with water and, at Wind’s request, mead. When everyone met in the center of the room, Emlyn said, “Do we have everything?”

Velicity secured the clasp of her now dry cloak, and lifted the hood to cover her hair. The moment she felt it settle on her head, her tension dropped. Security once more. “Now we do,” she said. She accepted her pack from Wind and took a deep breath. “Onto the Empress’s hold.”

“Are ya’ sure about this?” Wind asked. “Last chance.”

“Yes,” Velicity said, and found strength in that word. “I am.”

“Onto it, then,” Wind replied. 

Without another word, the four travelers exited the hut, and began their northward trek to the stronghold of the Empress of Austrasia.

For half a day, the companions walked. Conversation ebbed and flowed, only to stop whenever a hand raised for silence. Each member of the party would pause to scan the thick forest on either side of the narrow road they traveled. Even when they took nature breaks, they took turns to stay alert to their surroundings, determined to avoid surprises. Every time, weapons were at the ready.

“Don’t want to get caught with our pants down,” Wind quipped after their latest break. Nervous laughter tittered through the group. Velicity, too, though she knew her mother’s men could be anywhere. Waiting. 

As the sun slipped into the horizon, Velicity sighed. “I don’t think I can make it any further,” she announced. “I’m starved.”

“Just a little more,” Emlyn encouraged. “The further we get, the better.” 

Wind frowned at the downtrodden elf. “Emlyn, look. She’s exhausted.” When she reached out to touch Velicity, the princess gave her a grateful smile.

“I could use a rest myself, love,” Rook added. “We’ve walked all day. We could all use a break.”

Emlyn rolled her eyes and adjusted the quiver on her back. “Fine. But we need to get off the main trail. I don’t want to be out in the open this close to a town.” She looked around, squinting in the fading light. “Over there.” She pointed. “That looks promising.” The foursome headed that way. The thick trees gave way to a clearing just big enough for four bodies and a fire. A thicket of thorn vine surrounded it on three sides, and provided just one way in or out. “Perfect,” Emlyn said with a satisfied grin. “Couldn’t ask for a better campsite.” She threw Rook a glance. “Let’s collect some wood for a fire. Wind? Velicity? You can set up the pit.” 

As Emlyn and Rook wandered off, Wind and Velicity cleared the area for their fire. “Rook and Emlyn seem nice,” Velicity said.

Wind looked up from collecting rocks. “Aye. They are. Best people I’ve ever known.”

“It’s kind of them to travel with and protect us.” 

Wind shrugged. “That’s Rook and Emlyn. Though sometimes, I find it hard to trust even them.” 

“Why?” Velicity asked, surprised by the admission. 

“No one’s ever been kind to me without wanting something in return.”

“Even Rook and Emlyn?”

“It’s been years since I’ve seen them,” Wind replied. “A lot has changed.”

Velicity stopped what she was doing, and turned her full attention to the half-elf. What could possibly have changed to make Wind distrust people so much? Cocking her head to the side, she frowned. “How sad that you feel that way.”

Wind shrugged, and began her work again. “That’s just life, lass.” She quirked an eyebrow at the elf. “Are ya’ telling me you’ve only ever known people who were kind because they wanted to be? That’s impossible.”

“No, it’s not,” Velicity insisted. “Why, I’ve known many people who—”

“Like who?” Wind crossed her arms. 

Velicity pursed her lips. “Well, first of all...” She stopped and wracked her brain to remember who in her dealings with the court had ever treated her kindly without wanting something from her. “Well...” None. She could think of none.

“See?”

“My best friend from my youth,” Velicity piped after a moment, and gave her a grin. “So there!” Then, she did something completely below her, but appropriate in the moment: she stuck her tongue out at Wind, who fell over, laughing.

“You win!” the thief cried, holding her sides. 

“Ha!” Velicity enjoyed her triumph for a moment longer, before her smile faded. “Honestly, it’s unfortunate that you haven’t been extended kindness you didn’t have to repay,” she said. “I hope that changes for you.”

Wind ducked her head. “That’s mighty kind of you to say.” When she looked up again, her eyes shined bright with unshed tears. “And surely without asking for repayment.”

Velicity nodded, and her smile returned. “Surely.” 

A comfortable, happy silence settled in as they dug into the earth with the spade from Wind’s pack, and arranged the stones around the edge. By the time they finished, Rook and Emlyn returned, with arms full of sticks and dried grass. 

“Did ya’ fall an entire tree?” Wind asked when she saw their load. “We’re not planning on staying here a week!” 

“That’s what I said,” Rook replied, he grinned at Emlyn. “But she wanted to be prepared.” Emlyn simply shook her head, and dumped her pile near the pit. 

“It’s fine,” Velicity said with an appreciative note to her voice. “It’s always good to be prepared.”

Wind rubbed her hands together. “Speaking of which, let’s get this fire started so we can eat!”

Emlyn smiled. “Can’t argue with that!” 

As they settled in with their food, they listened to Rook tell tales of growing up in the area, laughing over the antics of he and his brothers. A warm camaraderie settled over the group to fill not just their bellies, but their hearts. Velicity smiled as she glanced around the fire. For the first time in her life, she felt part of something. This isn’t so bad, she mused and tipped back a sip of water when Wind offered her the bladder. A quick glance. A touch of hands. A sweet thrill as their knees brushed one another’s. This isn’t so bad at all. 

Rook quieted and tilted his head. At the others’ questioning gazes, he held up a hand. “I heard something,” he whispered. “Get Velicity hidden!”

Emlyn leaped to her feet, and hauled a surprised Velicity to the furthest point from the entrance to the thicket. Wind, too, rushed to Velicity’s side. With Rook and Emlyn assembled in front of them, they all drew their weapons. 

“Who’s there?” Emlyn shouted out into the darkness. “Come out! We hear you!” 

A tall, pale white elf in dusty traveling clothes appeared at the mouth of the thicket. He gave a slight bow, and straightened. “I’m terribly sorry if I frightened you,” he said. “I don’t mean any harm. I was on my way to town, and noticed the smoke from the fire.”

“Why are you out here in the middle of the woods,” Rook demanded. “We aren’t exactly close to the trail.” 

“As I said, I saw the smoke,” the young man replied. “I’m on the way to town, looking for someone. An elf girl.”

“Haven’t seen any elf girls out here,” Emlyn said. She kept her voice flat, without emotion. “Describe her.”

The elf let out a wistful breath. “Beautiful. Small. Hair like spun gold. Eyes the color of dwarven steel. A smile that could melt the coldest of hearts...”

“Torin?” From her hiding place, Velicity pushed past the others, and stared in surprise at the newcomer. “Torin!” Velicity rushed to him, and threw her arms around his neck.  “What are you doing here?” No sooner had she asked it, annoyance eclipsed her confusion. She scowled and backed away. “Mother. I might have known she’d send you after me.”

Wind stepped forward to stand beside her. Not taking her eyes, nor her blade, off Torin, she said, “You know this one, Issy?”

“Issy?” Torin scoffed. “That’s hardly the way to address Princess Velicity, the future Queen of Daydreams.”
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Wind laughed outright, a sound that echoed through the forest as she sheathed her blade. “Did you hear that, Issy?” she said to Velicity. “He thinks you’re a princess!” She snorted. “The future Queen of Daydreams, indeed!” Her laughter turned to cackles, and she doubled over, holding her side. When she realized no one laughed with her, she stopped and looked at each of the others in turn. “It’s funny, isn’t it? Rook? Emlyn? Issy?”

Neither Rook nor Emlyn spoke. Instead, they looked to Isabelle. The girl let out a deep sigh and faced Wind. “I am the future Queen of Daydreams,” she admitted. “My name is really Velicity. Princess Velicity.”

“You’re...what?” All the color drained from Wind’s face as she stared at the elf girl. Her stomach soured, and tears pricked her eyes. No longer did she see Issy, but a stranger. Her face hardened, and she narrowed her eyes. “You were a princess all along, and you didn’t tell me?” Without waiting for an explanation, she ran off. It didn’t matter where she went, as long as she was far away. 
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“Wind!” Velicity called. “Come back!” Filled with guilt, she looked from Torin to Emlyn and Rook. “We must go get her!” 

Rook spoke up. “I’ll go. She’s awfully mad right now. Emlyn can stay here with you and - him.” He threw Torin a glare before he rushed off to follow Wind. 

Emlyn raised her eyebrows as her husband ran off. “So, Princess,” she said in an overly perky voice. “Who’s this?”

Though she addressed Velicity, Torin answered for her. “I’m Lieutenant Torin Heartstrong. Princess Velicity’s intended.” He stood tall, proud, and smiled down at the silent, red-faced elf. 

“Oh? I had no idea Velicity was promised to someone,” Emlyn replied in a cool, even tone. She still watched Velicity as she weighed the new information. 

Velicity wilted under her gaze. “It was never made official,” Velicity finally said. “Torin’s been my closest friend since childhood. It was always assumed, but we never had the betrothal ceremony.”

Torin moved to her, and pulled her into a warm embrace. He planted a light kiss on her forehead. “That’s because you left before it could be done. You could have told me you were leaving. You know I would have traveled to the ends of the earth for you.”

Velicity didn’t return the gesture. “I didn’t want you to tell me not to go.” She looked up into his loving gaze and frowned. “I decided to go to the Empress, to have my curse removed,” she said. “Do you remember my telling you I wanted to?”

“Of course I do!” he said. “And I remember your mother telling you how foolish and dangerous it was.” 

Taking a step backward, Velicity raised her chin. “It’s worth the danger to rid myself of this curse, and I have companions who will help protect me. You will not take me back home. I refuse to go.”

Torin’s bottom lip jutted, and the space between his perfectly curved eyebrows puckered. “Then I will go with you,” he said after a moment.

Velicity opened her mouth to protest, but Wind’s voice filled the brief silence. “You will not!” Wind stomped up to Torin and Velicity, with Rook not far behind. Rook, however, halted his movement just behind the angry half-elf, ready to intervene if necessary. Wind’s hand hovered perilously close to the handle of her blade. “Who do you think you are, barging in here and saying you’re joining our party?” Her ears burned as red as the fire in her gaze.

“Apparently,” Emlyn said at last, “this is Velicity’s intended.”

“Intended?” Wind repeated. “Intended to what?”

“Marry.”

Wind’s eyes widened, and she stared at Velicity. “You’re betrothed, too?” she asked in disbelief. 

“I left before we could make it official,” Velicity admitted.

Shaking her head, Wind held up a hand. “Let me get this straight. You’re Princess Velicity, future Queen of Daydreams, and you...” Wind pointed at Torin. “...are her betrothed?” Velicity and Torin nodded, though Velicity’s was far more reluctant than the other elf’s. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Pain laced her voice as she gazed at the two of them together.

“I had to keep my true identity hidden,” Velicity admitted. “I’m on this journey not as a princess, but as a woman who wants a curse removed.” She paused and bowed her head. “And, honestly, I didn’t trust you at first.”

“Why not?” Wind’s voice cracked with the question.

“I didn’t know you, and you did steal my pouch.”

At first, Wind looked stricken, but then she slowly nodded. “I understand, lass. I don’t blame ya’. But how did these two know?” She gestured to Emlyn and Rook, who stood, silent and awkward, behind her. “You’ve known them for less time, and they knew who you really are.”

“We knew before she told us,” Emlyn answered, sparing both Velicity and Rook from having to explain. “Rook and I had heard about the missing princess, and when we encountered you both, we realized who she must be.” She gave Wind a pointed look. “Velicity had nothing to do with it. In fact, she wasn’t happy we knew.” 

“But you all chose to keep it from me,” Wind said. “Why?” 

“To protect you,” Emlyn said. She looked at Velicity. “There’s more, isn’t there, Princess? Something even we didn’t know.”

Velicity bowed her head. “Yes.  I’m cursed with wild magic. And that wild magic came from...Queen Nocturna.”

A chorus of voices rose in shock and fear. 

“What?”

“Are you mad?”

“How? Why?”

Only Torin remained quiet. He stood close to Velicity with a protective hand on her shoulder and a scowl on his face.

“I was afraid. Not only did I not want to go home before my quest was over, I didn't want to scare you.”

“A little late for that!” Wind scoffed.  

“Please, Wind. Forgive me,” Velicity begged. “I can’t do this without you.” She looked around at the others. “Without any of you.”

“No more secrets?” Emlyn asked.

“That, I promise,” Velicity added.

Wind glared at them – Velicity especially – and whirled. She grabbed the bladder that held the group’s mead, and plopped down in front of the fire. Grumbling curses under her breath, she tipped the bladder back and took a big gulp. When Velicity frowned at Emlyn, the older woman said, “Give her time. She hasn’t left yet. That means she’s still with us.”

Velicity nodded, satisfied for the moment. She turned to Torin. “I am happy to see you, Torin,” she said, “but Mother shouldn’t have sent you. You really are wasting your time if you want me to return to the castle.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Vel,” Torin replied. “Of course, I have my worries, but I want you to be happy. If relieving yourself of the burden of this curse makes you happy, I am all for it.” 

With a tender smile, Velicity accepted the hand he offered her. “It would.”

“Then we’re off to the Empress, if the rest of your friends agree.” 

Emlyn and Rook shrugged, and nodded. Wind, however, sat with her back to the others, and tipped back the bladder to pour more of the sweet mead down her throat. She made no effort to either accept or deny Torin’s presence, except for a faint grunt. 

“I suppose that’s a yes,” Velicity said. She gave Torin’s hand a tug. “Let’s get you fed. You look like you haven’t eaten since you left.” 

“I would say your presence alone would sustain me, but that would be a lie,” Torin replied with a grin. “It’s been a long journey, and I truly am starved.” 
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The couples arranged themselves around the fire, and passed around the food they’d brought for the trip, as well as the bladder of water. “Wind, come eat,” Emlyn called. “We have a lot of walking to do. You need your strength.”

“I’m fine,” Wind grumbled, and clutched the mead container closer, with her head down over it. No one needed to see the tears in her eyes, or the pain in her heart. No one needed to see the years of being an outsider slam back into her all at once. She snuck an angry glance at Velicity and Torin, who sat across the fire, too close for Wind’s liking, and spoke in low tones. With a glare, she took an angry swig of the mead, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 

“You changed your hair,” Torin said, and drew a lock near Velicity’s face into his fingers. 

“I didn’t mean for it to turn pink,” she admitted with a frown, and slipped that same lock away from his gentle grasp. “My magic backfired again.”

“Well, I think it suits you,” he said. “No matter the color, you always look lovely.”

A loud, derisive snort sounded from across the fire. I cannot believe Velicity believes that nonsense. Yet he was right, no matter how angry Wind was, she still found the princess lovely.

All eyes turned to Wind, who shrugged and muttered, “Nothing.”

Set between the elves and the thief, Rook and Emlyn watched and ate in an uncomfortable silence. Rook frowned and gave Emlyn a helpless glance, who patted his arm. “Tell us, Sir Torin,” Emlyn said with a pleasant lilt to break the tension. “Did you walk all this way?” 

“You may call me Torin,” he replied. “My horse is resting nearby. It’s been quite the journey so far.” He looked to the quiet elf to his right, and gently bumped her shoulder with his. “We can ride, if you wish.” 

“No.”

All eyes widened and shifted to Wind, who scowled at Torin with hostility in her eyes. “I don’t trust him,” she stated. “As soon as he gets Velicity on that horse, he’ll take her. Mark my words.”

Velicity blinked at Wind. Her gaze turned to Torin. “Would you really do that?” she asked with a thread of distrust through her voice.

Torin scoffed, though it sounded hollow. “Of course not. I said I’d go with you to the Empress.” 

The princess considered what he said. “You did, but how do I know that’s true?”

“Velicity! You’ve known me since we were children. Have I ever lied to you?”

“No.”

“Why would I do that now?” He narrowed his eyes at Wind, who narrowed hers right back. “And why would you believe her over me?”

Velicity bit her lip. “I don’t know. What I do know is that, for as close as we’ve been, you’ve devoted your service to my mother. You’d do what she commanded above me. If she commanded you to bring me home, you would obey.” 

Torin sighed. “Velicity, I love you! Yes, I’m a lieutenant in the Queen’s army, but my heart belongs to you. I merely offered to ride with you to make sure you’re safe and comfortable.” He glanced around the group and spread his hands out to show his contrition. “I’m terribly sorry if my suggestion caused any strife. I would be more than happy to walk, and give Velicity the use of my horse. We can load the packs on his back as well. He’s used to carrying so much more.” 

Emlyn and Rook each wore matching, thoughtful looks. “That would make the burden on us lighter, and make it easier to walk further,” Emlyn said. Rook nodded.

Wind, however, crossed her arms. “I still don’t like it,” she grumbled. Something about the male elf didn’t sit right with her. His concern for Velicity seemed false. Exaggerated. Insincere. 

“We could take turns riding,” Velicity offered. “I would hate to be treated any differently due to my status. We’re all equal here.” She looked to Wind who rolled her eyes. “Wouldn’t it make it easier to have a horse to carry your pack? And to ride when you get tired? That is, if you still wish to come along.” 

Wind remained unmoved, but as she gazed at Velicity and that hopeful expression, something in her cracked. She couldn’t bear to disappoint the princess, even though she’d kept such a serious secret from Wind. Wind had made a promise she intended to keep, no matter what. Besides, she thought, it would get me to the Empress faster. The faster she got to the Empress, the faster the payoff, and she could part ways with the whole lot of them without anymore of those awful feelings. “A capital idea,” Wind said at last.

The others’ shoulders dropped from around their ears, and they let out a collective breath. “Now that that’s settled,” Emlyn said. “We should probably get moving. We have quite the journey ahead of us.” 

“I’m ready,” Rook said. He climbed to his feet and dusted himself off. When Emlyn cleared her throat, he blinked at her. “Oh! Sorry. Did I get any on you?” 

Emlyn stood as well, and wiped at her clothing and hair. “A bit.” To soften the statement, she smiled. “But it’s from you, so I consider it a gift.”

Torin rose next, and offered his hand to help Velicity stand. He turned to the others. “Is there anything I can do to help break camp? I want to make myself useful.” 

Wind rolled her eyes and staggered to her feet. “You’d be more useful if you just went home,” she grumbled. 

“Wind, really.” Velicity frowned at the rude behavior. She put her hands on her hips. “He’s trying to be kind. You could at least offer him the same in return.” 

“Fine.” Wind pouted. “Forgive me, Torin. I’m sure it will be lovely to have you along.” She looked as though she wanted to gag at the statement.

“I suppose we should stop at the next town and gather more supplies,” Emlyn said with a sigh. She tossed a black braid over her shoulder. “Now that we’ve added another mouth to feed, we’ll need it.” 

“How far is that?” Velicity asked with trepidation. 

“Hmm...a quarter day’s walk,” Emlyn replied. “Not far at all.”

“Perhaps some of us can wait in the woods, while others collect the supplies,” the elf offered. The thought of going into another town after what had happened in the previous two weighed on her mind. “Wind and I haven’t had much luck in towns recently.” 

Wind snorted. “Aye! I think I still have snake goo in my hair.” She grinned at Velicity and made a point to say, “You did great with that, by the way.” 

Velicity grinned in return, glad to see Wind smile again. She does have a lovely smile, Velicity thought.

“Snake goo?” Torin turned his wide eyes to the princess, who shook her head.

“It might be better if only Rook and I go in,” Emlyn said after consideration. “A large group would draw quite a bit of attention, and by now, Velicity’s description has made it this far. She could be spotted.” Mumbles of agreement followed. “It’s settled. Rook and I will collect the supplies in town, and Wind, Velicity, and Torin will wait in the woods.”

The decision made Velicity smile bigger. She and Wind would avoid the next town. They’d be safe. Though, as she thought about it, her smile faltered. She’d have to wait alone in the woods with both Wind and Torin, who clearly hated one another for reasons the princess didn’t understand. Emlyn had proven to be a good neutral party, but without her, could Velicity? Ridiculous, she thought. I can handle anything. Just because Torin was there, it didn’t mean she’d lost her ability to care for or assert herself. “Fair enough,” she said at last. “Shall we be on our way?”

As the others packed their things and doused the fire, Torin fetched his horse. “Would you like me to help you mount, princess?” he asked, offering a hand.

“That’s quite all right,” Velicity replied, and climbed up on her own. 

Torin grinned at her from beside the chestnut steed, shaking his head. “Just like when we were children,” he said. “Some things never change.”

Rolling her eyes, Velicity replied, “We haven’t been apart that long.” 

“It seemed so,” he returned, his voice soft and gaze sincere. He put a hand on hers. “I’ve missed you.”

With her free hand, she reached down and ruffled his hair, careful to avoid his pointed ears. To touch an elf’s ears was a very intimate thing, meant only for private encounters. Certainly not for adventuring in the woods with a group of strangers. “I’ve missed you too.”
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Wind glowered at the touch. A flood of unfamiliar, angry feelings shot right to her heart. “I’ll take the back,” she announced. “That way I can keep an eye on things.” Especially that Torin. Regardless of what he said his reasons were for joining them, she didn’t believe him. Something about him didn’t set right with her; a nagging feeling that wouldn’t go away. One false move toward Velicity, and Wind would end him. 

Emlyn and Rook raised their eyebrows at Wind’s pronouncement, but nodded. “I suppose we’ll take the lead,” Emlyn stated. 

“After all, we know this part of the world,” Rook added. “Should anything happen, Velicity has protection from any direction.”

“I hate that this is necessary,” Velicity admitted. 

“But it is,” Wind assured from her mount. “We need to protect you, and make sure you get to the Empress.” When Velicity nodded, she added, “Now, get your hood up. Off we go.”
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Chapter 6
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“The plan is set,” Emlyn said as the group collected in a dense copse of trees off the main trail, just outside the next town. “Rook and I will collect supplies. Velicity, Wind, and Torin, you’ll stay here with the horse.”

"A good thing, too. It looks like a busy place,” Velicity replied from where she sat at the base of an outcropping of rocks. On their way in, she’d caught a glimpse of the bright, clean town filled with plenty of people who might recognize her. She clutched her cloak closer, and shrank into herself. Her free hand sparked two or three times before she tucked it in closer to her body. Not now. 

“That, it is. Danemoore is the biggest town in this region. We come here all the time to sell our meat,” Emlyn explained. “Is there anything special you’d like while we’re there? They have anything you could imagine. Even fruit.”

Velicity shrugged. “Anything is fine,” she replied, and looked to Torin. “How about you?”

“The same,” he said. “Though it would do us well to get our bladders filled for the trip. I don’t suppose there are many wells between here and the Empress’s stronghold.”

Rook nodded. “Wise idea. We’ll fill them for you.”

The others handed him their water containers. When Rook turned to Wind, she thrust hers at him and grinned. “Ale, please. The best they got.” She dug in her pouch, and withdrew two coins. “Here’s extra for your effort.” 

Rook accepted the coins with a nod. “Suit yourself.” He pocketed the money and offered a hand to his wife. “Shall we?”

“We’ll be back as soon as possible,” Emlyn said to the others. “You should be safe here behind these rocks until we return.” To Wind, she said, “Try not to get into any trouble.”

With a quick, unfriendly look at Torin, she replied, “I make no promises.”

“Try,” Emlyn repeated. With a nod, she and Rook made their way back to the road.

Wind wandered over and sat beside Velicity. Torin followed, and took the other side. An uncomfortable silence surrounded them as they settled in for the wait. In that silence, Velicity glanced from Wind, to Torin, and willed both of them to behave. 
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The silence did nothing to soothe Wind. She hated it. Even more, she hated to be still - unless she was asleep. “What should we do now?” she asked from Velicity’s right. 

Velicity opened her mouth to respond, but Torin, who sat on her left, retorted instead. “Wait, like they asked.” Then, he added, “Quietly.”

“Torin, please,” Velicity said, and placed a hand on his arm.

With a brilliant smile meant only for Velicity, Torin said, “Of course, my love. Anything for you.” His gaze slid, briefly, behind her, to Wind as she glowered at him. “I’m so happy to have found you, and that you’re safe.”

“Thanks to Wind,” Velicity replied and smiled at the thief. “She’s literally been a lifesaver. Twice!”

Something in Wind’s heart flipped. Stunned by the compliment, she stared at the princess for just a moment, Torin completely forgotten, before she said, “You saved me, too.” So deep and true were her words, that they made her chest ache. When Velicity’s eyebrows rose, she quickly added, “I mean, yes. A lifesaver too. We make a good team.” 

Velicity nodded. “That, we do.” She settled back against the rock behind her and closed her eyes. 

A nearly imperceptible breath of relief came from Wind, who slumped where she sat. She dared shoot a glance at Torin who glared daggers at the thief. With a quick, wicked grin, Wind grabbed a blade of grass to fiddle with.
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For several minutes, they sat in a tense silence. Those moments must have stretched impossibly long for Wind, who’d abandoned the grass to pick at a thread on her vest. “This is taking forever,” she complained.

Torin raised an eyebrow. “You could go find them.”

“You would like that, wouldn’t you?” Wind narrowed her eyes, looking past the princess. “You would love any opportunity to run off with Velicity.”

“Though I would love any opportunity to be alone with my future betrothed,” he said with an emphasis that made Velicity cringe, “I promised I would see her through to the end of this quest.”

Wind crossed her arms and leveled a hostile gaze at him. “So you say.” 

“Really, you two,” Velicity muttered. Then, she cocked her head to the side and cast her eyes to the sky. “Shh...” she said.

The others didn’t seem to pay attention. “Why must you be so difficult?” Torin demanded of Wind, exasperated. “I’ve not done anything to you, and only want to be here for Velicity.”

“Shh! Quiet!” Velicity repeated more forcefully. 

“You were sent to retrieve her by her mother. That’s something!” Wind argued.

“Would the two of you be quiet!” Velicity exclaimed, and they immediately shut their mouths to stare at her. “I heard something!”

“We are near a town, love,” Torin said. “You’re bound to hear things.” 

Velicity’s nostrils flared at his choice of words and dismissive tone. “No. Not this.”

“Not what, Issy? What did you hear?” Wind asked, earning a scowl from Torin. She grinned in return. 

“A growl.” 

Wide-eyed, Torin and Wind shut their mouths and looked around. Silence, other than the distant call of birds and stirring of the breeze, greeted them. They strained their ears to listen for the deeper, quieter sounds. “I don’t hear anything,” Torin mouthed after a moment. 

No sooner had he done so, the rumble of another low growl raised gooseflesh across their arms. With a nod to the others, he drew his sword in a quiet zing. Velicity and Wind reciprocated, and drew their own blades. They turned as one toward the rustling in the bushes beyond, ready to face whatever threatened them. 

“Maybe it’s a deer,” Velicity whispered.  

“Deer don’t growl,” Torin retorted. 

The condescension aimed at Velicity made Wind bristle beside her. “She’s not used to being outside. You should know that,” she snapped. Torin scowled at the thief, but Velicity gave her a brief, thankful glance. The bushes rustled again, louder this time. “It’s right there,” Wind whispered. When she saw the fearful look on Velicity’s face, and the small spark of power leap from her free hand, she added, “It’s probably not that big.”

A hairy beast the size of two large men leapt from the bush and landed on four legs the size of tree trunks before them. Its massive snout sniffed the air above them, and deep, rumbling huffs shook them to their cores.

“Not that big?” Torin’s voice rose several octaves as he lowered further into a fighting stance. 

The beast’s furry face swung toward them. Piercing black eyes glared as a snarl passed through a pair of large, glistening fangs.

At once, both Torin and Wind moved in to shield Velicity and trained their weapons on the huffing, grunting beast. The moment their shoulders bumped, it set off a shoving match as the twosome jockeyed and jostled for position.

“Move!”

“You move!”

Velicity stood behind them, torn between watching Torin and Wind argue and the beast that sized up the party. It flicked its ears and bared its teeth. When she saw the creature gather into itself, she shouted, “Watch out!”

They stopped arguing and turned mere seconds before the beast launched itself toward them. It landed inches away. A claw the size and sharpness of a great sword swiped at them both. Wind and Torin flew through the air, and landed in two heaps across from one another. 

“Wind! Torin! No!” Velicity, frozen in place, stared between the bodies of her prone, unmoving friends. Her hands flew to her mouth when she realized she caught the creature’s attention. 

Those glittering, soulless eyes focused on Velicity. A moment of recognition filled its ugly face. When it licked its chops, saliva dripped to the ground and gathered in a stinking, sizzling pool at its feet. Another, deeper growl rumbled through the air – straight through the princess.

Velicity steeled herself for the attack, even though her knees quaked and heart stuttered. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Torin leap to his feet. Wind, however, staggered and stumbled, but she rose as well. All three trained their weapons on the surrounded beast. Velicity smiled to herself. It will be easily dispatched now, she thought, and relished the idea. 

At once, both Torin and Wind rushed forward, but instead of attacking the giant creature, they came together in a loud clash. Their weapons clanged and sparked as they shouted insults at one another over the din. Velicity watched in horror at what they’d done, the beast forgotten for the moment.

The beast watched, confused by what it saw. When the two parted, panting, it growled again and launched itself at the person closest. Wind. Two paws bigger than her head slammed into her chest and drove her to the ground.

“Wind!” Velicity shrieked, and attempted to rush to the thief’s still form. The beast snapped its jaws inches from her thief. If Velicity didn’t do something fast, Wind would surely die. “I’m coming!” the princess shouted. Fire danced in her eyes as her dagger led the way. Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead!

She stopped short when Torin grabbed her from behind, and pulled her from the creature’s orbit. “I’ll do it!” he shouted. “Stay here!” 

Leaving Velicity, he rushed into the fray. With a mighty swing, Torin sliced at the beast’s back, but its fur and skin proved so thick, his sword merely glanced off it. The beast let out an angry growl and wheeled on him, swiping with those sharp claws. 

“Torin!” Velicity cried when she saw a line of red bloom across his shoulder through a slash in his top. 

“See to Wind! I’ll distract it!” he called, and ducked as another swipe nearly decapitated him. He backed away, his eyes never leaving the beast. The creature followed his movement, away from Wind.

While Torin had the beast occupied, Velicity rushed to Wind’s side. Her chest rose and fell so slightly under her shredded vest that the princess thought she might be dead. “Wind?” Velicity whispered with strained urgency. Her hand hovered over Wind’s chest, afraid to push away the fabric to check for injuries. “Are you all right?” 

Wind groaned, but nodded. A moment later, she opened her eyes. “Yes,” she breathed. “It didn’t get me. Just knocked the wind outta me!” She grinned up at Velicity, who stared at her with watery eyes. “Did I scare you?”

“You idiot!” Velicity retorted. “Get up before it decides to come back to finish you off.” She glanced in the direction Torin and the beast had gone, relieved to see that he held his own against the creature. 

“Thank ya’,” Wind gasped. With Velicity’s help, she sat up, and stood. She rubbed her chest, unmarked except for a slice through her shirt, and looked around for her sword. It lay on the ground a few feet away. She staggered over to retrieve it, and as she looked up, she shouted at the same time Torin did.

“VELICITY!”

Velicity spun at their voices and saw that the beast had lost interest in Torin, and had decided to return its attention to a more tender, less armed morsel. “Velicity, run!” Torin cried. 

It bared down on her with murder in its eyes, and let out a great snarl that rose above the sound of its thundering footfalls. The ground quaked below her, and the air filled with an angry, acrid stench. Terror bubbled to the surface as Velicity braced herself to fight. It quickly dissipated, replaced by a deep, burning anger for what it had done to Wind. Though she’d been unmarked, it didn’t matter to Velicity. It had hurt her, and scared the princess. “I don’t care if you’re from the Nightmare Court! I’ll kill you!” she shouted and raised a shaking hand.

“Velicity! Not the magic!” Wind shouted. 

“No!” Torin added.

“I have to!”

Their discouragement spurned Velicity on, and strengthened her determination to succeed. I can do this! she silently shouted. Despite the quaking of her hand, she drew up a ball of lightning and lobbed it in the beast’s direction. Velicity grinned as the ball sailed toward the creature’s face. 

With a great roar, the beast reared up on its hind legs. The lightning ball fizzled and bounced harmlessly against the thick hide on its stomach. “No!” the princess shrieked, devastated that yet another spell failed. 

She didn’t have time to dwell on it. On those log-like back legs, the creature lumbered, towering, above her. The knife's sharp claws slashed the air above her with enough force to blow her hair back. 

“Velicity!”

“Velicity, move!”

She barely heard Wind and Torin shout over the sound of the roaring beast, not that she could obey them, anyway. Fear rooted her to the spot. As it closed in on her, it cast a dark shadow.

Above her it stood, and it let out one, last snarl before it pounced on the wide-eyed woman.

“STOP!” 

Velicity shouted from deep in her chest and threw her hands up to protect herself. She squeezed her eyes closed, and braced for impact. Seconds ticked by, and nothing happened. She dared open her eyes and found the giant beast frozen above her. “What?” she whispered. How did that happen? With one hand still outstretched, she reached out to touch its grizzled body.

“Velicity! Stay back!” Torin shouted.

At the same time, Wind called, “No!”

“It’s fine,” Velicity replied in wonder, and ran her fingers across the coarse hair. A strong heartbeat thundered under its pelt. Still alive. But not for long. She narrowed her eyes at the massive creature, and moved to the side. “Die,” she growled, and felt a cold pulse of magic flow through her, and into the beast.

In an instant, it fell over with a loud thump.

Velicity let out a breath of relief, and nearly crumbled to the ground.

“Ya’ did it, lass!” Wind shouted as she and Torin rushed to Velicity and pulled her into a hug. “Your magic worked! And what magic it was!”

“No thanks to you two!” Velicity exclaimed, pulling away. “I cannot believe you fought each other instead of that beast.” To Wind, she added, “You could have died!” Tears threatened to fall as she gazed at them. “I could have lost you both!”

“I just wanted to protect you,” Torin insisted.

“I did, too!” Wind piped. They glared daggers at one another.

“Enough!” Velicity shouted, no longer caring that they were supposed to be hidden. “I don’t need to be protected! I’m tired of you saying that. I’m not helpless.” Her tone pitched higher, and she swiped at her eyes as tears threatened to fall. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. We could have easily dispatched that thing! The two of you couldn’t work together when our lives were in jeopardy.” Neither said a word. Instead, they bowed their heads, and stole glances at one another that didn’t go unnoticed by the princess. She let out a frustrated huff, and turned to stomp her way toward the town.
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“Where are you going?” Torin asked.

“I’m going to go find Rook and Emlyn. They, at least, respect me,” Velicity retorted.

“But what about—” Wind began to remind Velicity that her mother and Nocturna searched for her, but the look the princess gave made Wind snap her mouth shut. “Never mind.”

“Good,” Velicity said. With that, she continued her trek through the woods. “And stay there!” 

Torin glanced at Wind. “Do you think we should follow?”

“Do ya’ treasure your head?” 

“Good point. We’ll wait.”

“Aye.”

At least on that, we can agree, Wind mused as she dropped onto a stone to wait. She dared not follow, yet still worried for the princess. After seeing her best the beast, Wind knew she’d be alright alone.
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Velicity yanked her hood forward to conceal her face, grumbling angrily as she stomped down the road. “How dare they,” she muttered. “Treating me as though I’m incapable of anything. Risking our lives like that. How foolish of them!” She continued to mutter as she entered the town square, and paid little attention to her surroundings until she bumped into another figure. “Oh! Forgive me,” she said aloud. “I didn’t see you there.”

An ancient human-like woman with long, gray and white hair and big, furred ears to match adjusted the shawl around her shoulders. She gave Velicity a generous, toothy smile. “It’s fine, dearie. I try not to make myself too obvious,” she said in a gravelly voice. She tilted her head. Wide, slitted eyes stared at the princess. “You would know about that, eh?” She chuckled, as though to laugh at her own joke. 

Velicity shot a dirty look at the old woman, but nodded politely. “Yes, of course,” she said, as though to sooth her. “Well, good day.” She attempted to walk around the strange woman, who shot a long, gnarled hand out and grabbed Velicity by the shoulder. Velicity spun on the crone and glared at the offensive appendage. “Excuse me?” 

“She’s coming, you know” the woman said, raising an eyebrow at the princess. 

The wind, icy and cold, picked up, and swirled around the two. The sun, so bright not a moment before, dimmed as clouds collected overhead. Chills shot through Velicity despite the cloak that encircled her. “She who?” she asked. “Who’s coming?” Her mother? Of course Adaliya was coming. Everyone knew that. It was just a matter of when she’d find her.

“She Who Always Finds,” the woman replied, as though it was something Velicity should already have known. Those wide eyes pierced Velicity’s soul. “The Huntress. She knows you’re in Her domain now. Her creatures have told her. She’s tasted your magic on the wind. The Huntress comes for you. She is close. Very close.” 

“Me?” Velicity barked out a nervous laugh, and pulled her cloak closer. “Impossible. She has no reason to hunt me. Be gone, woman.” Though Velicity meant for her voice to be firm, it trembled.

“You know what I say is true, little one. The Huntress comes for you. In fact, she could be here right now.” The ancient woman winked, and a new twinkle glittered in her eyes. “It’s good to meet you, Princess.” She tilted her head, and with a skewed smile, said, “I knew it had to be you when you killed the beast I sent. Queen Nocturna will be pleased to see you.”

“No...” Velicity attempted to backpedal, but something in the woman’s gaze held her there. It’s the Huntress! Nocturna’s most successful, brutal tracker stood before her to render her helpless as life went on around them.

“Issy? Is that you?” A friendly male voice came to her ear as two people moved closer. She could see them in her peripheral vision, but couldn’t acknowledge them. Not with that hand on her shoulder. “What are you doing here? You were supposed to wait for us.”

“Who’s your new friend?” Emlyn asked in a pleasant tone, but an undercurrent of concern threaded through her voice.

The Huntress slipped back into her crone’s persona. “Oh...just an old, lonely woman,” she replied. “This lovely young lady kept me company for a moment. Thank you, dearie.” She patted Velicity’s shaking hand. “I hope to meet you again someday!” With a wink, she hobbled off through the town.

Emlyn’s face appeared in Velicity’s line of sight as she leaned close. “You’re paler than usual, as though you’ve seen a spirit,” she said. “Are you all right?” Though she kept her voice low not to attract attention, it rose in the slightest when she added, “Did something happen to Wind or Torin?”

The warmth of someone’s hand on her shoulder, Rook’s by the size of it, melted Velicity’s fear enough for her to collect herself. She grabbed Emlyn’s arm, and in a low voice said, “We must get out of here. Now. As far away as possible.” 

The woman’s eyebrows raised. “All right. We have what we came for.” 

Emlyn and Rook exchanged looks as Velicity turned and beat a path out of the village without a moment’s hesitation. She didn’t stop until they were back into the woods where Wind and Torin waited. 
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Wind and Torin sat dejectedly across from one another, silent and miserable. As the others entered the space, they jumped to their feet. “What’s going on?” Wind demanded the moment she saw Velicity’s face. “What happened?”

Torin glanced from Emlyn and Rook to Velicity herself. “Is everything all right?” he asked.

At first, Velicity hesitated at first. “She’s here. In town,” Velicity admitted at last. 

“Who?” Torin questioned. “Your mother?”

In a hushed voice, Velicity replied. “The Huntress. She Who Always Finds.”

Rook, Emlyn, and Torin gasped. “No,” Torin whispered.

Wind, confused by the sudden fear, raised her hand. “Wait a minute. Who is the Huntress? Why does she want Velicity?” she asked. “And why do the four of you look like you’re about to sing a funeral dirge?”

“The Huntress is a powerful being who serves the Queen of Nightmares,” Rook explained, and the big man shuddered.  

“She’s the queen’s right hand,” Emlyn added. “If the Huntress seeks you, you’re as good as caught. She can create portals to travel anywhere in a matter of seconds and carries a magic whip they say is made from the skins of those she’s captured. She’s as cunning and cruel as her mistress.” She shook her head. “She will destroy anything that stands in the way of her target. Including us.”

“The Huntress will take Velicity back to the Court of Nightmares. It’s what the Queen of Daydreams has feared for Velicity’s entire life,” Torin explained and placed a comforting hand on Velicity’s shoulder.

“Why?” Wind asked.

“The Queen of Nightmares gave me my curse,” Velicity admitted. “She wants to use me as a weapon against my mother, to take over the Court of Daydreams, and conquer the empire.”

Wind stared at Velicity, and the full weight of understanding fell on her at last. This journey wasn’t simply about a princess who wanted to rid herself of a curse, but to evade a murderous queen and her dark minions. “We could die,” Wind whispered, though in her heart, she had only one person in mind. For once, it wasn’t her.

“Most of all, Velicity,” Torin said, giving words to Wind’s fear. He put his arm Velicity, who laid her head on his chest. “Once Queen Nocturna has used Velicity, she’ll kill her.”

“Why are we standing around here, for? Let’s get out of here before she finds out where we are!” Wind asked all around.

“Where do we go?” Velicity asked, small and frightened. “The Huntress will find me wherever I am.”

“We go to the Empress,” Emlyn said, drawing everyone’s attention. “If we can make it to her before the Huntress can get to Velicity, we’ll be safe. There’s no way the Huntress will dare breach the Empress’s stronghold. She may work for Queen Nocturna, but Empress Galatina rules above all.”

The others considered her words, and, one by one, began to nod in agreement. “Do you think we’ll make it?” Velicity asked. She dared not hope. Hope led to disappointment.

“As long as we keep moving. Brief stops only. The worst part of the journey is ahead of us,” Emlyn replied. “It will be hard. Very hard. But we have enough supplies to get us through.” She glanced at Rook, who held up a large sack with a smile.

“We also have warmer gear for everyone,” Rook replied. “It’s going to get cold where we’re going.”

“Cold?”

“Very.”

Wind, Torin, and Velicity exchanged looks. “I’m not looking forward to this,” Wind muttered. 

“You don’t have to go,” Torin replied. 

Though Wind opened her mouth to snap back, she shut it again and gazed at Velicity. One look in her pleading eyes steeled the thief’s determination. “No,” said Wind. “I’m going. I said from the beginning I’d take Velicity to the Empress, and that’s what I’ll do.” And the treasure, but that didn’t seem so important now that the Huntress was after them. All that mattered was to get Velicity to safety. 

Velicity smiled so bright, Wind was sure it could keep her warm no matter how cold it got. “Thank you,” the princess said. She reached for her hand, and Wind took it with a grin. 

Torin narrowed his eyes, but shrugged. “Suit yourself,” he muttered and stalked away to see to his horse.

“So, it’s settled,” Emlyn said. “Off we go.” 
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Hours later, when they were sure they’d left the huntress behind, they settled in for a break. As the others prepared food, Torin gave his horse one last drink of water from his bladder. He walked over to Velicity and sat down beside her. “Is this what you truly want?” he asked, his voice low. “You want to go to the Empress, and have her remove your wild magic?”

“More than anything,” said Velicity. “If only for the Queen of Nightmares to have no use for me anymore.” She tilted her head as she watched his mouth turn downward to a frown. “Why? Do you have misgivings?”

“I’d be lying if I said no,” he replied. “But I’m here for you. I want you to be happy.” He paused, thinking. “I also want you to be safe. I worry for you.”

Giving Torin a half smile, she said, “I know. I worry, too.” 

“Do you trust these others?” he asked. “How do you know they won’t give you up to the Huntress? What if we’re headed into a trap?” Torin took her hands in his. 

“I just know,” Velicity said, and felt it in her heart. “It’s hard to explain, but I do. And I do trust them.”

“Even Wind?”

Velicity chuckled. “Yes. Even Wind.” Torin‘s face screwed in disbelief. “She’s difficult, for sure, but she grows on you. She could have let me drown, but she didn’t. She could have given me up time and time again, but she hasn’t. She’s saved my life more than once. I trust her nearly as much as I trust you.” 

Torin gazed at her for a moment. He nodded, and the beginning of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I will give her a chance. For you.” 

“Good.” 

“Now, tell me. If you trust me so, why haven’t you given me an answer?” He leaned forward and looked deeply in her eyes.

“An answer to what?” Velicity asked, wary. She leaned away from him, and used her arms to brace herself.

Torin took one hand back in his to tug her forward again. Then, he slid to one knee. In a voice meant only for her, he asked, “Velicity, will you marry me?”

––––––––
[image: image]


Wind sat against a rock and took a sip of water from Emlyn’s bladder. Nearby, Emlyn and Rook argued about the best route to take to the Empress. She happened to glance over at Velicity and saw that Torin sat beside her with her hands in his. Though they spoke in hushed tones, Wind could hear his question with loud clarity.

“Will you marry me?”

Something Wind didn’t recognize squeezed at her heart until tears came to her eyes. The words played over and over in her mind, beating at it until she longed to grab her head. But that would draw attention to herself, and Wind didn’t want attention. Why do I care if she gets married? she thought bitterly. She’s just a stupid princess. 

A stupid princess Wind couldn’t stop thinking of. 

With a huff, she yanked her knife from its sheath.
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“Torin,” Velicity said as calmly as she could. “This isn’t the time to discuss such things.” She glanced around to see if anyone paid any attention. Rook and Emlyn argued. Wind busied herself by twirling her knife in her fingers. No one knew what they were discussing, and that’s exactly what Velicity hoped. 

“On the contrary. Now’s the perfect time.” Torin released Velicity’s hand, and instead grasped her shoulders. “Velicity, we’re facing horrible danger. If anything happens to us—”

“Nothing will happen to us.”

“But if it does, I want our union to be known.” 

Velicity’s heart thundered, and her palms slickened. She stared into his earnest, hopeful gaze, and bit her lip. She’d known this question would come some day, but she didn’t expect it so soon, and in such a foreign place, with so many others nearby. A current of energy threatened to explode from her fingertips into Torin, and she took deep breaths to contain it. Slowly, she said, “How about this; when we reach the safety of the Empress’s stronghold, and my powers are removed, ask again. Then, I will give you my answer.”

“Why then?” Torin asked, frowning in both disappointment and confusion. “Why can’t you give me an answer now? Don’t you love me?”

“Of course I love you, Torin,” Velicity replied. She reached between his arms and touched his cheek. “Right now, I want to get us to safety, and have my curse removed. It’s so much to think about, without the added decision of whether to marry or not. Can you at least give me that?”

He nodded. “I can. If waiting is what you wish, then waiting is what we’ll do. But the moment the Empress has relieved you of your burden, I will drop to my knee and beg for your hand.” 

“You are so good to me,” Velicity said, though something deep in her belly did a flip. Her delay wouldn’t last forever, and someday she’d have to break his heart. 
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To see Velicity and Torin in such a tender, intimate moment sent anger like molten liquid through Wind’s veins. Why can’t she see how bad he is for her? Wind thought. And now he proposes to her? Regardless of what he said, Wind knew he had every intention of taking Velicity back to her mother the moment the rest let their guards down. The intent was clear. If Velicity couldn’t see it, Wind had to convince her. She began to stand to confront them, but Emlyn’s voice halted her. 

“We’ve rested long enough,” Emlyn announced. “We need to go. Rook and I have agreed on the best and quickest path to the Empress. Who wants to ride first?”

Wind threw her hand in the air, and strode toward Torin’s horse. “Me. I’ll do it,” she announced as the others watched. 

“Very well,” Emlyn mumbled. “We’re off.” She and Rook took the lead.

Torin and Velicity filed in after them, and Wind steered Torin’s horse to follow behind. From her vantage point on the steed’s back, Wind watched the disgusting displays between the princess and her lieutenant. The way they walked close and leaned their heads together to talk. The way they’d touch hands, whether they meant to or not. Every little thing about them irritated Wind. 

She’s a princess. She deserves someone better than a thief, a voice deep inside her said.

But Wind remembered his smug smiles. His possessiveness. The barbs. His status as lieutenant in her mother’s army. She bristled again as Torin touched Velicity’s cheek to brush a hair out of her eyes. She wore her hood down to allow the cool forest breeze to play around her head, and give her some fresh air. Dappled sunlight touched her face as she smiled up at Torin.

Wind found herself imagining that smile just for her, tucked into her side as they lay naked on a bed of sweet grass. 

She violently shook her head, causing the horse to knicker in response. 

Torin and Velicity turned as one to look up at Wind and her mount. “Is everything all right?” Velicity asked with true concern in her eyes. Her voice lowered, and she glanced around. “You didn’t hear anything, did you?”

Wind waved away her words. “No, no. Just thinking,” she replied with a forced smile. “Sometimes I move when I think. I must have disturbed the horse.” 

Velicity nodded, but didn’t take her eyes from Wind’s face. “Very well. Do you need anything? A drink, perhaps?” 

Wind patted the bladder of ale slung across her chest. “I have what I need.”

“All right. If you say so.” And with a frown, Velicity turned to face forward again. 

Torin narrowed his eyes at Wind for just a moment before he, too, faced forward. Then, he leaned over and whispered in Velicity’s ear, eliciting a giggle from the royal elf. 

Wind sighed to herself. How would she manage their disgusting displays when she already couldn’t bear them? Another thought came to her, almost immediately after the first. Once we reach the Empress, Torin plans to ask her to marry him again, and she’ll give him an answer this time. If Wind could convince Velicity not to say yes, Torin would go away, and leave Wind and Velicity alone. It would be a wonderful plan, if it didn’t make her feel a twinge of guilt. When Torin glanced back to give her a smug grin, all thoughts of guilt fled from her mind. She gave him a wicked smile in return. Let’s play, she thought. But I play dirty.

She didn’t even care about the money anymore. All she wanted was Velicity.

She only had until they reached the stronghold to convince her to refuse Torin’s proposal. It wasn’t much time, and she had to act fast. She cleared her throat. “Velicity, would you care to ride with me? Surely a strong horse such as one from the Queen’s stable can handle two riders.” 

Velicity turned, considering it. “If it’s no trouble,” she said. “It would be nice to ride for a while.” She looked to Rook and Emlyn. “Emlyn, Rook, can we stop for a moment?  I’m going to climb on with Wind.”

Rook stopped with a smile, but Emlyn rolled her eyes. “Very well. Be quick about it, will you?” She glanced around. “I don’t feel comfortable in this part of the forest.”

Velicity nodded, and looked up at Torin. “Give me a boost?” she asked. 

Torin nodded, and snuck a glance at Wind, who smiled down at him. “Are you sure? I’d hate to tire Jack.” 

Jack, the horse, tossed his head and snorted, as though he was offended that Torin thought two small girls would tire him. Velicity smiled, and petted the horse’s long snout. “Jack can certainly handle it,” she said. She moved to his side. “Boost me.”

Wind reached down to lift her as Torin reluctantly laced his hands to give her foot a place. Between them, they hauled Velicity up behind the thief. Velicity adjusted herself, and wrapped her arms around Wind’s waist. 

The thief’s breath hitched at her touch. She cleared her throat, and her voice cracked when she asked, “Are you settled back there?”

With a quick squeeze to Wind’s middle, Velicity replied, “Yes.” 

The elf’s statement, delivered right in Wind’s ear, sent thrills up and down her spine. With Velicity pressed against her back, Wind could feel her warmth, and smell her unique, intoxicating floral scent. It swirled around and enveloped her, sending a chill throughout her body. The image of Velicity in her arms returned, but this time they shared a deep, passionate kiss. Wind forced herself to give a neutral smile and thumbs up to the others. “Hang on,” Wind managed to murmur. In response, Velicity gave her middle another squeeze.

“Are you cold?” Velicity asked, concerned. “You’ve shivered twice now.” 

“Oh, no. I’m fine.” Wind’s voice came out strained. A little too high. “Just excited about going to meet the Empress, is all.”

“Right.” 

Something about Velicity’s response made Wind pause. She glanced back, and saw that the princess frowned. “Are you not excited?”

Silence from Velicity. “I don’t know,” she finally replied. 

“But it’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Velicity admitted. 

“Then what’s the problem? You’re going to get what you want.”
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Wind’s question played on Velicity’s mind. I am going to get what I want, she thought. The destructive powers that plagued her would be gone for good, and she’d no longer be of use to Queen Nocturna. The Huntress would be recalled, and Velicity would live a normal life. It sounded wonderful, except for one thing: Torin would propose, and she’d have to give him her answer.

Would I really want to marry Torin? 

She stole a glance at him as he walked a little ahead of his horse. Torin, who she’d confided in since childhood. Her first and, for the longest time, only friend. He understood her frustration with being trapped behind the castle walls, and tried his best to entertain and console her over the years. They had a closeness some could only dream of.

Now, she looked at him, and saw only a friend. A reminder of everything she no longer wanted for her life. 

The past few days with Wind, despite the frustration and danger, were the best Velicity had experienced in many years. She felt alive, and, even when her power misfired, strong. She felt free. 

What if I didn’t go home?

The thought both excited and scared her. 

Of course, she’d have to go back eventually. She couldn’t run from her responsibilities forever. She’d trained all her life to become the Queen of Daydreams, and when the time came, she would take her place. But that was in the future. For now, she could enjoy her newfound freedom. Velicity sighed and rested her head against Wind’s back. 

Wind. Solid. Strong. Annoying. Maddening. 

Wind stiffened in her arms, which made Velicity frown more. She probably hates that, she thought, even though it brought her comfort. Instead, the princess sat up and loosened her grip. She sighed. 

It would be a long ride.
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Chapter 7
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Days passed without seeing another living being on the trail, save for a few birds and small, ground creatures. For that, no one complained. The fewer people who saw them, Velicity especially, the better. Still, the princess couldn’t help but feel they were watched. Measured. Hunted. When she brought it up to Torin, he simply smiled and shook his head. “It’s because the Huntress is after you, love,” he said. “Of course you’d feel that way.” Then, he kissed her on the forehead and added, “Have no fear. I’ll make sure no one harms you.”

Velicity wilted at his words.

On her other side, Wind bumped her shoulder. When Velicity cast her worried gaze on the thief, she leaned close and said, “You’re not imagining things. I feel it too.” She slipped her hand into Velicity’s, and gave it a squeeze. “You handled that beast by yourself. You’re more than capable of holding your own.”

With a smile, the princess walked a little taller. 

The further they moved away from the bright green, warm, unending summer of the Court of Daydreams and into the blazing reds, oranges, and yellows of the Court of Nightmares, the colder everything seemed. The wind blew harsher here in this northern land and forced the entire group to don thick cloaks for this part of the journey.

Velicity stared in wonder at the brilliance that surrounded her, and took a deep breath of the clean, fresh air scented with earth and ever-changing leaves. “It’s beautiful here! I’ve never seen such colors. Who would have imagined that the Court of Nightmares resided in such a lovely place?”

“It is beautiful, isn’t it?” Wind asked. She, too, stared in awed delight. “I don’t suppose you’d seen anything like this at home.”

Velicity frowned. “No. I hadn’t.” 

“I could never live where I wouldn’t experience the changing seasons,” Rook said, shaking his head. “It must get—” He fought to find the right word that wouldn’t offend the princess.

“Boring?” Velicity asked. Rook nodded, chagrined. “It’s okay, Rook. It did get boring. I wasn’t allowed to spend much time outdoors unless accompanied by an entire retinue. I did my best to keep busy, of course. Reading, embroidery...” She shrugged. “I know Mother did it to keep me safe, but I always longed to travel. Especially to see the great and glorious Empress, to end my affliction.” Torin, who walked beside her, touched her arm. She glanced up and gave him half a smile. “Torin did sneak me out when he could for a walk through the garden, or a ride on his horse.” 

“I couldn’t have her trapped inside all the time,” Torin said. “That’s no way for anyone to live." 

“You’ve never experienced snow, either. Have you?” Rook asked. 

“No. I’m looking forward to it, though.” Velicity piped, and her mood lightened considerably. “I’ve heard it’s quite lovely.”

“Inside, yes. When you have nowhere else to go.” Emlyn snickered. “I can’t imagine looking forward to being out in it. I haven’t missed it since we’ve been away.”

“Away?” Torin asked. “I didn’t realize you were from the Winter Land.”

With a shrug, Emlyn replied, “Not originally. I came from the human realm. I don’t really like to talk about it much. You see, I was born male. The Empress found me wandering alone in her forest after I ran away from home as a child. She took me in and raised me as her ward. She allowed me to be who I was truly meant to be: Lady Emlyn. When I was old enough, I joined the Empress’s army. That’s actually how Rook and I met.” 

“Really?”

“Yes! Rook’s family provided meat to the Court of Daydreams. They provided meat to the Empress, too,” Emlyn explained. “He was making a delivery to the stronghold one day while I was on duty. It was rather comical how we met.”

“How so?” Wind asked. 

“We literally ran into each other!” Rook chortled. “I couldn’t get her out of my mind after that. That’s why I chose to stay, and joined the army as well.”

“Hey!” Wind said. “That’s how we met!” 

Velicity rolled her eyes. “No, it’s not. You invited yourself to my table at the tavern when I was trying to eat,” she replied. “After I left, you ran into me—and tried to rob me!”

Torin’s eyes widened. He glared at Wind. “You what?” 

Wind braced herself to retort back, but Velicity answered before she could. “It all worked out, Torin. I’m fine.” She paused, and then sighed. “The building I set on fire wasn’t.” 

“The building?” Torin’s eyes grew even wider.

“I...set a building on fire trying to stop Wind from running away.” 

“Velicity!”

“She didn’t mean it,” Wind stated in a firm, defensive voice. 

“Can we talk about something else?” Velicity asked. She folded her arms over her chest, and hunched into herself.

Emlyn caught onto the cue. “We’ll be coming to the border to the Winter Land soon. You’ll find it will get colder, faster. It may feel like a shock, especially if you aren’t prepared for it.” 

“We won’t take any more breaks from here. It won’t be safe,” Rook added, his tone grave. “I just hope we don’t trigger a blizzard once we cross.”

With a nod, Emlyn replied, “Yes. That would make our travels much, much harder.”

“A blizzard?” Torin asked. Though he’d traveled far more than Velicity, he’d never encountered such a thing. “I’d only heard about them. Are they as terrible as I’ve been told?”

“In the Winter Land? Worse,” Rook stated. “It’s an effective defense the Empress set up to protect her keep from attack.”

“Lovely,” the soldier muttered. He gave Velicity a small smile. “But we’ll do whatever’s necessary to help you.”

Velicity, whose stomach trembled at the variety of thoughts in her mind, smiled too. “I know you will.”

Not to be outdone, Wind clapped a hand on Velicity’s shoulder. “We can handle it! We bested a snake god, and you downed a beast. How hard will some snow be?”
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As Emlyn had warned, the mild autumnal weather turned fast once the group crossed over into the Winter Lands, the home of the Court of Vision—Empress Galatina’s court. The temperature plummeted, and an icy wind whipped at them as they pulled their cloaks tight to their shivering bodies. Huddled together, they trudged through snow drifts up to their knees with teeth gritted in determination. Only their horse seemed to have no trouble; more than once they had to use him as leverage to pull themselves from the cold, wet mess.

“This is ridiculous,” Wind muttered, blinking against the coldness that assaulted her eyes. “We cannot possibly get through this!” She held up a hand to shield them from the swirling and sweeping snow. “We should stop until the wind settles.”

“There’s no stopping,” Emlyn returned. “We must keep going, and stay together so the Empress’s wards will take you.”

With a growl of frustration, Wind barreled ahead. “Let’s go faster, then! The sooner we get to safety, the better!”

“Wind, listen to Emlyn!” Velicity shouted, but her voice was lost to the howling wind. Wind didn’t hear her. She stalked past Emlyn and Rook, further into the storm. 

One moment, they watched her go. The next, she’d disappeared in a wall of snow. 

“Wind!” 

“It’s one of the Empress’s wards! She’ll freeze!” Rook shouted. 

“No!” 

From her position behind the others, Velicity rushed forward. Evading the others’ hands, she, too, disappeared into the squall.

“Velicity!” 

“Wind? Where are you?” Velicity called through chattering teeth as she found herself in the middle of the storm. “Wind!” She held herself tight, and squinted in the dark, swirling air. The temperature had plummeted further in this heavier storm, making it harder for the elf to walk. Every step felt heavy – as though her feet had iced over. She looked down, and her fear was confirmed: ice did, indeed, begin to coat her boots. “No,” she whispered. She had to find Wind. She had to get them both out before they both froze to death. “WIND!”

“Velicity!”

A weak cry to her right caught Velicity’s attention, and her heart soared. Wind. It had to be Wind. She willed herself toward the sound. “I’m coming Wind! Hold on!” Another cry, softer than before, answered. It spurned her forward, despite the heaviness that crept up her legs to her knees. 

Wind, with skin an unhealthy blue, lay on her side in the snow, nearly covered in a thin sheet of ice. Crystals clung to her eyelashes and hair, and gave her cloak a frosty sheen. Velicity let out a shriek of relief, and rushed the few remaining feet to Wind’s side. She dropped to her knees and shook the still half-elf. “Wind! Wind, you must wake up!”

Wind’s eyes fluttered open, and recognition registered in her face. “Issy...you...found me,” she managed, barely above a whisper.

“Shh. Don’t talk. Save your strength. We have to get you out of here,” Velicity took hold of Wind’s arm and attempted to pull her up. When Wind didn’t budge, the princess fell backward into the snow.

“Just leave me, lass,” the thief groaned. “Save yourself.”

Tears came to Velicity’s eyes, and immediately froze on her pale cheeks. “No! We started this journey together. I’ll not end it without you. Get up!” Velicity scrambled over and tugged again, weaker this time, as the frost crawled over her hips. “Please! You promised!” 

Something in Wind’s eyes changed from resignation to determination at the sound of Velicity’s plea. She nodded, and allowed the elf to help her to a sitting position. Before she could climb to her feet, she fell over in the snow, taking Velicity with her. They landed in a heap, with Velicity on top.  “I can’t do it,” Wind whimpered through the numbing pain. “I can’t feel my legs anymore! I can’t feel...anything.” She gasped out a breath, and her head lolled to the side.

“No!” Velicity cried. She grabbed Wind’s shoulders and dug in her numb fingers. “You must get up! You must! I can’t lose you!” Terror ripped through her, and made her shake more than the icy cold that seized her. The ice in her veins crawled up to her torso and squeezed her chest. “Please...” Her eyes closed, and she wrapped her arms around Wind’s neck. “Please,” Velicity whispered. 

One moment, Velicity was on top of Wind in the raging snowstorm. The next, two strong arms lifted her, and cradled her close. “I found Velicity!” Torin called in the subdued quiet as the storm fell away to nothing.  To Velicity, he cried, “What were you thinking?” 

“Torin!” Through chattering teeth, Velicity said, “Wind...could have...died.”

“So could you!”

Emlyn grabbed Wind, wrapping her arms around the nearly frozen girl. “We must get them warm! Rook, make a fire.”

“With what?” Torin demanded. “There’s nothing dry here!”

“We came prepared,” Emlyn returned. 

From his pack, Rook produced everything he’d need to make a small fire: dry kindling, a bit of wood, and a fire rock. He cleared a place in the snow, and set about making a blaze that soon grew to a comfortable size. Emlyn picked up Wind, and she and Torin set their friends before the fire to soak up some of the warmth. “It’s a good thing the storm has passed,” Rook said.

“I don’t suppose you have extra, dry cloaks?” Torin, who held Velicity tight, asked. “Wind’s not looking good.” He frowned at her pale, frost-kissed skin and closed eyes. 

Velicity broke from Torin’s embrace and threw herself at Wind. “Wind! Wake up! You cannot die!” She wrapped her arms around the thief once more. “Wind! Do you hear me? Wake up, now!” Emlyn found a heavy blanket in her pack, and wrapped it around Velicity’s shoulders. It was big enough to envelope them both. “There now. We’ll be warmer in no time. Come on, Wind. Wake up! Please!” Her voice rose above the trees. “Wind...” She put her cold fingers to Wind’s neck, where she should have felt a strong pulse. Instead, the beat felt weak, and faded fast.

I have fire, she reminded herself. If I can keep it under control, I could warm us faster. Or, she could burn them to death. 

It was a chance she had to take. 

Velicity closed her eyes, and stilled her terrified thoughts. She imagined, instead, a warm glow coming from deep within her chest. Small, at first, like that of a firebug. As she poured intent into it, it grew, filling her with a comforting heat. She imagined herself glowing from the outside, with her warmth spreading to Wind’s still form.  

The others watched in awe as the glow enveloped both Velicity and Wind, melting the snow around them until they sat on a dry patch of ground. Soon, the glow brightened so much that it forced them to turn away, or shield their eyes. 
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Encapsulated in a cruel shell of icy magic, Wind lay alone in the darkness. What is this? she wondered as she looked around. The Empress’s warding. This is how I’ll die. Not a botched robbery. Nothing brave. Just a stupid snowstorm that froze me to death. It served her right, of course. She had no business being there. Her only reason to join Velicity on her quest was to steal whatever she could from the Empress. She couldn’t even listen when she was warned not to leave the group.

She didn’t deserve to live.

If I had a second chance, I’d do better.

Second chances didn’t come to thieves like her.

Then, in her mind’s eye, a light winked on in the distance. It jolted her cold heart giving her a fleeting shred of hope. Warmth filled Wind, body and mind. It brought her back from the darkness, and made her hope again. Closer and closer the light came, and she heard her name whispered in her mind. A moment later. Wind’s eyes blinked open. “Issy?” she croaked when she saw who held her. “What’s going on? Why are you glowing?”

Velicity’s eyes opened wide, and her glow faded away. “Wind! You live!” She grabbed the thief in a fierce hug. “I thought we’d lost you.” Tears filled her eyes as her glow dissipated. 

“You didn’t, lass,” Wind said, and wrapped her arms around the princess. “You saved me.” 

“Thank the gods!” The princess wept. 

Rook and Emlyn held one another, and watched the miracle that had occurred. Torin stood off to the side, beaming with pride. “Velicity, you’re amazing,” he murmured. 

Settled safe and warm in Velicity’s arms, Wind grinned up at her. “Don’t cry. You’re not getting rid of me that easy.” She reached up and wiped a liquid tear from the other girl’s cheek.

Velicity laughed. “Are you well? Hurt? Still cold?”

“Better than ever.” She coughed. “Maybe a little ale would help.”

Velicity chuckled. “You’re fine.”

Rook hurried over with a flask. “Here! Glad you’re alive, Wind.”

With Velicity’s assistance, Wind sat up. She took the flask with a smile of thanks, and tipped the liquid into her mouth. Immediately, she warmed from the inside out. “Oh, this definitely helps.” 

Velicity arranged the dry cloak to lay better on both of their shoulders. When Wind offered her the flask, she shook her head. “No. You can have it. I’m plenty warm now.”

Wind chuckled. “I suppose you would be, lighting up like a bonfire,” she replied. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“I didn’t either.” 

“Are you sure you still want to get rid of your power, love?” Wind questioned. “It could come in handy again.”

Velicity bit her bottom lip. “Yes,” she said in a tentative tone, “I just don’t trust it. I saved you this time, but I could kill you next.” She stared directly into Wind’s eyes. “I don’t ever want to hurt you.”

Wind blinked. A response caught in her throat, along with the desire to kiss her right there. She cleared it away, and said, “I don’t think you would.” 

Emlyn stepped forward. “I hate to ruin the moment, but as soon as the two of you are ready, we need to get moving before we set off another ward.”

“I’m ready when you are,” Velicity said, and aimed her statement at Wind. 

“Are you sure?”

“Are you?”

“I asked you first.”

Rolling his eyes, Rook addressed Emlyn and Torin. “They’re fine.” 

“Shall we continue, then?” Emlyn asked. “The Empress’s stronghold is on the other side of the valley.”

“That close?” Torin asked in disbelief. He looked in the direction Emlyn indicated, and gaped at the turrets in the distance.

Emlyn nodded. “It seems a lot further due to the weather. We just have to survive the rest of the trip, and we’ll be there.” 

Wind jumped to her feet. “What are we waiting for?” She held out her hand to Velicity and helped her up. “Let’s go see the Empress.”

The group began to move again. Velicity stayed close to Wind; close enough for their shoulders to bump with every step. “I’ll not lose you,” she said, and Wind’s heart did a flip. 

“If you insist.”
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Ever so slowly, the travelers inched their way across the snowy valley, until they finally reached the other side. “This way,” Emlyn directed, and led them back into a spring-like forest. 

“What a relief! That was horrible,” Velicity exclaimed once they stepped from the frosty ground to dirt. “I never want to go through that again.” 

“We have to go home through it,” Torin reminded her. 

Velicity frowned. “Oh, right. Yes. Home.” She caught a glance at Wind, who narrowed her eyes at the soldier. “Is there anything we should know about the Empress?” Velicity asked, quick to change the subject before Torin or Wind could say anything else. “I’ve heard she is rather...difficult...to speak to.” Over the years, rumors of the Empress’s aloof and unapproachable attitude spread throughout the land. Though Velicity lived a sheltered life, even she had heard the whisperings in court.

“She is a busy woman,” Emlyn replied. “But she’s no more difficult than anyone else. I do suggest coming straight to the point of your visit, though. She doesn’t tolerate hemming and hawing very well, and she is a busy woman.”

“Good to know,” Velicity replied. She frowned. 

“Don’t worry,” Rook piped up. “She isn’t as scary as she’s been made out to be.”

Wind reached out and squeezed Velicity’s hand. “We’ll be there for ya, Issy. Don’t worry.” 

“For that, I’m glad. I’ve come to realize I couldn’t have done this without any of you.”

“Good! I told you so.”

“Perhaps you did.” With that, Velicity gave Wind a tender smile.
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Chapter 8
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“Here we are. The Empress’s stronghold.”

Emlyn’s voice carried a touch of pride and nostalgia as the group emerged from the valley and crested a slight rise. A massive palace rose high above, so tall its peaks were shrouded in clouds. 

Rook smiled. “It’s been so long since we’ve been back. I wonder if they’ll remember us.”

His wife touched his cheek. “You’re unforgettable, my dearest.”

“Same for you.”

As Rook and Emlyn exchanged words of love, Wind, Velicity, and Torin gaped at the sheer size of the keep. Never had they seen a palace so grand. Even Velicity and Torin, who had spent their lives in the Court of Daydreams. The Empress’s stronghold could fit three of Queen Adaliya’s castle in it, with room to spare. Light colored stone the size of large men covered the exterior while stained-glass windows dotted the entire building. Each window depicted something different, whether it be an animal, a flower, or a scene. Each one was beautiful and flawless. 

Wind let out a low whistle. “Would you look at that?” she muttered. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Emlyn commented. She glanced over at her companions, who still gawked at the palace. “Well, what are we waiting for? Come on!” With a quick toss of her head, Emlyn led the way toward the Empress’s keep.

Two giant, ornately carved doors waited for them. Before those doors stood a pair of bored looking guards who raised their eyebrows as the group advanced. “What business have you with the Empress?” the one on the left demanded. 

“Nicky?” Emlyn asked, squinting her eyes in the sun. “Is that you?” Her gaze shifted to the other guard. “And Bastian! That can’t be you! You’re grown!”

At first, the guards frowned. They exchanged glances, and eyed the group closer. “Emlyn? Rook?” Their eyes widened in recognition. “Emlyn! Rook! You’ve returned!” They each began to move toward the group, but stopped, remembering their place and orders. 

Emlyn and Rook strode up to the pair, and the foursome clasped arms. “It is so good to see you,” Rook grinned. “It’s been years!”

“The last time we saw the two of you, you were barely able to wield a sword. Look at you both. In the service of the Empress!” Emlyn grinned. 

“A lot has changed,” Nicky said. His cheeks reddened at Emlyn’s praise. “Millanda and I married a year ago. We have a child now.”

Emlyn’s grin widened even more. “You did? I knew you’d eventually get together. You always mooned over her.” 

A quiet sound caught their attention, and the four old friends turned to find Velicity, Wind, and Torin standing there. “I’d hate to interrupt your reunion, but...” Velicity glanced around. “We do need to get inside.”

“Ah! Yes,” Emlyn replied. She turned back to the guards, gesturing to the others. “We have important business with Empress Galatina. This young elf is under threat of the Huntress. She’s in grave danger, and needs our Empress’s help.” 

The guards’ eyes widened. “Oh, no!” Nicky gasped. 

Bastian put his hand on the door’s handle. “Come in!” he insisted. When Nicky raised an eyebrow at him, Bastian said, “We must get them safely inside. We can get everything sorted out behind closed doors.” As an afterthought, he added, “Besides, it’s Rook and Emlyn. We can trust them.”

Reluctant at first, Nicky nodded. “All right then. Inside, the whole lot of you. I’ll take your horse. Bastian can lead.” 

“This way!” Bastian pulled open the door as Nicky took hold of the reins and Jack to the stable. The younger of the two guards led the way through a small corridor that spilled into a large atrium. “Wait here,” Bastian said and rushed off toward a hall to the left of them. 

“This will take a few minutes,” Rook snickered. “The Empress’s throne room is a bit of a walk.” 

“We’ve come this far,” Torin said. “What’s a few more minutes?”

As they waited, they admired the sights. A towering marble fountain gurgled in the center of the room, with fantastical carved beasts that spit water from their mouths. As far as they could see, stretched a glistening marble floor. Gilded frames surrounded paintings of people of all sizes, colors, and genders in regal clothing and pastoral settings of far-off places. Heavy drapes with flowers embroidered with golden thread hung on every window. A massive chandelier hung above them from the star-painted ceiling. 

Wind grinned at the sight. Her mind swirled with the possibilities. “A girl could live well in a place like this.” She wiped a bit of drool from the corner of her lips. 

Velicity, though, frowned. “I wouldn’t call it living,” she replied. “Sometimes, all of this extravagance feels like a cage.” Torin gave her a sympathetic smile. How often had he heard that same thing over the years?

Wind blinked. “I didn’t mean anything by it,” she said. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”

Velicity reached out to touch Wind but paused and thought better of it in a new, unfamiliar place. “No! You didn’t offend me,” she replied, and let her hand drop. “I’ve just come to enjoy the freedom I’ve had over these past few days. Going back will be hard.” 

“You don’t want to go home?” Torin asked, looking hurt. “With me?”

Velicity glanced around at the others. “Now isn’t the time, Torin. We can discuss this later.”

His shoulders sagged. “If you wish.”

Emlyn, ever attentive, spoke up. “Have we told you the history of this palace? It’s really fascinating.” She then began to ramble about how it had sprung fully formed from the earth, a gift from the light fae. 

“The light fae?” Wind snorted in disbelief.

Torin stood straighter. “Some say Velicity is descended from them,” he stated, and raised his chin defiantly. 

“A fairy princess, eh?” Wind laughed. “Ya’ gonna fly away on your wings, Issy?” 

Velicity narrowed her eyes. “I just might,” she growled. “If only for me to thwack you on the head.” How many times had she heard such things from members of her mother’s court? Even from Wind as a joke, it stung.

Rook glanced at Emlyn. “Well, that failed spectacularly,” he whispered. Emlyn could only nod. 

They settled into an uneasy silence and waited for the guard to return. He did, minutes later. “The Empress will see you now.”

“Shouldn’t we clean up a bit?” Velicity asked, noticing how bedraggled the group looked in such opulence. 

Bastian shook his head. “No. Now. And Empress Galatina wishes to speak only to you.” He nodded at Velicity. 

Velicity gulped. “All right,” she said. She took a step forward, but both Torin and Wind reached out to grab her. 

“Now, wait a minute,” Wind said.

At the same time, Torin said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Velicity turned back to them. Smiling, she gazed at each in turn. “It’s all right. The Empress wishes to speak frankly with me, and I wish to speak frankly with her. I’ll be fine.” Reluctantly, Torin and Wind nodded. “Lead on, Sir Bastian,” she said to the young man who was waiting. 

Down a long hall they went, passing door after door. Some were opened, showing beautifully decorated rooms that Velicity caught in quick peeks as they went. Most were closed, and she couldn’t help but wonder what was behind them. No. It isn’t my place, she chided herself, remembering her courtly manners. She stared forward, and fought not to bite her lip as they went, unsure of how to properly act in the presence of the great and powerful Empress. Was she as the rumors said? Or would she be kind? Please be kind, Velicity thought.

At the end of the hall, a set of gilded doors waited. The guard knocked once, and a light brown-skinned man dressed in the finery of a lord opened. “Is this she?” he asked. 

“It is,” Bastian replied. He beckoned her forward.

“Welcome to Empress Galatina’s court,” the lord said to Velicity, and gave her a bow. “Bastian, you may be excused.” 

Bastian bowed, and gave Velicity a reassuring smile. “I’ll be back to help you find your way,” he said, offering his hand.

Velicity smiled in return, and accepted. “Many thanks, Sir Bastian,” she said. He bowed once more, and hurried away. Velicity then turned to the lord. “I’m ready.”

“Please, come in. The Empress is eager to meet you.” He pushed the door open all the way, and gestured for her to take the lead. 

“Welcome!” a cheerful voice at the front of the room called to Velicity, who instantly looked in that direction. Seated on a throne situated on a marble dais was a woman of astounding beauty, whose deep, dark skin was draped in a deep blue gown, with silver threaded through the black hair intricately twisted around her head. High cheekbones graced her oval face. Long, dark lashes fringed her wide, dark eyes. She sat erect and commanded the room with her presence. “It is so good to finally meet you, Princess Velicity.”

Velicity stared at the woman, whose eyes glinted merrily down at the princess. The elf’s heart thudded. Fear and shock at being face to face with the Empress herself wrapped around her like the cloak across her shoulders. “How—”

Empress Galatina waved her forward with a graceful hand. “Come closer! I’d rather not shout across the room to you.”

With a nudge to her back from the unnamed lord, Velicity propelled herself forward. Once she reached the dais, she dropped into a deep curtsey. “Empress Galatina, it is a great honor to meet you,” she said in her most formal voice that she reserved only for court. The voice her mother had drilled into her from birth.

“Rise, Princess Velicity,” the Empress replied with a warmth that made the princess suppress a smile. She did as told, but kept her eyes cast downward as she was trained to. “You can look at me, darling girl.”

Velicity’s eyes raised until they met Galatina’s. Those deep, dark eyes, flecked with gold, had a warmth that matched the Empress’s tone. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” the princess said. 

“I was wondering when you would finally grace me with your presence,” the Empress said. “I honestly thought it would have been sooner. Did you and your friends have a safe trip?”

“Well,” Velicity said. “Not really.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything, but you do look a little disheveled.” A small chuckle escaped the Empress’s lips.

Without meaning it, Velicity let out a laugh. “You could say that,” she said. She remembered herself then, and slipped back into her respectful formality. “Of course you could. You’re the empress. You can say whatever you want.”

Galatina smiled again, and instantly set Velicity at ease. “There’s no need to be nervous, princess. You may speak freely here. You’re amongst friends.” She leaned forward, and loudly whispered, “Some say I’m a bit of a tyrant, but those stories are vastly exaggerated.” She gracefully gestured at Velicity. “Please, tell me how you came to be here. I am curious about how your journey went.”

“I am quite happy we’ve finally arrived, Your Gloriousness. We’ve encountered great danger, but it was worth it,” Velicity carefully explained, but frowned. “How did you know I was coming? And how did you know my name?” They’d never given it to the guard.

Galatina chuckled. “Well, I am the Empress. I know all.” She shrugged, but winked. “Word travels, and fast. My scouts informed me when you ran away from the Court of Daydreams. They’ve been reporting to me ever since.”

“I see,” Velicity mumbled. Not only did I have the Huntress chasing me, I’ve had the Empress’s men? Lovely. Yet they didn’t interfere, which Velicity found curious.. The Empress’s easy, comfortable way confused Velicity as much as it pleased her. She wasn’t used to a monarch in such good, conversational spirits. “You may wonder why I’m here,” Velicity asked.

“That, I am.” Empress Galatina sat back on her throne, though the look on her face indicated that she did, indeed, know. “Do tell. I’m quite curious as to why a runaway elven princess would risk her life to come visit me.”

Velicity’s gaze dropped to the floor. This was it. The whole reason she ran away in the first place. If the Empress denied her request, Velicity would go home with nothing. She wrung her hands in front of her, and took a deep breath to settle herself before she met the Empress’s eyes again. “I want you to remove my curse.”

Confusion crossed the Empress’s face. “Curse?” she asked, truly surprised. “What kind of curse?”

“I have wild magic. I was cursed with it as a child by the Queen of Nightmares,” Velicity explained. “She means to take me, to use me as a weapon against my mother, the Queen of Daydreams.” Velicity shuddered at the thought. Tears threatened to fall, even as she fought to contain them. She couldn’t break down in front of the Empress. It would be devastatingly embarrassing. Though, try as she might, she couldn’t hold them in any longer. “You must help me,” she sobbed at last. 

A shifting of fabric above her barely registered in her mind, along with a whisper of allspice or cinnamon. “Dear child,” Empress Galatina said in a soothing tone. “I don’t wish to see you in such pain.” She stood in front of the princess, and cupped her chin in her warm hand. With gentle pressure, she lifted Velicity’s face. Their eyes met, and the Empress smiled. “Dry your tears, and take a breath. Then, we will begin.”

Velicity brightened. “You’ll help?”

Galatina tilted her head, and gave her a wry smile. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

“No! I...” Velicity trailed off, and cast her eyes downward. “I wasn’t sure.”

“But you came anyway?”

Velicity nodded. “Yes. I knew you were the only one who could take this curse from me. Everyone knows your healing magic is the most potent in our world.”

“This must be very important to you,” the Empress said.

“It is.” 

Galatina released Velicity’s face, and instead held out her hands. “Let us begin.”

Velicity smiled a watery smile, and slipped her hands into those of the Empress. The woman exuded a warm, comforting energy that spread quickly to the princess. In an instant, Velicity felt at ease. “Will it hurt?” she asked in a hushed tone. 

“Not one bit,” the Empress replied. “First, I must determine the type of curse the Queen of Nightmares set upon you. Once I know, I’ll decide the best way to remove it. That could become a little...uncomfortable.”

“Very well.” Velicity tilted her chin higher, and stood straighter. “I’m ready.”

“You’re certainly a brave girl,” Empress Galatina said. She gave Velicity’s hands a squeeze. “Close your eyes and relax. Try to think of nothing, other than to allow me inside.” She leaned forward and pressed her forehead to the princess’s. “Breathe with me. In...out...” Soon, the two breathed in tandem. Velicity’s shoulders dropped from her ears, and she let out a sigh. Though, try as she might, she couldn’t stop thinking about one thing. 

Wind.

Her thoughts kept returning to that damned half elf. 

“Ah...” the Empress murmured with a touch of amusement. 

“Sorry,” Velicity sheepishly replied. She took a deep breath, and willed her mind empty. This time, she succeeded.

The way the empress explained it, Velicity thought she’d feel someone prod around in her mind, or at least a strangeness at the intrusion. In truth, she felt nothing other than comfort. For the most part, the Empress was silent, except for a few soft noises of discovery. An agonizing minute later, she stood straight and broke their connection. 

Hands still holding Velicity’s, the Empress said, “It appears we have a problem.”

Velicity’s eyes popped open. She felt cold, not just from the loss of contact, but from the Empress’s words. “A problem?” she ventured. 

“Yes.” The woman frowned. “I don’t know how to say this, but you weren’t cursed at all.” She looked Velicity straight in the eye. “You were born with wild magic. A very powerful wild magic, too.”

“What?” 

It seemed impossible that something so dangerous, so horrible, could be something Velicity was born with. All the air rushed from her lungs, and her stomach threatened to expel its contents all over the polished marble floor. Numb from head to toe, she felt herself begin to sway. Before her, her world threatened to shatter.

The Empress put her hands on Velicity’s shoulders to steady her. “Your wild magic has come to you naturally, through birth. The Queen of Nightmares never put a curse on you.”

“That’s impossible! Mother told me I was cursed.”

“I have no answer for that, other than to say Adaliya must have been mistaken,” Galatina said. She then shrugged. “Even queens are wrong sometimes.”

“No! She cannot be. She’s told me my entire life I’d been cursed.” 

“It’s simply not true. There’s nothing for me to take away, or fix. You’re as you were meant to be.” The Empress gave Velicity a kind, sympathetic smile. “You and your friends are more than welcome to stay as long as you need.” She stood her tall, full height and clasped her hands in front of her. “In fact, I insist upon it. It would be my honor to teach you how to control your powers so they’ll trouble you no more. It’s the least I could do.” 

“Thank you for your gracious offer, Empress Galatina,” Velicity mumbled automatically, numb from the shock the news had delivered. She managed a wobbly curtsy. 

The Empress waved to the man at the back of the room. “Lord Draedyn, if you would please have the maids prepare rooms for Princess Velicity and her friends, and inform the cook we’ll be having guests for dinner before tonight’s ball.” 

Velicity tensed. A ball? Tonight? What unfortunate timing, to arrive the night of a ball. Though she had no desire to attend a party, she knew it would be a terrible slight to the Empress to skip it. Her heart fell even more. 

“Very good, Your Eminence,” Lord Draedyn said. He bowed, and retreated through the door he’d ushered Velicity through. 

When Empress Galatina and Velicity were alone, the Empress smiled. “If you would like to return to your friends in the atrium, you may. I will have Lord Draedyn show you to your rooms when they’re ready. You will certainly want to rest and clean up before tonight.”

“I’ll tell the others,” Velicity said. She curtsied once more and moved to leave.

Before she could make it to the exit, the Empress’s voice carried across the room and stopped her. “Velicity darling?” When Velicity turned back, Galatina still smiled. “I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but it will be alright.”

Velicity nodded. “Yes, Empress,” she replied and, with her chin tilted upward in false confidence, she left the Empress’s throne room. Her mind swirled with what she’d just learned. How could her mother have been wrong? How would she live, knowing her magic wasn’t a curse? What would she tell her friends? What do I do now?

She found her friends in the same place she’d left them. The moment they saw her, they rushed forward, with Wind and Torin in the lead. “I didn’t think you’d ever come back,” Torin said, and grabbed her in a hug. “Is it done? Did the Empress remove your curse?” He smiled hopefully at her. 
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Rook and Emlyn smiled as well, but Wind frowned. Something wasn’t right. She should be happier, she thought. Instead, she looks troubled. She stepped close to the princess, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Velicity? Did something happen with the Empress?” she asked. “Are you well?”

Everyone else stared at the princess, who seemed to wilt under their collective gaze. “No,” she said, barely above a whisper. “I’m not." She finally looked up, and met Wind’s eyes. The tears began anew, and she crumpled into the thief’s arms. Sobbing, she said, “She couldn’t remove the curse!”

“What do you mean?” Torin asked. “She’s the Empress. The most powerful magic user in the realm. She’d be the only one who could remove it.”

Velicity shook her head. “She couldn’t remove the curse, because it wasn’t a curse at all. I was born with wild magic!”

“Born with it?” Wind repeated. “You mean it’s natural?”

“But Queen Adaliya said—”

Head snapping around to face Torin, Velicity seethed. “I know what my mother said! But she was wrong! Queen Nocturna didn’t curse me. No one did.” Torin snapped his mouth shut at her display. He glanced at Wind, who raised her eyebrows and collected Velicity back into her arms. 

“That’s good, right? You weren’t cursed,” Rook said with a hopeful lilt to his voice.

Velicity didn’t answer, except to cry harder. Emlyn answered for her. “She still has wild magic, Rook. And the Huntress is still hunting her.” 

“Oh.” Rook nodded in understanding. “I see.”

They stood in awkward silence and allowed Velicity time to cry it out as Wind held her. A few minutes passed, and she roused herself at last. Sniffling, she glanced around at her friends. “Forgive me for that display,” she said, and dabbed at her eyes with her sleeve. 

Emlyn touched her shoulder. “You heard a life changing piece of news. It’s expected,” the woman replied. 

Velicity gave her a watery smile. “Thank you for understanding,” she said, “The Empress invited me to stay so she can help me learn to control my power. She wishes for you all to stay as well. I would understand if any of you decided to leave. I know you have lives to get back to.”

“I said I’d see you to the end, and I meant it,” Wind said with a determined lift to her chin. “It won’t be the end until you say it is, right?”

“Right.”

“Besides, I have no life to get back to.”

“I’m not going back to Court without you,” Torin piped in. “Not only would your mother kill me, I would miss you terribly.” He smiled. 

Emlyn shrugged, glancing at Rook. “We planned on staying a few days, anyway. It’s been so long since we were here. We’ve missed it.” Rook nodded enthusiastically. 

“So, you’re all staying?” Velicity asked with hope in her voice. 

“It looks like you’re stuck with us,” Wind said. 

With a smile of relief, Velicity replied, “I’m grateful for that. I don’t think I could bear being here without you.” 
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Lord Draedyn appeared not far from the group and politely cleared his throat. When they turned as one toward him, he bowed and said, “Princess Velicity, your rooms are ready. If you would all please follow me, I can show you.” 

Velicity stepped forward, “We would appreciate that,” she replied. 

Lord Draedyn nodded. “Come along.” He began to walk down the long hall straight ahead of him—in the opposite direction of the Empress’s chamber—with the others behind him. As they passed through a bank of rooms, he explained loud enough for everyone to hear, “Down this hall is our sleeping wing. Princess Velicity, you will be closest to the Empress, per her request. Sir Torin and Lady...” He looked back at Wind, who raised her eyebrows at him. “...Wind, is it?”

“Aye!” Wind said with a grin. 

“Very well. Lady Wind...”

“Just Wind, mate.” 

“Wind.” He cleared his throat. “The two of you will have rooms across the hall, a few doors down.” Lord Draedyn smiled at Emlyn and Rook, as though he finally saw them. “Good to see you both. I expect you’ll want your old apartment? It’s as you left it. The Empress knew you’d be back someday.”

“That would be wonderful, Drae,” Emlyn replied with a bit of fondness in her voice. “It’s good to see you, too.” 

“I don’t suppose I need to show you where it is?” Lord Draedyn asked with a grin. “It’s been so long.”

“Funny, but I think we can manage,” Emlyn said. She turned to the others. “We’re going to go to our room to get settled before dinner. We’ll see you then.” She looked to Velicity, who frowned. “Will you be okay?”

It took a moment for her to answer, but Velicity nodded. “Yes. I’m just tired.”

“You’ve had a hard day. Rest.” To Lord Draedyn, Rook said, “Take good care of her, or else.” Then, he winked. With a final wave, he and Emlyn took their leave. They turned down a hall that crossed the main one, and disappeared. 

“Shall we continue? Your rooms are just down here.”

“Lead the way,” Wind said to the man. 

Lord Draedyn stopped at the first door past the crossroad. “This is Lady...Wind’s room. I hope you find it to your liking.” 

Wind moved to the door, but paused with her hand on the handle. She glanced back at Velicity, who held herself by the elbows. She looked so small and fearful in that grand space. “Uh...how about if I chuck my sack in and walk with the princess to her room? I can find my way back.” 

The lord nodded. “If you wish.” He walked down a few more doors and stopped again. “Sir Torin, this is yours.” 

“Will you be alright if I go inside? I want to catch a quick nap before the festivities begin,” he asked the princess.

Velicity smiled, but it didn’t meet her eyes. “Of course. Go rest. I’ll have Wind for company. I’ll be fine.”

Torin leaned over and planted a kiss on her forehead. “It’ll all work out, Vel. I’m sure of it. Curse or not, I still care for you.” He shot a glance at Wind before he turned to Lord Draedyn and bowed. “My thanks to you and the Empress.” With one last glance at Velicity, he entered his room and shut the door. 

Velicity let out a breath, visibly deflated. “Lead on, Lord Draedyn,” she said, her voice as tired as she looked. With Wind beside her, she followed the man to a door near the end of the hall. 

“This is where you’ll stay, Your Highness,” he said, and pushed the door open for her and Wind. “I hope it’s to your liking.”

“I’m sure it will be fine,” she murmured.

“A maid will fetch you when it’s time. I hope the two of you have a good rest. If there is anything you need, please do not hesitate to inform anyone on our staff. We want your visit to be pleasant. If you will excuse me, I have work to do before everything starts.” Lord Draedyn bowed, and walked away.

“Well,” Wind said with a grin once they stood alone. “In we go!” 

“Yes. In we go.” 
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Velicity squared her shoulders and marched into the luxurious room the Empress had picked out especially for her. Though she appreciated the effort, the lavish furnishings didn’t impress her. They reminded her far too much of her chamber at the Court of Daydreams; a beautiful cage, meant to contain her forever. She glanced at Wind, who stared openly at the sight of such extravagance. An overstuffed four-poster bed waited in the middle of the room. The carved wooden posts reached from floor to ceiling, with heavy drapes to block out any light. Flowing vases of exotic flowers in every color imaginable rested on tables all over the room to give it a heady, perfumed scent. Lush fabrics covered the furniture, which consisted not just of the bed, but comfortable chairs and poufs for sitting, large wardrobes, and a table with a mirror. At the far wall, between two massive, stained-glass windows, was a carved marble fireplace.

“This is amazing!” Wind exclaimed. She wandered the space, touching the expensive décor as she raked her hungry gaze over it all. 

“It’s not for stealing,” Velicity stated wryly, recognizing the look on her friend’s face. 

Wind feigned insult. “Issy, lass! I would never do such a thing!” 

Velicity quirked an eyebrow. “Really?” She jerked her head toward the thief. “What did you just put in your pocket?”

With a sheepish grin, Wind withdrew the small, polished wood figurine of a bear from her pocket. “How did you know?” she asked as she returned it to the table she’d swiped it from.

Velicity shrugged. “I know you better than you think.” She laughed at the surprise on Wind’s face, and felt her mood buoyed by the sound. “You must be off your game.”

Wind stomped over and flopped on the bed. “Ugh! You’re making me soft!” she grumped, but smiled. “Hey! This bed is comfy. Come try it.”

Velicity wandered over and sat gingerly on the edge. Once she bounced once or twice to test it, she, too, flopped onto her back. “Oh! This is soft!” She let out a contented sigh. “It’s been ages since I’ve been in a bed like this.” She laughed. “A bed, period.” 

“And you won’t have to share it,” Wind pointed out. 

The statement caught her off guard. With a little less enthusiasm, she replied, “Right. I’ll have the room to myself, won’t I?”

Wind, who stared up at the canopy above them, flicked a glance her way. “I’m sure you’ll be happy to be rid of me, and alone for a while.” 

Velicity frowned outright as her heart fell. “I suppose.” 

The sadness in her voice caught Wind’s attention. “If you’d like, I can keep you company. Just for now.”

Though the suggestion made her heart leap, Velicity did her best to remain calm. “If you’d like.”

“I’m too tired to move, anyway.” 

“Same here.”

Moments passed, and neither so much as twitched a muscle. They laid shoulder to shoulder, staring at the ornate fabric draped above them. Both content to lay there in peace. Then, Velicity rolled to face the thief and spoke again. “I’m glad you’re here, Wind. This has been such an overwhelming experience. I couldn’t have gotten through it without you.”
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Velicity’s words thrilled the thief, as well as the honest, grateful tone. Yet a though crossed her mind. Quirking an eyebrow, Wind asked, “What about Torin? You have him, too.”

The princess’s gaze dropped to the coverlet. “I know. He’s always been there for me.” She glanced back up. “That’s overwhelming, too.”

“Yeah. “I’m sure it is,” Wind grumbled. The memories of Torin’s slights came rushing back. Yet it was he Velicity loved. Not her.

“What’s wrong?” Velicity asked with a frown. 

Wind’s face puckered. “Nothing.” She picked angrily at her vest. 

Velicity raised an eyebrow, but must have thought better to question her. “So, tell me about yourself. I feel terrible for having never asked.”

Wind’s face smoothed as she gave a half shrug. “What’s there to tell?” 

“Well, where do you come from? Tell me about your family.”

At first, Wind balked. She never talked about her family, not since the day she’d lost them. As she gazed into Velicity’s eyes, something clicked in her. A yearning she didn’t know she had, to tell someone—no, Velicity—her story. She sat up, and took a deep breath. “I grew up not far from where ya’ found me,” she began. “My mother and father died when I was young. They worked day in and day out to provide for myself and my siblings. They didn’t have much, but they did their best. They loved me, as much as they could.” She paused and wiped at one eye. “I miss them.” 

“What happened to them?”

“Died. Execution.” At Velicity’s gasp, Wind added, “They failed to pay their taxes. My siblings, they took to pay off my parents’ debt. I ran away before the constable could take me.” 

“I’m so sorry,” Velicity whispered. “How awful. No wonder you dislike nobility.”

“I never said I did,” Wind protested with a hint of defensiveness. Deep down, though, she knew she did.

“I could tell,” Velicity admitted. “The looks. The comments. After hearing that story, I don’t blame you.” She found sudden interest in the bedspread.

“Hey. I don’t feel that way about you,” Wind said. “You’re different from any other noble I’ve ever run across.”

Velicity’s eyes, and heart, lifted. “Really?”

“Absolutely.”

The pair shared a smile. Velicity’s gaze dropped again. “I just feel so bad for all you’ve been through. Having to steal to survive, and all of that.”

Wind shrugged again. “S’okay. It made me who I am,” she said. “It made me stronger, ya’ know?”

“I do know,” Velicity murmured. “I wish I was as strong as you.” 

“You are!” Wind exclaimed. She grabbed onto Velicity’s hands and pulled her up to a sitting position. “You’re the strongest elf I know!”

Cocking her head to the side, Velicity said, “How many other elves do you know?” 

“Plenty,” Wind replied. When Velicity raised an eyebrow, Wind crumpled. “None but you, personally. I’ve encountered a few in passing. Haven’t been much impressed. But that doesn’t change my opinion of ya. You’re strong, Issy. You’ve done so much, and you’ve been so brave on this journey.” 

“I guess.” 

“Ya’ guess nothing!” Wind shot back. “You know I’m telling the truth. Ya’ saved me from freezing. You fought those beasts.” She ticked off the things Velicity had done. You trusted me when no one else did, she thought, but dared not say it aloud. The more she mentioned, the redder Velicity became. “Aw. Look at ya, turning as pink as that hair.”

Cheeks warm, Velicity ducked her head. A flutter filled her chest. “Oh, stop.” She withdrew her hands, and folded them in her lap. “I’m not used to compliments.”

“Doesn’t Torin compliment ya’?”

“He does, but it’s usually about how pretty I look.” Velicity rolled her eyes. “It’s always been about how pretty I am. How well behaved. How perfect. Even when the nobles at court mention my future as Queen of Daydreams, they never mention anything of substance. Just polite, shallow things. Never anything about me, as Velicity.” 

“They’re fools,” Wind shot back in anger. “You’re more than how you look. Much more. There’s so much beauty in you that has nothing to do with what you look like, or how you act as royalty.” 

“Except this horrible wild magic.” She narrowed her eyes at her flexed hands.

“Including that wild magic,” Wind insisted. “You weren’t cursed. You were gifted. Don’t you see that? 

Velicity lurched back, as though she’d been slapped. “How is something so destructive a gift?” 

“It’s only destructive because you’ve never been taught how to wield it, lass. If ya’ give the Empress time, she can teach you how to control it.” Wind smiled. “Then, you’ll be unstoppable. Besides, it’s not always destructive. I felt you bring me back to life. It was warm. It gave me hope.”
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Velicity pondered it all for a moment. The thought of what she’d believed was a curse being a gift upset her at first. Then, she remembered the terror she’d felt when she thought Wind was dead, and the determination when she brought the warmth within her out to envelope them both and bring Wind back. “You’re right!” Velicity brightened, like the sun after a rain. “I did do that.”

“Of course you did. I knew you could, and you’ll do even more,” Wind said, full of pride. “The Empress will help you, and you’ll be stronger than ever.” 

Velicity’s cheeks burned, but she, too, smiled. Things would change for the better. Of this, she was certain. “Thank you,” she managed.

Wind grinned. “Any time.” She gave Velicity’s hand a little tug. “Come on. Let’s get some rest before tonight’s festivities.” 

Together, they climbed back onto the bed and snuggled close together. In Wind’s arms, Velicity wore a secret smile, and savored every moment of their closeness. 

A knock came to the door not ten minutes after. “Ugh. That wasn’t long enough,” Wind groaned. “I’d just gotten comfortable.”

“I’ll get it. Wait here.” 

In the doorway stood a maid who carried a tray of bottles and potions. She curtsied when Velicity opened the door and said, “Hello, Princess Velicity. I hope I didn’t disturb your rest.”

“No, that’s fine,” Velicity responded. “How may I help you?”

“I was sent to help you get cleaned up, and do your hair for dinner this evening,” the maid explained. “If you’d like, I can help you dress as well.”

Velicity shot a glance at Wind, who shrugged. “Very well.” The elf gestured for the maid to enter. 

The girl, who had the smallest horns peeking through her auburn hair, entered, but stopped short when she saw Wind on the bed. “Oh! I didn’t realize you and Lady Wind were sharing a room.” 

“No, no.” Velicity waved away the statement. “We were just spending time together, is all.” 

The maid’s eyes widened, but she smiled. “It will make my job easier. I can work on the two of you at once, and not rush from room to room, since I was asked to care for both of you.” She looked from Wind to Velicity, and her cheeks reddened. “I think it’s lovely, your relationship. Really.”

Wind spluttered and coughed as Velicity giggled. When the girl frowned, Velicity explained, “We’re not in a relationship. We’re just close friends.” 

Realization dawned on the maid’s face. “Please pardon me! I didn’t mean to assume! If you’d rather have someone else attend to you, that’s fine. I’ll leave!” She rushed to the door, but Velicity stopped her.

“It’s okay. You didn’t know. We’d be honored to have you assist us this evening.”

The girl blinked and then nodded. A bright grin replaced her frown. “I’ll get right to work, then. The Empress expects the two of you in an hour.”

Velicity inclined her head. “Excellent. Let’s get to it.” She paused, and slid Wind a sly look. “You can start with my friend.” 

Wind gaped at her betrayer. 
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The maid stepped back to admire her work, smiling at both Velicity and Wind. They stood side by side, freshly cleaned, primped, and dressed for dinner and the ball. “There we are. You both look much better after that long journey.”

“Thanks to you.” Velicity grinned in the pale violet gown she’d chosen for the evening. The gossamer material gave her a floating, ethereal feel. With the jewels in her pink hair, she looked every bit the princess she was born to be.

The girl blushed, and dipped into a curtsy. “It’s my pleasure. Dinner will begin shortly. I’ll inform Lord Draedyn that you’re ready. He’s been tasked to escort you this evening.” With another quick curtsy, she rushed from the room. 

Velicity turned to Wind. “Are you ready?” 

Nose scrunched, Wind retorted, “No. I look ridiculous.” She tugged at the embroidered bodice of the emerald colored gown Velicity had chosen for her. Though made of a sturdier material, it still hung perfectly from the thief’s body. Her hair had been tamed—for the most part. Still, rebellious curls stuck out here and there. “This dress is horribly uncomfortable. I’d rather be in my breeches.”

“But you look lovely,” Velicity said with a lilt of fondness to her voice. She reached out, and tucked a stray hair behind Wind’s ear, brushing the tip as she did. “You clean up well.”
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Heat crawled up the thief’s neck at the touch, through her jaw, and into her cheeks as strange, electric thrills pinged across her body. Her eyes widened as she stared at the princess. Her breath, stolen. “I...” The words dried in her throat. Her mind both raced and stalled. The tip of her ear tingled where Velicity had touched it, and it sent shivers from head to toe. Her hand, seemingly of its own accord, rose to grasp her hair. What is this feeling? Though she’d been with her share of people, she’d never experienced something so powerful. She continued to stare at the princess, unable to form the simplest of words.
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When Velicity realized what she’d done, her own cheeks reddened. She ducked her head and turned away. Her heart thrummed in her head. What did I just do? Why did I touch her like that? But seeing Wind there in that gown Velicity, the elf felt—

A knock to the door made them both jump. “I’ll get it,” Velicity mumbled. She reached for the door with a trembling hand, and found Lord Draedyn at the threshold. 

After a bow, the man said, “I’ve been given the honor of escorting the two of you, and Sir Torin, to dinner. Are you ready?” 

Velicity glanced at Wind, who hadn’t moved from her place. “We are,” the princess said. 

“Then it’s my pleasure.” Lord Draedyn put out his arm for Velicity to take. 

“I can do that,” Torin announced as he strode up to Velicity’s door. After a quick bow of his own, he offered Velicity his hand. 

With another glance at Wind, Velicity took it. Lord Draedyn, instead, offered his arm to Wind, who after some hesitation, accepted. 

“Shall we?” Lord Draedyn said.

Torin inclined his head. “Lead the way.” 

As the lord and Wind passed them, Velicity watched helplessly from Torin’s arm. More than anything, Velicity wished to be on Wind’s arm. Or, at the very least, beside her. Something inside her ached for her touch. Her closeness. Anything. After her indiscretion, and Wind’s reaction, the princess knew Wind wouldn’t want anything like that with her. This evening will be awful, the princess thought. 
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Chapter 9
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In the Grand Hall, named for both décor and size, the guests assembled for dinner. Elaborate floral sprays surrounded fountains filled with wine. Towers of treats climbed dessert tables set at even intervals throughout the space. A stringed quartet played quiet music from a raised stage in the corner. “Usually, we dine in the Lesser Hall,” the Empress explained to Velicity and her friends from the head of a long table in the center of the room. “However, once everyone heard we had special guests, we had to account for the numerous people who wanted to see the crown princess of the Court of Daydreams.”

“I see.”

Velicity glanced around. Along with her friends and the Empress, Lord Draedyn and five other high-ranking officials sat with her. At the tables surrounding them were nobles of various ranks and their guests. Each, dressed in their opulent finery, stared with open curiosity at the visitors. Some whispered behind their hands or decorative fans. Even the servants peeked in to catch glimpses of the elves – Velicity especially – and half elf. 

“It’s lovely,” the princess stated, without any emotion behind it. All the constraints of life at her mother’s court flooded back in that moment and threatened to crush her. Eat. Be polite. Don’t cause a scene. She let out a shuddering breath. 

Wind shot her a look. “Are you well?” she whispered in Velicity’s ear. “You look pale.” She snuck a peek at the curious observers surrounding them. “Ah. Yes. I understand. I hate attention, too.”

Velicity nodded and suppressed a sigh. “I knew you would.” Her eyes traveled to Torin, who sat across from her, dressed in the rich blue tunic of his station. He might have understood as well, yet he paid no attention to Velicity. Instead, he laughed at something the man, an earl, beside him said. He looks so comfortable, she thought. Like he belongs here. Why didn’t she, when she’d been born into such a life?

Even Rook and Emlyn looked comfortable as they laughed with the leader of the Empress’s army further down the table, like they’d been friends for ages. Then again, they probably had. 

Without Wind by her side, Velicity would be entirely alone. 

“Princess Velicity.” Empress Galatina’s voice rose above the others, and made a hush fall over the hall. All eyes turned to the princess beside her, who turned a bright shade of red.

Though the urge to hide almost sent her under the table, Velicity sat tall. She plastered a polite smile onto her face and answered. “Yes, Empress?” Though her insides shook, her voice was strong.

The Empress gave her an empathetic smile. “Are you not pleased with your meal? You’ve hardly eaten.”

Velicity glanced down at her plate, which was still as full as when the server set it in front of her. “Oh, it’s delicious, Empress. I’m just tired from our journey,” she lied and immediately felt guilty for doing so. Lying to the Empress could lead to charges of treason. At least, that’s what her mother would do. 

Galatina leaned over and said in a lower voice, “You don’t have to lie to appease me, Velicity. I understand how you must be feeling. If you get hungry later, a maid can bring you something.” For good measure, she patted the princess on the hand. 

Relief flooded Velicity, and washed away the guilt. “Thank you,” she whispered in return.  

The Empress nodded and sat upright. In a louder voice meant for the rest of the company, she said, “Why don’t you tell us about your travels? I’ve heard it was quite an adventure to get here.”

“Aye, that it was!” Wind piped. “Fires, drowning, bloodthirsty beasts...” Wind rattled on, and with every danger she mentioned, Velicity’s cheeks burned more. Around them, the others whispered in excitement. 

“Oh, my!” Galatina exclaimed. She placed a dark hand to her bodice. “That sounds frightening.”

“It was!” Wind replied. “But it wasn’t anything Issy and I couldn’t handle.”

“Issy?” The Empress tilted her head. “Do you mean Princess Velicity?”

“I do!”

Empress Galatina smiled, and her eyes flicked toward a red-cheeked Velicity. “I see,” the Empress said. “I am so glad you all arrived safely after all of that.” To Emlyn and Rook, who sat at the far end of the table, she added, “And I’m very happy you’ve returned to us, Sir and Lady Rook.” 

“We’re happy to be here,” Rook replied.

“Have they told you how they met?” the Empress asked the elves and half elf. “Emlyn was one of my ladies before she joined my army.” A fond smile pointed to the archer, who reciprocated the gesture. “One day, she happened to catch my men sparring in the courtyard. She spent more and more time with them, and learned to fight. Emlyn became one of my best soldiers,” Galatina explained. “And when she met Sir Rook, they became inseparable. It was only a matter of time before he, too, joined my army. Though we’ve seen peace for many years, their work throughout Austrasia was so valuable to me. I’ve missed them dearly.” She gestured with a bright smile. “And here they are.”

“It’s wonderful that they were allowed to live their lives as they saw fit,” Velicity said with untampered delight. If only...

“Here in my court, I encourage everyone to be who they truly want to be, without constraint, so long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else. I’ve found it makes people happier,” the Empress explained. “Happier people make for a happier kingdom.”

“I suppose it would,” Velicity replied, pondering the possibility. What, if given the chance, could she do with that kind of freedom? I could stay and find out. But as quickly as she thought of it, she shook herself out of it. No. I have responsibilities in the Court of Daydreams. Eventually, she’d have to return home and accept her fate as future queen. Maybe someday I could make my people happy, too. 

“As long as you’re here, you’re welcome to explore all of your options,” Galatina said. “Only then, can you truly decide what your best course of action is.”

Velicity happened to catch Torin’s eye, and he smiled at her with hope in his gaze. He expects me to answer his proposal, she thought. I’ll have to make a decision about that, too. She looked at Wind, who stared at her in silence. The time would come when Velicity would have to decide her future. Far too soon.

She suppressed a deep, troubled sigh. 

Once dinner finished, to Velicity’s relief, the company made their way to the Empress’s lavish ballroom. Gilded columns towered overhead as they entered under golden banners to welcome them. Exotic flowers decorated every corner, and gave the room a sweet, spiced scent different than in Velicity’s room. A huge, glittering chandelier hung in the center of the room, with a marble dance floor spread out under it.

As others oohed and ahhed over the sights, Velicity remained quiet on Torin’s arm. The Empress’s court had largely forgotten about her, but she still felt watched. Judged. Though everyone seemed personable, she knew better than to let her guard down around members of court. A smile could hide ill intentions. A whisper could carry a curse. A kind word? A weapon meant to destroy.

Not only that, Torin beamed down at her, and Wind watched from Lord Draedyn’s arm. Velicity’s heart bucked when she met the thief’s eyes. She longed to reach out and take Wind’s hand. Wind. Her anchor. Her rock. Wind could make all the fear go away.

The Empress moved to the center of the room. Crystals from the chandelier reflected light onto her dark, shimmering skin. She smiled, and nodded graciously to her guests. Their chatter quieted, and she addressed them all. “Thank you for coming tonight, my friends. Let this be a night of good company and happiness. Please, enjoy yourselves.” She extended a hand, and Lord Draedyn stepped forward. He took her hand and bowed. Together, they danced around the room as the musicians played an enchanting melody. “Dance, everyone! Your Empress commands it!” 

Torin turned to Velicity. With a charming smile, he extended his hand. “May I have this dance?”

Velicity shot a glance at Wind, who frowned as she stood alone near the wall. When she realized Velicity saw her, she gave the princess an encouraging wave. “Yes,” Velicity said to her handsome suitor. “You may.” She allowed Torin to lead her onto the floor, where he expertly guided her through the steps of an upbeat waltz.
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The moment Velicity turned away with Torin, Wind’s frown returned. She leaned against the wall and sighed. 

“Not having fun, Wind?” Emlyn asked as she walked up to the forlorn thief. She tilted her head in the direction Wind pouted, and noticed Velicity and Torin on the dance floor. “Ah. Yes. Care to talk?”

Wind shrugged, quiet at first. She glanced up into Emlyn’s sympathetic face. “I could never give Velicity the kind of life she deserves,” she admitted.

Emlyn raised an eyebrow. “What kind is that?”

“A life of opulence.” Wind gestured in frustration. “Balls. Comfort. Security.”

“I don’t think she’d mind if she was with you.”

Eyes widening, Wind stared at Emlyn. “Really?”  For a moment, hope filled her voice. It fell as fast as her shoulders slumped. “She doesn’t even like me like that.”

“You might be surprised.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Giving the thief a knowing wink, Emlyn sauntered off into the crowd. Her deep copper gown swished behind her. 
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“Are you enjoying yourself?” Torin asked Velicity as he danced her across the floor. 

“What?” Velicity blinked up at him. “Oh. Yes.”

“Are you sure? You seem distracted this evening.” The lieutenant frowned. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” replied the princess. “I’m just tired.” 

“It has been a long and difficult journey.” 

Velicity snuck a glance at Wind, who spoke to Emlyn near the wall. “That, it has,” she murmured. 

“Well, no matter,” Torin said. “You’ll feel better in the morning.”

As Torin droned on about something Velicity had no interest in, she nodded absentmindedly, only to sneak glances at Wind when she could. She watched as they finished their conversation, and Emlyn walked away. Moments later, Lord Draedyn sidled up to her and bowed. After a brief exchange, they moved out onto the dance floor. Together.

Velicity’s eyes narrowed. Heat crawled up her neck to her cheeks.

“Velicity, did you hear a word I said?” Torin’s voice came to her ear, and her attention snapped back to him. When he saw what had her distracted, he grinned. “It seems Wind found a friend.”

“I suppose she did.”

Something clenched in Velicity’s heart when she saw Wind with the smiling lord. He held her a little too close for her comfort, and Wind didn’t object. She bit down on a growl. Perhaps she likes the attention. After all, Wind wasn’t attached. She might enjoy the advances of an eligible noble. And Lord Draedyn seemed awfully smitten with her, the way he held her and stared into her eyes. It should be me, she dared think. If only she was brave enough to act on it. A princess and a thief could never be together. What a miserable thought that was.
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Despite the slick of sweat on Wind’s back where Lord Draedyn had gripped her, Wind plastered on a smile as he bowed after their dance. “It was a pleasure, Lord Draedyn,” Wind said, and offered a quick, awkward curtsey. 

“The pleasure was mine,” Lord Draedyn grinned. “I must apologize for my earlier behavior. I fear I judged you too quickly when we first met. You really are a fascinating young lady.”

“Oh, it’s no problem. I get that a lot,” Wind replied, and took the slightest step backward when he moved toward her.

“I must make it up to you. I would love another dance if you wouldn’t mind.”

Wind fought to keep her face neutral when all she wanted to do was frown. The only reason she hadn’t punched him and ran from the room was her fear of being thrown into the dungeon. There was no way she’d subject herself to him again. Excuses rifled through her mind until she settled on what she thought was the best. “That sounds lovely. Unfortunately, I’m feeling so tired after our long journey. I think I’m going to go to bed.”

Lord Draedyn frowned, but he quickly perked up. “At least allow me to escort you.” A flash of lust glinted in his eyes.

“Oh, that’s not necessary,” Wind replied. 

“I insist! You’re a guest, after all. I wouldn’t want you to get lost.” 

“Well...” 

The Empress walked up at that moment, hand in hand with a lovely noblewoman. She flashed Wind and Lord Draedyn a brilliant smile. “Lord Draedyn, there you are! You know Lady Maeve. While the two of us were dancing, I told her how light on your feet you were,” Galatina said. “She insisted I ask you to dance with her.”  

“Oh, of course.” The lord looked from Galatina, to Maeve, to Wind with the slightest pucker to his eyebrows. He smiled. “I would love to, Empress.” He offered his hand, and Lady Maeve took it with a shy giggle as they made their way to the dance floor.

To Wind, she said, “If there’s something you wish for, nothing’s stopping you from trying to get it. Not here, and not tonight.” Then, she raised an eyebrow and followed Lord Draedyn and Lady Maeve to the dance floor.

Wind blinked at the Empress’s back. Confusion over what the royal woman said swirled in the thief’s mind. What did Wind wish? Nothing came to mind. Though a poor thief, she didn’t feel she lacked anything of substance. Nothing tangible, that is. She happened to catch a glimpse of a beautiful figure with hair the color of dawn’s pink light across the room, talking to Rook and Emlyn. 

Velicity. 

The mere sight of the princess made Wind’s heart sing. Before Wind knew it, she was across the ballroom and at Velicity’s side. 

“Wind!” Velicity exclaimed, startled by her sudden appearance. She gave the thief a brilliant smile. “I’d heard you were going to retire for the evening.” 

Face to face with Velicity, Wind froze. Her tongue seemed to stick to the top of her mouth. “I—” She cleared her throat, and replied in a quiet voice, “I was going to. Anything to be away from Lord Draedyn.”

Velicity’s eyes widened a fraction, and her whole body stiffened at the admission. “Oh? I thought you were interested in him. He seemed interested in you.”

Wind snorted. “The feeling is definitely not mutual.” 

Though her body relaxed, Velicity’s expression remained the same. A slight smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “What a shame,” she quipped. “What will you do now?” She didn’t know what she wanted to hear, but whatever it was, she wanted to do, too.
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The half-elf’s gaze traveled past the princess. Anywhere but at her face. A flush came to her cheeks, and she scratched at the back of her head. “Well, I came here to ask you...” Her nerve stalled, and she caught Velicity’s expectant gaze again. “Would...would you dance? With me?”

A sharp breath. A stunned blink. “I would love to,” Velicity replied. She held out a small, pale hand. 

Inside, Wind’s stomach flipped. Something akin to joy sent her heart fluttering. She accepted Velicity’s hand, and the two walked out onto the floor side by side. No one stopped to stare at the princess and the thief. No one frowned. The revelers simply paid attention to themselves. For once, Wind felt accepted. Right. 

On the dance floor, they faced one another with awkward smiles. “I’m not sure how to do this,” Wind admitted after she and Velicity attempted to arrange themselves to begin the dance. Their arms tangled, and they tripped over one another as they worked to figure out where best to put their hands. Wind’s dance training had been brief and fast; a ruse to sneak into a noble’s ball to steal the guests’ jewels. She had no idea how to lead, and barely to follow.

Velicity smiled. “I’ll lead,” she said, and slipped her arm around Wind’s waist. “I used to practice with my maids. Mother would have been mortified if her daughter didn’t make the perfect dance partner.” She held up her other hand for Wind.

“Thank the gods,” Wind breathed, so close to Velicity that she could feel the other girl’s heartbeat. She laced her fingers between Velicity’s and gave them a squeeze.

With a giggle, Velicity said, “Hold on tight!” She swept her partner across the room. Together, they laughed and spun until dizzy, without a care in the world.
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“I’m exhausted!”

Later that night, when all the festivities had ended, Wind flopped onto Velicity’s bed with a groan. She kicked off her slippers and wiggled her toes. “My feet hurt, too. I’ve never danced so much in my life!”

“Yes,” Velicity mumbled, but didn’t turn. She stood at the window and stared out into the night, where the stars dotted the clear, dark sky. The memory of the dance—of Wind warm, and real, and right in her arms—replayed over and over in her mind. I wish it could be like that forever, she thought, and sent that wish to the brightest of stars, even as she knew it could never come true.

“Something on your mind? You’re awfully quiet.”

“What?” The princess turned, as though surprised Wind was there. “What did you say?”

Chuckling, Wind shook her head. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 

With a sigh, Velicity walked to the bed and dropped beside Wind. “Yes. There’s something on my mind. A lot, actually.”

“To be expected,” Wind replied. She sat up and swung her legs over the side. “Care to be specific?”

Velicity’s gaze dropped to her hands, clutched together in her lap, then, to their touching thighs. Wind felt so right beside her. So comforting. How cruel to know they could never be. “Knowing that my wild magic is natural and not a curse, of course,” Velicity said instead. Wind nodded in encouragement for her to continue. “But also, what the Empress said about allowing citizens to be who they truly wanted, without constraint.”

“Why would that make you worry?” Wind asked. “Seems like a good idea to me.”

“It is,” Velicity said. Then, she dared look her in the eye. Though she could never tell Wind how she felt about her, the thief surely didn’t feel the same as her, Velicity could voice her other worries. “I don’t know who I want to be. I know who I’m expected to be, but is that really enough?” Wind opened her mouth to answer, but the princess kept speaking. “They expect me to go home and eventually lead the Court of Daydreams as queen. I know I should, but I don’t know if I want it that way.” Her breath caught, and her palm pressed to her lips. She hadn’t meant to make that secret known.

Wind, however, looked unsurprised. “Have you discussed this with Queen Adaliya?” 

Velicity’s laugh was hollow. “Yes. Many times, over the years. I’ve always received the same answer.” She sat up straight and parroted her mother. “’Don’t be ridiculous, Velicity. You will be queen, and there is no acceptable alternative.’” She slumped again and angrily swiped at her eyes. “She never listens to me. Like nearly everyone else in my life.”

“What about Torin?”

Velicity rolled her eyes. “He’s wonderful. So attentive, kind, and loving.” Not to mention obnoxious, dismissive, and more interested in his own ambitions than Velicity’s needs.

––––––––
[image: image]


Wind’s insides twisted, and she fought not to grimace. “Then what’s the problem?” she managed to ask through the lump in her throat. I shouldn’t have expected anything less.

“He seems to be convinced we’ll marry. It’s been assumed since we were young,” Velicity said. “Not just assumed, but actively encouraged. Mother has pushed it since we were small.” She paused, and seemed to weigh whether to tell Wind the next part or not. “He tried to ask me on our way here,” she admitted. 

“Oh?” Wind fought to feign surprise. “What did you say?”

“I’d asked him to wait to ask me until we reached the Empress. He agreed, but he expects me to give him an answer. Soon.” Velicity shook her head. “I’m afraid to tell him no.”

Wind snorted. “What’s there to be afraid of? If he cares about you as much as you’ve said, he’ll respect your wishes.”

“I don’t want to hurt his feelings.”

“He’ll get over it,” Wind retorted. “You shouldn’t live to make others happy at the expense of your own happiness. This is your life, not theirs. Same with the crown. Choose what makes you happy.” She stood from the bed and grabbed Velicity’s shoulders. It put her face to face with the princess, so close she could feel the elf’s sweet breath on her cheek, but she didn’t care. This was more about her love for Velicity now. It was Velicity’s happiness and comfort that mattered.
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Velicity stared into Wind’s eyes, shocked that she could see the faintest of golden flecks surrounding her pupils. Her breath hitched, and a chill tickled through her spine. Her gaze flicked down to Wind’s lips, so close to her own. “What makes me happy,” she murmured. Then, she asked a question she never thought she’d dare ask. If she’d ever have the chance to be herself, she had to take the chance. “Would you...stay with me tonight? I don’t think I could be alone after everything that’s happened.”

Wind stared at her, too. Nearly lost in the depths of Velicity’s shining gaze, she barely breathed when she replied, “Yes.” 

Neither moved for several, thundering heartbeats. 

A knock came to the door and made Wind jump away so fast, she hit the back of her ankle on the bedpost and tripped. She scrambled to right herself, and cleared her throat. “I’ll get it,” Wind said, and gestured toward the door. 

Torin stood on the threshold with his hand raised in a fist, ready to knock again. “Oh! Uh, hello, Wind,” he said. “Is Velicity in?” 

Wind’s eyes narrowed in the slightest at the interruption. “One moment.” She turned to Velicity, who watched from the bed. “It’s Torin. Would you like him to come in?”

“I suppose,” Velicity said, though she didn’t look very sure.

“Want me to stay?” Wind mouthed. Velicity simply shook her head, and Wind returned her attention to Torin. Opening the door wide, she made a sweeping gesture and said, “Please, enter.”

Torin did. “Hello, Velicity,” he said and walked straight to her. “You left without telling me. I was wondering if you were well.”

“I’m feeling better,” she said. “It was kind of you to check on me.”

“I love you, Vel. Of course I’d come to check on you.” He bent over and kissed her on the forehead. 

A sharp pain came to Wind’s heart. “I’ll, uh, be right back,” she mumbled. “I’m just going to go grab my things.” She nodded to Velicity and slipped from the room.
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“Why is she getting her things?” Torin asked once Wind had disappeared down the hall. 

“Wind is going to stay in my room with me,” Velicity replied.

Torin frowned. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Vel.”

“Why not?” She folded her arms as she gazed up at him. “I don’t want to be alone in a strange place, Tor. After spending so much time together, I felt more comfortable having her as company.”

“Why didn’t you ask me?” he asked, sounding hurt. 

“You know it wouldn’t be appropriate for us to share a room,” Velicity replied, and her cheeks turned a bright pink at the thought. “The nobles would talk!” She could only imagine what her mother would say to such a scandalous thing. 

Torin cleared his throat. “Well,” he said. “We could change that.” As Velicity stared in guarded horror, Torin took her hands in his. “If we were to marry, it wouldn’t be inappropriate.” 

“Torin, I—” 

He released one hand to place a finger to her lips. “You promised you’d give me an answer, so I’m asking now.” He dropped to one knee. “Princess Velicity, will you marry me?” 

Velicity’s heart sank into her churning stomach as she stared into his hopeful gaze. Fear and dread gripped her throat, preventing her from uttering even a sound. She wanted to run. To escape, but she felt rooted to the spot in horror. A sound, much like spluttering, came from her mouth. It was all she could manage through her panic.

“Vel? Say something!”

At last, whatever spell had held her tongue broke loose. “Torin, I...I don’t know what to say.”

“Clearly!” He laughed and squeezed her hands. “You could make me the happiest man in the world by saying yes.”

“No.”

Torin blinked. Silent. Shocked. “Did—what did you say?”

Velicity’s gaze dropped to their entwined hands. She gently drew hers away and took a step back. After a deep breath, she said at last, “No, Torin.”

Something in the lieutenant shattered. Tears collected in his eyes. “No? Velicity, I don’t understand. We’ve talked about marrying since we were children,” he said. “Velicity, look at me. Please.”

The princess did as he asked, and saw the look of anguish on his face. “We did, Torin. I love you. I always will, but I’m not prepared to marry you.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not ready to marry. Not only that, but I’m not ready to lead, or be queen, either,” Velicity explained as gently as she could. “Now that I’ve had a taste of freedom, I like it. And the Empress’s words at dinner made me think. Here, I could be who I want to be. I can learn who I really am.”

Torin’s frown deepened. “Are you saying you have no intention of going back to the Court of Daydreams?” He looked offended at the mere thought. “You don’t want to go home, especially now that you know the Empress can’t help you?”

“She can, though!” Now, Velicity grabbed his hands. “The Empress offered to train me to use my power, so I won’t cause any harm with it. I have the chance to finally feel confident in my magic. If I stay here and learn, I could become so much more.” Hope filled her, and she willed it to carry over to him. He had to know how important it was to her.

Torin jumped to his feet. “I cannot believe this! All our plans, ruined,” he exclaimed. “All of our hopes and dreams. You’ll throw them away for this?”

“Torin!” Velicity stared at him in surprise. Never had she seen him so upset. “Don’t you see? This could help our future. If I could control my power, it could make me better! It could make me more powerful.”

“I don’t want you more powerful!” he shouted. Then, quieter, he said, “I just want you.”

Taken aback, she replied. “You could have me. Just not right now. I need time.”

“You’ve had our entire lives!” 

“Torin, be reasonable,” Velicity said. She attempted to reach out to him, but he recoiled. 

“No, Velicity,” he shot back. “I’ve been reasonable for far too long. I’ve waited for far too long. I’ll do that no longer!” At that, he stormed from the room, nearly running Wind over in the process. 

“Hey!” Wind, dressed in her normal clothes, shouted as he pushed past her. “Watch where you’re going!”

Torin spun on his heel. “You!” he shouted, aiming a finger at the thief. “You did this.”

Wind stood tall, despite the elf in her face. “Excuse me?” 

“You did this! You made her change her mind!”

“As much pleasure as that would give me, Sir Torin, Velicity is her own person, and can make decisions on her own,” Wind stated. 

From inside the room, Velicity’s voice called out, “Torin? Wind?” 

Torin opened his mouth to respond to Wind, but must have thought better of it. Instead, he let out a grunt and stalked away. Wind shook her head at his back, hitched her bag higher onto her shoulder, and entered the room. “Hey, Velicity.”

Velicity hugged herself close with shaking hands. Tears gathered in her eyes as she gazed at Wind. “How much did you hear?” she asked in a hushed voice. 

Wind dropped her sack near the door, and moved to Velicity. “All of it,” Wind replied. “Are you okay?” 

“No,” she whispered, and wiped furiously at her wet cheeks. “I’m not.” 

Without a word, Wind wrapped her arms around the princess. The moment Velicity’s forehead hit her shoulder, the princess began to sob. “It’s okay, Issy. You’re just overwhelmed and tired. We all are. It’s been a hard journey,” Wind said. “Things will be better in the morning. You’ll see. You and Torin can patch things up, and all will be well again.”

Velicity pulled back. “You think? Will they really?”

The thief smiled. “Of course! A good night’s rest is all we all need. In the morning, you can explain your reasoning. He’ll understand. He still loves you.” An invisible knife twisted in her gut when she said it. It’s for the best. They’re noble. They’re better for one another. 

“I hope so.” Velicity sniffled. “I never wanted to lose him. I just want more for my life.”

“You deserve more, lass. And deep down, he knows that! Give him time.” 

Velicity sniffled again, and finally roused herself. “You’re right. Perhaps we should get some sleep.” She gestured to the wardrobe. “I think they left an extra nightgown, if you’d like to use it.”

Wind smiled, but shook her head. “I’m good. Wasn’t much for nightgowns growing up.” She shrugged. “Wouldn’t make sense, being how I always had to be on alert in case the authorities came in the middle of the night, or someone who wanted revenge for stealing from them.”

“I suppose it would take longer to escape if you need to dress first,” Velicity offered. 

“That, it would,” Wind said. “Can’t very well make an escape while in a flimsy gown.” She snickered. “Though it would be a funny sight.”

“Well, let’s hope I don’t need to make an escape tonight, because I’m going to change.” Velicity moved to the wardrobe, and pulled out a gown made of white linen. She wandered behind a screen, and began to strip. “Just make yourself comfortable. I’ll be out in a moment.” 

“Will do!” Wind replied, and crawled onto the bed. She snuggled herself under the covers and sighed. “This is so comfortable! If I could take this bed with me when we go, I would.”

“I wouldn’t put it past you to try anyway,” Velicity giggled from behind the screen. She appeared a few minutes later in the nightgown she’d chosen, with lace around the cuffs and bottom hem. “I’ll brush my hair, and be ready,” she said as she crossed over to the dressing table. 

“You take forever to get ready for bed,” Wind said sleepily from her spot. “You didn’t do this at the inn.”

“I didn’t have the opportunity!” Once she finished, Velicity padded in her bare feet over to the bed. She climbed in, and settled herself beside Wind. “The inn didn’t exactly have the proper trappings for my usual nightly ritual.” 

“I didn’t realize you were so difficult,” Wind said with a wry grin. 

“Difficult? I’m offended!” 

“That was the point!”

Velicity simply stuck her tongue out, and turned over on her side. “Good night, Wind,” the princess said, and blew out the oil lamp on the bedside table. 

Wind grinned at her back. “Night, Issy.” 

“Try not to put your arm around me this time.” Velicity yawned.

With a chuckle, Wind answered. “Won’t promise anything.” 

After a long pause, the elf said, “I suppose that’s acceptable.” She quieted, snuggled into her pillow with her eyes closed. Moments later, she opened them. “Wind?” she ventured, and hoped the thief was still awake.

Behind her, a hushed voice said, “Yes?”

“Will it really be okay?”

Wind reached out to touch Velicity’s shoulder and found that it trembled in the slightest. “Hey,” Wind whispered. “Come here.” In a heartbeat, Velicity was in her arms. With her cheek pressed against the top of Velicity’s head, Wind found herself unable to express her next thought. She couldn’t lie to the princess, and the truth seemed just as cruel. “I don’t know,” Wind said at last. “But I’ll be at your side, no matter what.”

Velicity, nestled into Wind’s chest, smiled. She reached up, and pressed her hand to the other girl’s cheek. “I’m glad,” she said. The heady warmth of the other girl, coupled with the blanket over them, enveloped Velicity. “I don’t want to be alone.”

A thrill shot through Wind, pinging across her senses. Without meaning to, she leaned into Velicity’s hand. Head turned in the slightest, her lips brushed her palm. “You won’t have to be.” Forget impropriety. Velicity was there, with her.

The sweet shock of the tender kiss halted Velicity’s breath for a split-second. She let it out slowly, and let her hand trail upward until it nestled at the back of Wind’s neck. “I’m so glad.” With the slightest of pressure, she guided Wind’s head toward her mouth. 

Giddy with desire, Wind obliged at first. Then, her movement halted. “Are you sure? Do you want to...” She trailed off, and the question hung unasked between them. 

Without hesitation, Velicity answered. “Yes.” 

Wind grinned. “Me too.” 

Hesitant no more, Wind’s lips fell onto Velicity’s, finding home at last. The kiss between them started as a desperate yearning; fast and hot. They clutched one another as though afraid one would disappear. Yet they were there together now, and nothing would separate them. Desperation made way for passion, and passion made way for tenderness. They took their time to explore one another, reveling in the sensations of touching, and being touched. 

Wind’s heart sang. Velicity was there. With her. In her arms. Kissing her. Velicity’s soft fingers stroked Wind’s cheek, and curled into her tousled hair. She smiled when the princess paused to take a breath. In that brief moment, a thread of doubt slipped between them. 

This isn’t right, Wind thought. It was too soon after Velicity’s argument with Torin. After all, Velicity was royalty, and Wind was a poor thief. I’d just hold her back, she thought. Wind never wanted to hold Velicity back for her own sake. To do so would be cruel and selfish. Love meant sacrifice, and that’s what Wind would do.  

“We can’t do this,” Wind stated, and disentangled herself from Velicity’s arms. 

Velicity gaped at Wind in the dark. “What? Why?” she asked. “Did I do something wrong?”

A rueful chuckle. “No. You certainly did not.”

Velicity sat up. “What is it? Do you...not care for me?”

Wind paused. More than you’ll ever know, she thought. To Velicity, she said, “No. I mean, yes. I do. I’m just tired, is all.”

“Tired?” Velicity repeated in disbelief. “You’re tired.”

“I’m sorry, Issy. I –”

“No. That’s fine. I’m tired too.” In barely checked anger, she threw herself over on her other side, back to Wind. “Good night.”

“Good night,” Wind murmured. 

In the morning, they would talk. Wind would explain herself, and all would be well. Velicity would understand. For now, though, sleep. A brush with death, a dinner that had put her on display, the ball, and the intense emotions afterward truly did leave Wind exhausted. She turned on her side, facing away from Velicity, and closed her eyes. Yes, sleep was all they needed. Things would look much better in the morning.
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Chapter 10
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Velicity jolted awake the next morning, having dreamed she was back in her rooms in the Court of Daydreams – forever trapped behind bars on the windows and doors. As her eyes scanned the lavish room, fear crackled through her and threatened to explode through her fingers. I’m not home, she reminded herself. I’m safe at the Empress’s keep. 

Someone beside her groaned. 

Wind. I’m here with Wind.

She glanced downward to find Wind beside her, sleeping peacefully with her hand stretched out to where Velicity’s back had been moments before. Memories of the night before flooded her, from what they’d almost done to Wind’s cold rejection. Red cheeked and heart racing, she launched herself from the bed. 

A knock came to the door.

“Princess Velicity, are you awake?” A hushed voice called from the other side of the door.

Velicity grabbed a dressing robe from the back of a nearby chair and threw it over her, belting it at her waist. She padded as quietly as she could to the door. Opening it a crack, she peered out to see a human page standing there. “May I help you?” she whispered.

“I have a message for you,” he said, and held up a folded piece of parchment. “I was told to give it to no one but you.” 

Velicity raised an eyebrow, but accepted. “Thank you,” she murmured. Once he bowed and made his leave, she turned and shut the door. 

“What’s going on?” Wind asked from the bed. She sat up, ran a hand through her tousled hair, and yawned. “And what time is it?”

“Early,” Velicity replied absentmindedly as she stared at the note in her hand. It bore her name, in elaborate, familiar handwriting.

“What’s that?” 

Velicity wandered to the bed and sat down. “A message from Torin.” 

“Oh?” Wind raised an eyebrow. “What does it say?”

Velicity carefully opened it, and read in silence. “Oh.” Her eyes widened, and tears sprang to life in their corners. “No...”

“What is it, Issy?” Wind asked. When Velicity didn’t respond, but instead stared at the paper in her hand, Wind touched her arm. “Velicity? What’s in the letter?”

The princess’s wet eyes turned to her. Her voice cracked when she said, “Torin left.”

With a shrug, Wind said, “Maybe he just left for the day. He was pretty upset last night. He just needs time to cool off.” 

“He’s returning to my mother,” Velicity stated, her voice flat, and matter-of-fact. “He’s going to tell her where I am.” She bowed her head, and the tears fell. “She’ll come for me. I’m not ready to go home. I want to be free.” Heat crawled up her shoulders into her ears, until the tips turned red. The letter smoked in her grip. 

“Hey!” Wind exclaimed. She plucked the paper from Velicity’s hand and threw it to the ground, stomping it until it threatened to smolder no more. She grabbed Velicity by the shoulders and looked her in the eye. “You are free! You’re safe here with the Empress. With us! Torin might have abandoned you, but we won’t. I won’t.” 

Velicity blinked. The coolness of Wind’s grip washed away some of the warmth. “You won’t?” she asked. 

“Of course not!” Wind smiled. “Sure, you’ll have to go back sometime, but I’m sure the Empress would let you stay as long as you want. Especially if she plans to train you. You’ll need time, right?” 

“Right.” 

“Well, there you go!” Grabbing Velicity’s hands, she pulled the other girl to a standing position. “Let’s go get something to eat. I’m starved.” 

With a half-smile, Velicity said, “I could use something, too.” 

“Good. It’ll make you feel better.” Wind tossed her head toward the dressing screen. “Get some clothes on. I’ll wait for ya.” 

The twosome wandered down to the Lesser Hall, where the morning meal would be served. Side by side, with shoulders bumping, both Velicity and Wind’s moods lifted the further they got to the hall. 

“I hope all those nobles aren’t at breakfast like last night,” Velicity admitted, out of earshot of their guide, who walked far enough ahead of them not to be intrusive. 

Wind nodded. “Me, too. It felt strange, aye? To be the center of attention.” She quickly looked at Velicity. “Now I understand how you must feel at court.”

Velicity smiled, bright as the sun. A warmth that had nothing to do with fear filled her heart. “Yes,” she replied. “It means a lot to me to hear you say that.” 

Wind ducked her head, blushing. “I only said it because I meant it.” She looked up and said, “So, Velicity...about last night...”

Velicity’s eyes widened in the slightest. Her glance flicked to the man ahead of them, who walked the twosome to the hall. “Now isn’t the time,” she whispered. 

Having forgotten they weren’t alone, Wind smashed her lips together. Red cheeked, she said, “Oh, right. Later?” Velicity nodded once.

To their surprise, their attendant stopped and gestured at a large doorway. “This is the Lesser Hall, Your Highness. Lady Wind.”

“Oh! Already?” 

“That was quick,” Wind added.

They entered after being introduced, pleasantly surprised to find a quieter, more intimate scene than the night before. A few nobles and the Empress sat at a smaller table and chattered over fresh fruits, breads, and porridge.

“Good morning, Princess. Lady Wind. Did you sleep well?” Empress Galatina asked as they sat down beside one another in seats reserved to her right. 

Wind and Velicity returned the pleasant smile she gave them. “Never slept so well my entire life,” Wind said, grabbing an apple. “That’s the softest bed I’ve ever slept in.”

The Empress’s smile widened. “Oh, good. I’m so glad it pleased you.” She looked to Velicity next. “And you, dear? Did you sleep well?”

“Yes, Empress. I did. Thank you for asking.” Velicity’s tone matched her face: placid and neutral. Memories of the dream threatened to resurface, but a glance at Wind made her feel better, despite the abrupt ending to their moment of tenderness the night before. 

Torin’s departure also weighed heavily on her mind. Why did he leave? Then again, she couldn’t blame him. She hurt him greatly by refusing his proposal. Why would he want to stay and be reminded of it every time he saw her? She suppressed a sigh and fell into her courtly training for times like this: eat, smile, nod, and never let them know how sad she felt. And she’d felt so good when it was just her and Wind.

After the meal, everyone stood to see the Empress leave. “You may all be dismissed,” Galatina said once she rose from her seat. “Velicity, could you stay behind for a moment? I’d like to speak to you.”

Everyone bowed or curtsied, and took their leave, except Wind. She hesitated, raising her eyebrow at Velicity. “Will you be alright?” Wind asked. 

“Yes. I’ll be fine.”

Wind nodded. “I’ll be just outside.” She gave the Empress a bow, and exited the same door everyone else had. 

Velicity and Empress Galatina watched her go. “Wind is a good friend,” the Empress commented, glancing at the princess. 

“She is.”

“She seems very devoted to you.”

Velicity glanced at the Empress, and raised an eyebrow. “Yes. I suppose so.”

“You have some good people surrounding you. That’s a very important asset to a future leader,” Galatina said. 

“True.” Velicity nodded. “Though they’re not likely to return to the Court of Daydreams with me.” Her voice took on a wistful tone. Her friends had their own lives, and once this adventure was over, they’d return to them. Even Wind. 

“Sir Torin will, though. He’s in your mother’s army, is he not?” Velicity nodded at the Empress’s question. “He’s quite fond of you, too. Did he sleep in? He wasn’t at breakfast.”

“No, Your Gloriousness. He did not,” Velicity admitted. She frowned and dared look the Empress in the eye. “He left early this morning. He’s going back to the Court of Daydreams.”

Galatina’s eyes widened. “Oh? Why would he do that? Did you know he was leaving?”

“No, I didn’t. I received a message just before we came down to eat,” Velicity replied. “I’m not sure, but I think I know why he left.”

The Empress frowned. “Is that why you’re so out of sorts? Because he left?” The princess nodded. “Why did he go? Did the two of you have a fight?”

“In a manner of speaking. He asked me to marry him last night. I refused.”

Gasping, the Empress touched her hand to her chest. “Oh, my! I imagine that would make him upset.”

“Yes.” Her shoulders slumped, and she sniffled back a tear. 

The Empress took Velicity’s hands in hers. “You didn’t do anything wrong, darling princess. Know that,” she said. “I don’t know why you refused, but you must have had a good reason to do so.” 

“Yes, Empress,” Velicity murmured. 

“Well, I won’t tell you not to be upset. Your feelings are valid,” the Empress said. “Work through them as you need. When you’re feeling better, we can begin your training. “

“Actually, I was wondering if I could start today,” said Velicity, and the Empress raised her eyebrows. “I could use the distraction.” She clasped her hands in front of her, and bowed her head. “I was also wondering if I could stay for a while, so that I may learn to control my powers better.”

“I’d be delighted to have you!” Empress Galatina exclaimed, clapping her hands. “You can stay as long as you’d like. I’ll send for you later, and we’ll begin your training.” She gave Velicity an unexpected hug. “Go. Wind’s waiting for you. She’ll burst through the door if I keep you any longer.” She nodded toward the hall, where Wind peeked her head in. “Come in, Wind, dear.”

“I don’t want to interrupt,” Wind replied as she obeyed. 

“No interruption at all,” said the Empress. “We were just finishing. She’s yours. Have fun, and take care of our princess.” 

Wind grinned. “I will!” Taking Velicity’s hand, she said, “Let’s go, Issy! I want to explore!” 

Despite her mood, Velicity smiled and nodded. “Okay.” She tugged Wind’s hand, and they both dipped into quick curtsies before they ran from the room. 

Out in the hall, Wind turned to the elf. “Where do you want to go first?” she asked.

Velicity shrugged. “We could go out to the gardens, or maybe find the soldiers’ barracks and say hello to Emlyn and Rook. I missed them this morning.” 

“Me, too. Why don’t we go explore the gardens, then go find our friends?” Wind suggested. “By the time we’re done, perhaps Torin will be back.”

Velicity frowned. “Do you really think he’ll come back?” She dared not hope after seeing how upset he’d been the night before, and the message he’d left didn’t indicate he planned to return to the stronghold. 

“Sure!” Wind said, though it didn’t sound like she fully believed it . “He’s just angry. He promised he’d be here for you. He’ll be back.” 

“Wind, I know the two of you never got along, but you don’t have to lie to make me feel better.” Velicity smiled tenderly. “It’s very sweet of you, but I know he’s not coming back.” 

Blinking, Wind said, “I didn’t mean—”

The princess held up her hand and stood tall. “No. It’s all right. You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m not upset with you.”

“Good.” Wind visibly exhaled. “Let’s go have some fun, eh? Forget about him.”

Velicity nodded. “Yes. Let’s.” As an afterthought, she added, “Remember, no stealing.”

Wind rolled her eyes. “Fiiiiine. Ruin my fun before it starts!” She laughed. 

For the rest of the morning, Velicity and Wind spent their time exploring the Empress’s stronghold. Thanks to Velicity’s royal status, no room was restricted to the pair except for the Empress’s own private chambers. They found the gardens and wandered in the open air, marveling at the exotic flowers, plants, and trees that took up every bit of space on either side of the stone path. 

“This is amazing!” Velicity exclaimed as she stared at the jewel-toned flowers that surrounded them. She drew a deep breath. “And the scent is beyond anything I’ve ever experienced.” The heady air surrounded them, and filled her head with swirling thoughts. They sat together on a stone bench beside a smaller version of the fountain in the keep’s foyer, and listened to its subdued gurgle. The sun above provided unusual warmth compared to the cold of the Winter Lands, more than likely an effective enchantment to protect the tender flowers around them.

With an appreciative nod, Wind said, “It really is. Is there a garden anything like this in the Court of Daydreams?”

Velicity bowed her head. “Yes, but I’ve never really had a chance to enjoy it. I could only go out for short walks, and I had to have an escort when I did.” 

“You really didn’t get a chance to be outside, did you?” Wind asked.

“No.” Velicity looked around. “That’s why I appreciate this so much. This whole journey has been magical.” She smiled at Wind. “I’m glad you’ve been along for it.” 

“I am, too,” Wind replied with a hush to her voice and a song in her heart. “It’s meant more to me than you’ll ever know.” They stared at one another for just a moment, silent in this fragrant, peaceful place. “So...”

Something in Velicity’s heart leaped. In anticipation for what Wind might say, she leaned forward. “Yes?”

“Are you ready to go look for Emlyn and Rook?” Wind asked.

“Oh.” Velicity blinked in surprise, and more than a little crestfallen at the response. It reminded her far too much of Wind’s rebuff the night before. “Uh, yes. Of course.” She straightened and gestured down the path, back toward the entrance. “Should we try this way?” 
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What are you doing? Wind chided herself. This was your chance! It was perfect!

She cleared her throat. “I suppose. I have no idea where the soldiers’ barracks are, or even if Emlyn and Rook are there.” It wasn’t what Wind wanted to say. She wanted to grab Velicity by the shoulders, kiss her deeply, and tell her she didn’t care where Emlyn and Rook went. She only wanted to be with Velicity. But she didn’t. She kept her mouth shut and smiled at the princess. Remember, she thought, it’s for the best. 

“We’ll find them,” Velicity said, none the wiser. “How hard can it be?”
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An exhausting hour of searching yielded few results. They found the soldiers’ barracks, but neither Emlyn nor Rook was there. “I think they had a meeting with the Empress,” one soldier said when asked. “If you head that way, you might run into them.” He gestured toward the path that led back the way they came. 

“Thank you!” Velicity said and waved as she and Wind hurried in the direction the soldier had pointed. 

They soon found themselves back in the main atrium, where they’d originally entered the stronghold. “Where do we go now?” Wind wondered as she looked around.

“I have no idea,” replied Velicity. “It seems like we’ve been walking in circles today.”

“Princess! Wind!” a familiar voice called. Both Velicity and Wind turned, and saw Rook and Emlyn walking toward them from the corridor that led to the bedrooms. 

“There you are!” Rook said as gave them an enthusiastic wave. “We’ve been looking for you.”

“Hey!” Wind replied. “We’ve been looking for you, too!”

Emlyn leveled her gaze at Velicity when the foursome met. “We heard about Torin,” she said. “What happened?”

Velicity frowned. “How did you know?” she asked. She glanced at Wind, who widened her eyes.

“I didn’t say anything!”

“There are few secrets here,” Emlyn stated. “Word spreads quickly.” She gave Velicity a sympathetic look. “You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to.”

“He proposed to me last night,” Velicity said. 

“Congratulations!” Rook said, his words bright. as he looked at the others’ faces, he added, “Or is it?”

“It’s not,” Wind said before Velicity could speak. “She turned him down.”

Both Emlyn and Rook stared at her. “Is that true?” Emlyn asked.

Velicity nodded. “It is.”

“Why?”

“I’m not ready to marry,” Velicity admitted. “And...” One glance at Wind made her shut her mouth. “Other reasons.”

The others nodded, and slid glances at Wind, too. Then, they looked at one another as Wind stood unaware, distracted by a well-dressed passerby. 

“So,” Velicity said, eager to change the subject. “You said you were looking for us.”

“Right!” Rook replied. “The Empress wants you to come to her chamber. She said it was urgent.” 

“It must be time for my lesson,” Velicity said, and felt the slightest tremor in her stomach.

Emlyn smiled. “That must be it. Do you need us to show you where it is?”

Velicity glanced around at her friends. “I’d rather you all walk with me. I’m a little nervous, to be honest,” she admitted. 

Wind put her hand on Velicity’s shoulder. “We understand. We’ll go with you. Won’t we?” Wind asked. 

“Of course,” Emlyn said, and Rook nodded. “Follow us.” With Emlyn and Rook in the lead, the friends walked with purpose through the atrium and down the corridor that led to Empress Galatina’s private chambers. An unfamiliar guard stood at attention at the door. When he saw them coming, he bowed. “Princess Velicity?” he asked. 

“I am,” Velicity said, stepping away from the others. 

“Empress Galatina is waiting for you inside.” He turned toward the door, and pulled it open. “Please, enter. I’m afraid the rest of you will have to wait here.”

“That’s fine,” Emlyn said. “Thank you, Aric.” She turned to Wind, who only had eyes for Velicity. “We have some work to do, Wind. Want to join us? We’ll be back for lunch.”

Wind shrugged. “Sure. See you later, Issy,” she said. 

Velicity raised a hand and gave the others a little wave. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll see you at lunch.” To Aric the guard, she said, “I’m ready.” Then, she stepped inside. 

For a room meant for someone as important as the Empress, it was plain compared to the ones Velicity had already seen in the stronghold. In fact, it was less impressive than her own rooms in the Court of Daydreams. It had a big bed, dressing table, and desk but was devoid of the usual luxury of the Empress’s position. It wasn’t a drab room, to be sure. Instead, it had a quaint simplicity that put Velicity at ease. Galatina sat at her desk, pouring over parchments with her mouth drawn into a frown. 

“Your Gloriousness,” Aric said after clearing his throat didn’t catch her attention. “Princess Velicity is here to see you.”

Empress Galatina’s head snapped up, and she smiled when she saw the princess. “Thank you, Aric. You may be dismissed.” After the guard bowed and left, Galatina gestured for Velicity to enter. “Come in! Make yourself comfortable,” she said. 

Velicity nodded, and wandered to a chair near the desk. She perched on the edge with her back straight and chin up, just as she’d been taught.

“I figured now would be the perfect time to get your training started. We can sit for a nice lunch afterward.” She tilted her head. “What do you say to that?”

“I would like that very much,” Velicity replied, and her knotted insides smoothed a little. “Thank you for choosing to train me to harness my powers.”

The Empress laughed. “It’s my pleasure, but don’t thank me yet. I can be a cruel teacher.” At Velicity’s raised eyebrows, she laughed again. “I’m joking. I promise it won’t hurt. Relax, please. Don’t worry about pretense here. I want you to feel comfortable.”

Velicity nodded again, and allowed herself to relax as the Empress said. “Okay,” she murmured. 

“I know this must be hard for you, and I know you aren’t used to being yourself around other royalty, but I want you to know it’s encouraged here. Not just encouraged, but expected. In my chamber, we’re not Empress Galatina and Princess Velicity. We’re Galatina and Velicity,” the Empress said. “Are we clear?” 

Velicity managed a slight smile. “We’re crystal clear.”

“Good. Now, for the reason I want it this way. When you feel you need to pretend to be anything less than your true self, you don’t embrace yourself or your magic,” the Empress explained. “The more comfortable you are with yourself, the more in control you’ll be. And you know how important control is when wielding magic.”

“Yes,” Velicity said, remembering back to all the times she’d accidentally set fires, froze things, and more. Had she truly been in control then, none of that would have happened. Of course, if the building fire in Bonneshire hadn’t happened, she and Wind would never have met. At that thought, all her tension evaporated. “Though I guess sometimes, it all works out.” 

Galatina smiled. “That, it does.” She paused, and leaned toward Velicity just a little. “How are you feeling now?”

Blinking, the princess replied, “Better. Why?”

“You thought of a good memory. It might not have been at the time, but that’s what it became,” the Empress explained. “And with that good memory, you were able to let go of some of your tension and be yourself.”

“Oh,” Velicity breathed. As she thought about it, her eyes widened. “I understand!”

“I knew you’d be a quick learner,” Galatina replied. “And you’ve learned your first lesson. See how easy that was?” 

Giggling, Velicity answered. “Yes! Though I don’t think all the lessons will be this easy.” 

Galatina shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. But it’ll be worth it in the end.”

“Yes, it will.”

“Shall we continue?” the Empress asked. 

“Yes!” Velicity exclaimed, and for the first time in her life, she felt truly excited to wield her power.

“All right,” Galatina said. “The first thing I’d like you to do is call your ice hand. I’m assuming that’s part of your wild magic, correct?”

Nodding, Velicity replied, “Yes. It is.” She thought back to the cultists she froze in place, and bit back a smile.

“Good.” Galatina moved to her desk, and picked up a carved, wooden figure of a horse. She placed it in Velicity’s hand. “You can use this as a focus. Concentrate, and freeze it.”

“Okay.”

The lightweight object in her hand did, indeed, give Velicity something to focus on; a bit of control that allowed Velicity to concentrate her power rather than throw it wildly. As she stared at the figure, she narrowed her eyes and imagined frost crawling across the polished wood. “I can do this,” she mumbled. I will do this.

A memory leaped into her mind. She and her new friend Torin played in the garden that day, having just met when she attempted to get away from her escort. The two children snuck into the greenhouse, and she gave Torin a mischievous grin. “Wanna see something?” the little princess asked. “I have a secret!”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Torin nodded. “What is it? Show me!” 

Velicity glanced around, and leaned close to Torin. “I can freeze things. With magic.”

“You can not!” Torin scoffed. He folded his arms. “That’s just nonsense. Mother and Father say magic isn’t real.”

“They’re wrong! Watch!”

A wooden trellis with large, fragrant roses twined in and around the rungs stood nearby. Velicity raised a hand, palm toward the trellis, and imagined it frozen solid. Nothing happened, so she scrunched her face, and concentrated harder.

“You don’t really have magic,” Torin said. “I’m leaving!”

“No!” With one last, desperate push, Velicity threw her power toward the trellis, and it burst into flames.

Torin screamed, scrambling backward. His feet scrabbled on the gravel and dirt below, and he fell onto his behind, cracking his left elbow on the ground. He let out a loud, anguished cry.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Velicity sobbed as she rushed to him and grasped his arm. Blood from his elbow seeped through his shirt onto her hands. “No! I’m sorry!”

“What is this?” A loud voice echoed through the garden. Both Velicity’s escort and Torin’s mother rushed to them. “What have you done, Velicity?” the escort shouted and pulled her away from the crying boy.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I just wanted a friend. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone!”

The last thing Velicity remembered before she shook back into the present, was the scent of smoke, and Torin’s anguished sobs.

“Velicity!”

A female voice, not the gruff one of her escort, came to Velicity’s ears. She shook herself from her haze and focused on the Empress’s face. A mild twist of concern puckered her brow. “I’m sorry. What?” Velicity asked.

The Empress nodded to the figurine in Velicity’s hand. Smoke curled up and away from it as the princess gripped it tight, almost to the brink of fire. “You lost focus, didn’t you?” Galatina asked. In a quick motion, she covered the horse with her own dark hand. 

A cool rush of power traveled up Velicity’s arm, and the smoke ceased. “Yes.” She ducked her head, red faced. “I’m sorry I didn’t control my power better.”

“You’re just starting. You have no need to be so hard on yourself,” Galatina assured with a gentle smile of her own. “Would you like to try again? No more bad memories, okay?”

Velicity nodded. “Okay.” She cleared her mind, and focused on the task at hand. As she watched, a slow, creeping frost encased the wood. In wide-eyed delight, she turned to Galatina. “I did it!”

“You did!” Galatina replied with equal enthusiasm. “It’s amazing what you can do if you allow yourself to do it, isn’t it?” Velicity nodded. “Do you believe you’re cursed now?” 

The princess thought about it for a moment. “Not anymore,” she replied. “I don’t know why my mother would tell me that’s what it was.” 

“She didn’t understand it,” she said. “When we don’t understand things, we tend to fear them. Now that you understand your power, you don’t have to fear it anymore. In time, neither will your mother.”

“Maybe then, she’ll let me out.” Velicity’s voice took on a wistfulness that made the Empress perk up. 

“She doesn’t let you out?” Galatina asked. 

“Not much, and only with an escort,” Velicity admitted. “She’s always been afraid I’d either harm someone, or be taken by Queen Nocturna.” She tilted her head and gazed at Galatina. “Have you ever met my mother?”

“Only once, at my coronation. Why?”

Velicity shrugged. “I was wondering what she was like before I was born. If she was less...intense.”

“She struck me as quiet. Shy. Didn’t have much to say,” said the Empress. “For the most part, she stayed to herself.”

With a laugh, the princess replied, “My mother? Quiet and shy? That doesn’t seem possible.”

The Empress laughed too. “She was! So, you can imagine how surprised I was when I received the announcement of your birth. I didn’t even know she was pregnant. No one did. She kept you a secret.”

This made Velicity pause. “Odd. Do you know who my father was? Mother told me he died when I was very young.” 

Galatina frowned. “No. I’m afraid not. She’d been interested in someone at one point, but they never married, that I know of. If she thought you were cursed, it made sense that she wouldn’t wish to share such details.”

“Oh.” Velicity sat quietly for a moment. Then, she asked, “What about the Queen of Nightmares? Do you know her?”

“Nocturna?” Galatina asked, and Velicity nodded. “She was at my coronation as well. She seemed friendly, and more sociable than Adaliya. Though I did see that she and your mother spent time chatting. They seemed to get along well.” The Empress paused, remembering. The space between her eyebrows puckered as she frowned. “That changed a year before you were born.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know,” said the Empress. “Everything changed. They changed. I do recall a rumor that she and your mother became bitter rivals who hated one another, but you know how rumors are.”

“Yes,” Velicity murmured. “I’ve heard the same, but from Mother.”

“There must be something to it, with the strife between their two courts,” Galatina mused. “I’ve invited them both here to discuss the rift between them, since it’s had a negative effect on the country. Adaliya always promises, but never visits. Nocturna, however, has never responded to my invitations. I’d be offended, if I didn’t understand she’d suffered some tragedies in her past.”

“Tragedies?” Velicity echoed. “Like what?”

“I’m not entirely sure.” Galatina frowned. “It wouldn’t be my place to pry, even as Empress. But that’s nothing you should be concerned about right now. You’re here, safe, and doing an excellent job learning to control your magic.” She smiled, and held her hand out to Velicity, who stared at it in awe. When the princess took it, Galatina said, “For now, let’s get some lunch. I’m starving, and I’m sure Wind will be anxious to see you again.”

Velicity smiled at the thought. “I could use something to eat, myself.” She had so much to tell the thief about her experience with the Empress, she couldn’t wait to see Wind again. Of course, any time she was with Wind, she was happy.
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They exited the Galatina’s chamber, and wandered down to the Lesser Hall, chatting like old friends. When they entered the hall, Emlyn, Rook, and Wind were already there. They stood along with the others as the royals were announced, and gave Velicity a welcoming smile. Wind’s was the biggest, and she looked relieved to see the princess again. 

When everyone had settled into their seats, Wind touched Velicity’s hand and whispered, “I am so glad to see you!”

Velicity grinned. “I take it you didn’t have much fun with Emlyn and Rook today.”

Rolling her eyes, Wind said, “Ugh. No. It was so boring.” 

“I heard that,” Emlyn piped from the other side of the table, and earned a laugh from Wind and Velicity. 

“Wind’s just angry we didn’t do anything fun,” Rook said. 

“What did you do?” Velicity asked.

“We visited the soldiers,” Wind supplied in a dry tone. “Talk, talk, talk about nothing interesting. Just soldier stuff.” 

“And no one interested you with all of those handsome men around?” Velicity asked.

Wind rolled her eyes, but blushed. “Ugh. I didn’t think about it.”

“She has her mind on someone else, anyway,” Rook said, and shot Wind a wink. 

As Wind turned a deep shade of red, Velicity looked to Rook. “Oh? Really?” She turned to Wind. “Do you have your eye on someone?” She smiled, though fought to keep the hurt from her voice. 

“No!” Wind said, a bit too fast. “No one I was interested in.” She glared at Rook, who gave her a sheepish grin. “Rook is just talking nonsense.”

“Okay,” Velicity replied, though the assertion didn’t make her feel any better. What—or who—was she hiding? Was Wind embarrassed by her chosen attraction? She didn’t have time to ponder it, as Empress Galatina cleared her throat, drawing all the attention to her.

“Friends, I am so pleased you’re here,” the Empress said. “Princess Velicity and I had our first lesson today, and she did wonderfully.” The others murmured in excitement, as Velicity sat and grinned through the attention. “Given a week, she should be ready to take on the world. Velicity has chosen to stay with me during that time, and I wanted to formally extend that welcome to the rest of you.”

“We would be honored, Empress Galatina,” Emlyn answered for both her and Rook. 

All eyes turned to Wind, who stared at them, wide-eyed. “Of course I’m staying! I promised Velicity I would. Unlike some people, I’m following through.” 

Though it pained her to think of Torin’s departure, a relieved Velicity laid a light hand on her arm. “Thank you, Wind,” she said. “What would I ever do without you?”

A thrill shot through Wind’s body. She took a breath to calm her thudding heart, and shrugged. “It’s what a friend would do, right?”
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Velicity blinked and inhaled sharply. “Friend,” she murmured. Her hands dropped to her lap. “Right.” 

An awkward silence followed as both Velicity and Wind ducked their heads. Emlyn, Rook, and the Empress exchanged glances. “Well,” Empress Galatina said, “how about that lunch?” She snapped her fingers, and servers appeared with plates laden with meats and vegetables. “Dig in. I’m sure you’re all hungry from your busy day.” 

With murmurs of appreciation, they all took turns loading their plates. For the next hour, everyone chatted about everything and anything, avoiding any of the uncomfortable topics that had popped up earlier. The rest of their meal continued in a quiet pleasantness, and that suited Velicity just fine.

Still, she couldn’t help but think who had caught Wind’s eye to distract her from the handsome soldiers in the Empress’s employ. 

After lunch, as they wandered to their room to relax, Velicity glanced at Wind. “So...you visited the barracks with Rook and Emlyn.” It wasn’t a question. Not yet. 

Wind shrugged. “I did.” After a pause, she eyed the princess. “Why?”

Velicity frowned, searching for the right words. “Well...” How could she broach the subject of Wind’s interest? What could she say that wouldn’t offend or hurt Wind? “I understand you not wanting to make your interests public, but I just wanted to let you know if there’s a young man you’re interested in, you can tell me. I’ll...I’d understand.” Wind stared at Velicity for a moment. Then, she barked out a great belly laugh that made her double over. Velicity stood there, horrified and angry at Wind’s display. Over the laughter, Velicity said, “I don’t see what’s so funny!”

At the sound of Velicity’s voice, Wind stood straight and sobered immediately. “Lass,” she said in a serious, hushed tone. “I have no interest in men.”

“What? I don’t understand.”

A slight smile tugged at the corners of Wind’s mouth. “I like women, Velicity.” 

For a moment, out of confusion and surprise, Velicity didn’t respond. Her furrowed brow smoothed, and raised almost to the top of her head. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “I understand now.” She looked around, and said in a low voice, “I...I think I do, too.”

“But what about Torin?”

Velicity reddened. “I like men, too.” 

“Oh. Wow. That’s...” Wind didn’t know what else to say. 

“Is that bad?” Velicity asked, and worried her lower lip between her teeth. She’d never spoken her feelings out loud like that. Not to anyone. Even Torin didn’t know. If her mother knew, she’d be locked in her room forever. Though relieved she finally said it , she also felt scared. Vulnerable. Wind’s response didn’t help. Tears collected in the princess’s eyes. “It is bad!”

Wind immediately threw her arms around her. “No! It’s not bad! It’s good.”

Velicity struggled back from Wind’s embrace. “Good? How?”

With a grin, Wind said, “You did the hardest thing. You spoke of who you are. It’s okay to like both men and women.” 

“It is?”

“Of course it is! And anyone who tells you differently can answer to me.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes! There’s nothing wrong with you,” Wind said. “You aren’t less of a person. You’re you. You’re perfect the way you are.”

Wind’s words warmed Velicity. A smile, shaky at first, spread across her face. “Thank you,” she managed as the fear subsided. 

Wind shrugged. “I’ll never stand in the way of who you were meant to be, and I’ll never let anyone else do it.” She reached down and took Velicity’s hand. Giving it a tug, she added, “Let’s go get some rest. I think you’ve earned it.”

They walked in relative silence to Velicity’s room, still hand in hand; a fact Wind was acutely aware of. Even though her hand was slick with sweat, she didn’t pull away. Not with Velicity’s admission still reeling through her mind. It only makes me love her more, she thought.

“Is everything all right?” Velicity asked once they reached her door. She rested her free hand on the handle and gave Wind a concerned look.

“I...” Wind trailed off, unsure of how to answer. “I’ve just been thinking.”

“What about?”

With a quick glance up and down the hall, Wind replied in a hush voice, “Can we go inside? I don’t feel comfortable talking out here.”

Velicity’s eyes widened. “Oh! Of course. How thoughtless of me.” She pushed open the door, and gestured for Wind to go inside. Once they both crossed the threshold, she shut the door and locked it. “There we go. Would you like to sit down?” She nodded to the bed. 

Wind’s eyes trailed to the furniture, and her cheeks burned at the memory of what they’d done the night before. “I’ll stand. You can sit if you want.” She tried to shrug, but it was awkward. Forced.

Velicity’s eyebrows raised. “All right.” She traveled to the bed and lowered herself onto the mattress. “What did you want to say?” she asked once she’d settled.

“I don’t want to upset you,” Wind began, and knew immediately by the look on Velicity’s face that she’d be upset regardless. Still, Wind continued. “I think I should sleep in my own room from now on.”
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The moment the words left Wind’s mouth, Velicity’s eyes welled. Her heart dropped into the pit of her stomach and made her feel queasy. Wind was leaving her, just like Torin. “I see...” Through her tears, she gazed up at Wind. “It’s about last night, isn’t it?” She should never have initiated contact. Now, she’d lose her dear friend.

Wind picked at her vest. “Yes, but...no.”

“Which is it, then? Did you not enjoy yourself? Did I do something wrong?”

Wind gaped at the princess. “No! You did everything right! It’s me.”

“You?”

Nodding, Wind said, “Yes. I did something wrong.” At Velicity’s confused stare, the thief shook her head. “You’d just rejected Torin. I should have supported you, not kissed you.”

Velicity’s confusion gave way to frustration. “You did support me, and I kissed you. At least, I initiated it. I knew very well what I wanted, and wouldn’t have done so if I didn’t want to.”

“But...I’m a thief. And you’re a princess. And...”

The elf jumped to her feet. “And what,” she demanded. “Am I not good enough for you? Not worthy of your attention?”

“No!” Wind exclaimed, louder than she’d meant to. She bowed her head. In a quieter voice, she added, “I’m not worthy of yours.” 

Velicity stood there, stunned by Wind’s admission. The tears she’d shed began anew. “Oh, Wind.” When Wind didn’t respond, Velicity moved to her. “Wind.” Still, no response. “Wind, look at me.” 
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Despite the gentle demand, Wind kept her head bowed. She couldn’t let Velicity see her look so broken and vulnerable, or the tears that streamed down her own cheeks. Two small, warm hands took hold of her face, and gently tilted it up until her eyes met Velicity’s. Seeing the other girl’s concern just made Wind cry harder. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed.

“Wind. Dearest Wind. You are absolutely worthy,” Velicity said in a soft, soothing timbre. She brushed away the salty wetness that clung to Wind’s cheeks with her thumbs. “Why in the world would you think such a terrible thing?” Silence answered, except for a quiet whimper. “You don’t think you’re worthy because I’m royalty and you’re not. Is that it?” 

“Yes,” Wind answered at last.

Velicity smiled. “That doesn’t matter to me,” she said. “I consider you my equal; someone I want by my side, not under my rule.”

Wind’s face lit, both in happiness and surprise. “Really?” As quickly as her mood improved, it soured again. “But I don’t want to hold you back.”

“That won’t happen.”

“But –”

Before Wind could finish, Velicity’s lips fell on hers. Every thought flew from the half-elf’s mind, replaced only with explosions of desire. Her arms wrapped around Velicity’s waist and pulled her so close they could both feel their hearts beat in time. As one, they stumbled to the bed and fell onto the mattress, still wrapped in their desperate embrace. Hands tangled in brown and pink hair, and tugged at clothes. “Are you sure about this?” Wind whispered in Velicity’s ear. 

“Yes!” Velicity exclaimed. Wind grinned, kissing that intimate, elven tip. “Gods, Wind!” she breathed, and clutched the back of the other woman’s head.

Wind chuckled. “Oh, we’re not done yet.” She ducked away from Velicity’s hand to give her a peck on the lips. She flashed a wicked grin, and dipped below the princess’s chin.
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Hungry kisses lit fires across Velicity, from her neck to the tender flesh that peeked out from her bodice. Wind hooked a finger on the hem, and tugged down just enough to expose pale breast. With another quick grin, her mouth enveloped her areola.

Velicity gasped, reeling from the intense sensations that shot through her. Never had she felt anything like that before. Never had anyone seen, or touched, so much of her. Not even Torin.

Torin.

“Hey.” Wind’s voice cut through Velicity’s thoughts. “No frowning. You’ll make me think I’m not pleasing you.” She winked.

Breathlessly back in the moment, Velicity replied, “Oh...you are.” 

Wind beamed. “Excellent,” she whispered, and set back to the task at hand. First, one breast, then the other. Each time, a quiet whimper of pleasure would pass through Velicity’s lips. As Velicity’s fingers twisted in Wind’s hair, Wind lifted herself just enough to drop a kiss on her lips. She leaned her weight on one arm as her free hand slipped under the other girl’s skirt and slid up her thigh. “Is this all right?” she asked.

Heart soaring at the care Wind showed, Velicity nodded her consent. “Yes. Please.” To fully affirm her choice, she pulled Wind into a deep, long kiss. In response, Wind’s hand moved around to that special place between Velicity’s legs. “Oh, gods Wind...” Velicity moaned once more.

The rest of their night was a heady, delicious whirlwind of passion neither girl had ever dreamed of.
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Chapter 11
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In the week that followed, Velicity’s days were spent training with the Empress, while Wind learned new fighting techniques with Rook and Emlyn. In the evening, the friends gathered with the Empress for dinner and conversation. Some nights, they were treated to musical performances or plays. No matter what they did, they enjoyed themselves and grew closer together, though Wind and Velicity’s tryst wasn’t spoken of, or repeated.

Velicity and Empress Galatina stood in her chamber after a particularly successful training session, breathless and smiling at Velicity’s success. “I’m so proud of you,” the Empress said. She placed her hands on the younger girl’s shoulders, and gave them a squeeze. “You’ve come so far, in such a short time. There’s not much more I can teach you at this point. Your control of your magic is astounding. You’re ready to fly on your own, my little sparrow.” 

“Thank you, Empress...ah, Galatina,” she said, remembering the Empress’s request that she use her first name, though she’d already had to correct herself multiple times during their week together. She raised her chin and puffed out her chest. “I’m rather proud of myself.”

“And you should be. You’ve worked incredibly hard. So.” Galatina’s hands fell from Velicity’s shoulders. “What’s next for you? Are you going to go back to the Court of Daydreams?”

“Eventually,” the princess replied. “Wind and I discussed accompanying Emlyn and Rook home first.”

“Not ready to return yet, are you?” the Empress said with a smile. 

“No. Not really.” 

With a sympathetic nod, Galatina replied, “I understand. It would be hard to go back to that kind of restricted life when you’ve tasted such freedom here.”

“Yes,” Velicity agreed, grateful to have someone who understood how she felt. “My whole experience here has been liberating. I’ve learned so much about my power, and myself. Thank you for that.”

Galatina dipped her head. “It’s been my pleasure. I’m so glad you chose to come speak to me. Most of my subjects avoid visits. I’ve heard they’re afraid.” She raised an eyebrow at Velicity. “Is that true? Are people really afraid of me?” Worry threaded through her voice.

Velicity grimaced. “Well, yes. To tell you the truth, I was afraid to come see you, but I knew I had to.”

“Why were you afraid?”

“That’s how I was raised,” the princess replied. “I can’t speak for others, but I was raised to fear you. You have power, and power is bad.”

Galatina gasped, stricken. Her hand went to her heart. “Oh, that’s terrible. I would never want anyone to be afraid of me, especially due to my power.”

“If it makes you feel better, I don’t anymore, and I like your power.” Velicity gave her a small smile. “I’ve enjoyed our time together. You’re wonderful.”

“Oh, you’re too kind.” Galatina grinned, and gave her a hug. “You’re wonderful, too. Now that you know your power is a gift, perhaps others will learn not to be afraid.”

“That’s my hope,” Velicity replied. “Once I get home, I’ll show Mother how much I’ve learned.”

“Good. I hope so as well.” The Empress paused, then asked, “When do you plan on leaving?”

“Tomorrow?” Velicity suggested with a pang in her heart. Though she could easily stay longer, she knew she had to go. 

“Let’s have one last, big meal together,” the Empress suggested. “Not everyone. Just those we’re closest to.” 

Velicity let out a sigh of relief. “Thank the gods!”

Galatina raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“I felt so uncomfortable with all those people at our big first dinner,” Velicity admitted, with a pink tinge to her cheeks. “Everyone stared at me. It was so strange.”

“You were new, and a curiosity to those who had never seen the crown princess of the Court of Daydreams. That wouldn’t happen now,” Galatina explained. “It gets overwhelming sometimes, to be surrounded like that, and the center of attention. If you wish it to be intimate, I’m happy to oblige.” 

“Thank you,” Velicity replied. 

“This dinner is to honor you, after all. I want you to be comfortable. It’s my pleasure.” 

The Empress’s words warmed Velicity’s heart. Of all the things she’d miss most about the stronghold, it was the Empress’s kindness and influence. She’d never had anyone so supportive in her life, and appreciated it more than she could say. 
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That night, the Empress, Wind, Velicity, their friends, and the Empress’s closest confidants sat together at the only table in the main hall. “Friends,” the Empress announced, standing. She held up her goblet and smiled. “Tonight, we honor Princess Velicity, Lady Wind, Lady Emlyn, and Sir Rook. May you have a safe journey, and exciting adventures.”

Glasses raised, everyone murmured in response, and sipped the warm, comforting spice of the Empress’s personal mead. Everyone but Wind, who gulped hers down, and slammed the goblet to the table. “That was good!” Wind sighed, and dragged her hand over her mouth.

“Gods, Wind,” Velicity said, shaking her head. Then, she smiled with a twinkle in her eye. “It is good, isn’t it?”

“Best I’ve ever tasted,” Wind agreed. She looked to the Empress. “Got any for the road? It’s sure to keep us warm out in the frozen wasteland.” She grinned. 

Empress Galatina chuckled, despite the others’ chagrin. “I can certainly see to it that you receive some ‘for the road,’ as you say.” She nodded at one of her servants, who bowed and left the room. “It will be ready for you by morning.” 

“Yes!” Wind pumped her fist, and slapped Velicity’s arm in excitement. “Ya’ hear that, Issy? We’re getting the good stuff for the trip back!” 

Velicity smiled, but as she thought about their upcoming journey, that smile faded. “That’s very generous of you, Empress,” she said. 

“It’s the least I could do, Princess Velicity,” Galatina replied. “You’ve all brought such joy to my court. It’s been so long since we’ve had company.” Her gaze landed on Emlyn and Rook, and her smile grew. “And the two of you, how good it’s been to have you back, even for a short time. Your legendary presence will be missed.”

“Us? Legendary?” Rook replied. “Naw.”

“It’s been good to see everyone, Empress Galatina,” Emlyn said. “We’re grateful for the opportunity.” She looked at Rook, and snickered. “Though I wouldn’t exactly call us ‘legends.’” 

“You are too modest!” replied the Empress. “I do hope the two of you visit more often, as time allows. All of you. We’d love to have you return someday.” 

While the others offered their agreement, Velicity sat quietly. Wind glanced at her, and raised an eyebrow. “You okay?”

“Just thinking about home. Once I get back, I probably won’t be able to leave again. Mother will be furious. She won’t even care that I can control my powers now. She’ll likely lock me in my room for the rest of my days.” 

“You sure you don’t want me to go with you?” Wind asked. “I could put in a good word for ya’.”

“It’s safer if you didn’t, Wind. You know that.” 

With a sigh, Wind said, “I know, I know. Thieves aren’t welcome at the Court of Daydreams. I’ll never see you again.” Wind slumped at the statement. 

“I suppose we’ll have to have fun while we can,” Velicity offered with a smile. 

“You’re still accompanying us back to our land, aren’t you?” asked Rook.  

“Of course! We still have more adventure ahead of us,” Velicity said as she and Wind grinned at one another. “The best is yet to come.”
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The next morning, the group met in the atrium. Empress Galatina joined, and stood among them with a loving smile. “It has been a true honor to meet you, and to see you again,” she said. “Please go with my blessing, safely into the world. If you ever need anything, please do not hesitate to return, or summon us for help.” A pair of men walked up, carrying a pack each. They bowed, and presented the packs to the travelers. “Take these supplies with my thanks, including charms for each of you to wear to protect you from my wards. Have a wonderful journey.”

Rook and Wind each took one of the packs. “You have our thanks, Empress Galatina,” Rook said. “I hope we can return some day.” He bowed, and raised an eyebrow at Wind.

“We’re grateful for your generosity,” Wind added, and bowed as well. She grinned. “About that mead...”

Empress Galatina laughed, a joyous sound that filled the atrium. “How could I forget?” She nodded to one of the men, who presented Wind with a full bladder of the delicious mead from the Empress’s own reserve. “Try not to finish it too quickly,” the Empress said.

“No promises, Empress!” Wind laughed as well. “I’ll at least try to share.”

“I’ll see to it that she does,” Velicity piped. She gave the Empress her deepest courtesy. “I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me – us.”

When she rose, Galatina moved forward, and gave her a fierce hug. “I’m so happy to have helped. And I hope when you do return home, you will have a better time of it.” From over Velicity’s head, the Empress looked at Wind. “Take care of her, will you?”

“I’ll do that.” Wind beamed, but her cheeks reddened anyway. 

“Good.” Galatina paused, and then took Velicity’s elbow. “Would you mind? I’d like to speak with you alone for a moment.”

“Oh! Of course.” Velicity looked to her friends. “I’ll be right back,” she said. 

The Empress led Velicity across the room, and leaned close to whisper in her ear. “You know, as the ruler of all of Austrasia, I’m fully within my right to bless any marriage I find worthy,” the Empress said. “Including one between a princess and thief.” 

“What?” 

“I’ve seen how the two of you look at one another,” Galatina explained. “How close you are. Just know what I’ve told you. Something to think about.”

Velicity’s eyes widened as the Empress gave her a wink before she returned to the group. The princess’s jaw hung open. Did I hear her correctly? Did the Empress just give her blessing for Velicity and Wind to...marry? Is that something I’d ever want, even after I rejected Torin? Wind would never be a party to something like that. Would she?

Her gaze snapped to Wind, who waved in her direction. “C’mon, Issy! It’s time to go.”

“Right,” the princess muttered. She hurried to join the others as Empress’s words swirled in her mind. 

After final good-byes and hugs were exchanged, the foursome secured their cloaks, hoisted their packs, and started off on their journey out into the world. “I’m going to miss that place,” Velicity said with a sigh as she glanced back at the Empress’s keep one last time. 

Wind gave her a sympathetic smile. “I know. It’s hard to leave a place that’s given you safety and security,” she offered.

Velicity returned the gesture. “And fun,” she replied. “Being able to come and go as I pleased. Delicious meals. Friends. It has meant so much.”

“You’ll always have me, Issy. That, I promise.”

“And us,” Rook piped up from behind them. “We’re your friends, too!” Emlyn nodded in agreement.

“I’m glad,” Velicity said. “My life is lonely at the Court of Daydreams, but knowing you’re all out here will make things better.” Her smile faded a little around the edges.

“Hey.” Wind’s voice shook Velicity from her melancholy, even as she bumped shoulders with the princess. “No worrying about home now. We still have some adventures to have before that happens. Let’s enjoy them.” 

“Right.” 

“Good. Now let’s try to get through the snow without anyone freezing, shall we?” 

This time, when they crossed the valley, Wind stayed close to Velicity, to everyone’s relief, and they all made it safely across without setting off any wards. At the far edge of the Winter Lands, on the other side of the border, they breathed a sigh of relief and took a well-deserved break nestled deep in the autumnal forest. 

“Is it just me, or is the trip going faster this time?” Wind asked as she leaned against a tree.

“It seems that way, yes,” Velicity answered. She stretched her legs in front of her, and tapped her toes together. “I’d rather it didn’t.” 

Emlyn smiled. “Try not to think of the end, and enjoy the journey ahead.”

“Good point,” Velicity said and smiled. “Though I hope this time, it’s a little less dangerous.”

“Oh, now you say it!” Wind exclaimed. “Next thing you know, a giant ogre will attack.” 

Everyone laughed, shaking their heads at Wind’s joke. “Forgive me, Wind,” Velicity chuckled. “I didn’t think before I spoke.” 

Wind shrugged. “I forgive ya.” 

As Velicity giggled, an uncomfortable feeling cramped Velicity’s midsection. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to visit the trees.”

Emlyn frowned. “We’ve already stopped. Why didn’t you go then?” 

“I didn’t have to,” the princess replied. “The closer we get to the end of our journey, the worse I seem to feel.”

The archer nodded in understanding. “Ah. Yes. Alright, do what you need to do.”

Velicity turned to head into the privacy of the brush, but Wind’s voice halted her. “Do you need me to go with you?”

“No. That’s all right. I won’t be long.”

Wind frowned as she watched her go. “Okay. Be safe.”

“Of course,” Velicity replied, and continued on her way. 

She walked far enough into the trees to not be seen from the road, and did her business. Once she finished, she looked around. A realization dawned on her; she didn’t know which way she’d come. “Oh, no,” she mumbled. “What have I done?” Her only option was to head in the direction she hoped the others were. As she came out of the forest onto a road she didn’t recognize, and one without her friends, she knew she was lost. Tears gathered in her eyes. “I didn’t think I went that far,” she lamented.

“Well, well,” came a raspy voice behind her. “Look what we have here. A little deer, lost in the woods.”

“A little royal deer,” another voice said, this time from the path ahead. “She looks like the missing princess.”

Velicity stopped and rubbed the tears from her eyes. Standing before her was a tall, lanky, human man dressed in dark brown travelers’ clothes. She dared look behind her and found a smaller human man dressed the same. They both wore greasy grins as they eyed her like a rare prize. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. To the man ahead of her, she added, “Let me pass.”

They chuckled, and the second one spoke over her, as though she wasn’t there at all. “Well, Cade. I do believe you’re right. Isn’t there a reward for this one’s return?”

“Aye, Bosch.”

Velicity listened, and fear clutched her in an icy embrace. She couldn’t go back to her mother. Not yet! And not with these ruffians. Who knew what they’d do to her? That fear melted away to anger as she glared at them both. “I’m not going anywhere with the likes of you!” She raised her hand and focused her power, lobbing a bolt of lightning at the man ahead of her on the path. 

To her horror, it sailed over his head, and hit a tree further down the path. 

“No!” she shouted as she watched the wood explode, splintering to the ground. In her distracted state, she didn’t notice Bosch move behind her until two arms wrapped around her, pinning her arms to her sides. “Let me go!” Velicity cried. She struggled to free herself, or at least her hands. Though her magic misfired, she could still protect herself if she had her hands. 

The first man, Cade, stalked up to her with a wicked grin. From the bag slung across his chest, he pulled out a pair of shackles and secured them to her wrists. In an instant, she slumped in the other man’s arms. The magic drained from her, replaced with pain where the iron touched. “What...did...you...do?” she slurred.

“Iron. We knew about your powers, princess,” Bosch sneered. “We came prepared.”
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“How long does it take to relieve oneself?” Wind griped as they waited. “I knew I should have gone with her.”

“Maybe you should go look for her,” Emlyn suggested.

“If you’re not back in a few minutes, we’ll come find you,” Rook added. 

“A wise idea,” Wind replied, and set off for the woods. “We’ll be right back.” Famous last words. It felt like she’d walked for an hour, even though only a few minutes had passed. Still, there was no sign of Velicity. “How far did she go?”

A familiar shout pierced the air: a voice Wind heard in her dreams. Hearing Velicity’s call propelled Wind faster toward her goal. Over a hill and around a bend she went, legs pumping and heart ready to explode. The sight of Velicity’s pink hair through the trees made her pick up speed. Velicity stood between two men. A glint of iron flashed on her wrists. 

“Hey!” Wind shouted, and drew her sword. She ran toward the trio with fire in her heart and crashed out onto the road. “Let her go!”

The man with his back to her glanced over his shoulder. Surprised at first, he then pushed Velicity into the other man’s arms. By the time she reached him, he had his weapon raised and ready. “Come to save your girlfriend, eh?” he snickered. “How adorable.”

Wind growled and swung at the man with her sword. “You messed with the wrong person!” 

Her opponent laughed in response and easily blocked her attack. With her blade out of his way, he stepped forward and landed a solid punch to her jaw. Wind reeled, backpedaling. She held her jaw and glared at the man, who laughed even harder at what he’d done.

“Wind!” Velicity cried. “No!” She struggled in the other man’s grasp, but her actions were weaker. Slower. 

Despite the throbbing in her jaw, Wind renewed her attack. The pain didn’t matter, if Velicity was in trouble. She had to get through that man to get to Velicity’s captor. “Ya’ won’t do that again!” she shouted, and launched herself at her foe. The battle began anew. This time, when the man attempted the same move, Wind was able to duck and deliver a solid punch of her own.

“Wind! Be careful!” Velicity shouted.

“Be right there, Issy!” 

“Your ‘Issy’ is going with us, and you will be food for the wolves,” her opponent sneered. The swish of his sword passed perilously close to her head. 

Wind ducked, and used the opportunity to kick the man between the legs, driving him to the ground as he cried out. With him down, she jumped to her feet and drove the tip of her sword into his leg.  Over his screams, she retorted with a grin, “I’d kill ya’ but that wouldn’t be as much fun as seeing ya’ squirm. Looks like you aren’t going anywhere without help.” 

She focused her attention on the man holding Velicity and watched as he shoved her to the ground to rush to defend his friend. “Velicity, run! I’ll keep him busy!” Wind crouched, ready to take on the second attacker. 
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The moment Cade turned his attention to Wind, Velicity struggled to her feet and began to run, blindly, down the path. I can’t leave her, she thought, and glanced over her shoulder to see how Wind fared. What could she do, though? She was shackled. Her magic, suppressed. Her energy sapped. She could barely get herself to safety, much less help Wind. 

Where are Emlyn and Rook?

Did something already happen to them? 

She had to keep running. She had to find help.

A soft, yet solid figure, halted her progress. 

“How fortunate,” a new, feminine voice said above her. “At last we meet, Princess Velicity.”

Velicity’s head snapped upward, and the movement threw her off balance. As her head reeled from the effects of iron on her skin she crumpled, only to be caught by the Huntress herself.

“You...” Velicity squeaked. Terror made the words catch in her throat. 

A woman Rook’s size hovered over her, dressed in plated black leather and no longer in the persona of a withered woman. Short, spiky black hair crowned her light brown skin. The Huntress cradled the prone girl in her arms and grinned a dazzling, magical smile. Her brilliant green eyes seemed to glow with delight. “You are a very difficult quarry to find, disappearing into the Empress’s keep,” she admitted. “But I have you now, and we can go back to Queen Nocturna. She’s been wanting you for a long time.”

From his fight with Wind, Cade shouted, “Hey! Get your own prize! That one’s ours.” He now sported a cut to his cheek and a black eye, courtesy of Wind. 

“She’ll go with neither of you!” Wind erupted, and attacked with a fury Velicity had never seen. 

Yet, with fury comes mistakes. And Cade picked up on Wind’s. A sloppy lunge drew Wind too close to Cade’s blade. With a laugh, he delivered a piercing blow straight to her side. She screamed and crumpled at his feet.

From the Huntress’s arms, Velicity shrieked. The sound shook the trees and frightened the birds away. “Wind! No! Wind!” She glared up at the Huntress, who stood in stoic silence. “Let me go! I must help her!” 

“We must go,” the Huntress stated, devoid of emotion.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” Velicity retorted, and struggled in her arms.

“Sweet girl, you don’t have much of a choice,” stated the Huntress in a deep, resonating voice. “Queen Nocturna gave me a job to do, and I never fail.” She turned her attention to the would-be kidnappers. “My queen has offered a reward as well. Twice as much as Adaliya’s. If you come with me to the Court of Nightmares, I will be sure to speak to her on your behalf.” 

Cade, who helped Bosch stand, raised an eyebrow. “We’d get a bigger reward?” 

The Huntress grinned, flashing a set of sharp canines. “You’d get what you so richly deserve.”

“A moment,” Cade replied. He whispered to the other man. After a minute of quietly bickering back and forth, they turned as one to the Huntress. “We agree. We’ll come with you.”

“No one’s going anywhere!” 

Emlyn’s strong voice carried over the trail, and caught the Huntress and the kidnappers’ attention. She stood in the path behind them with her bow trailed directly on the Huntress. Rook stood beside her with his axe at the ready and a dangerous smile on his face. “You will release the girl immediately.” 

The kidnappers prepared to fight, but the Huntress shook her head. “We do not have time for this. I have a job to finish.” 

“You’ll do no such thing!” Rook moved forward as Emlyn let an arrow loose. It flew past the kidnappers and stopped midair, frozen in time and space a foot away from Velicity and the Huntress. 

When the kidnappers looked to Emlyn and Rook, they, too, were frozen. Cade stared at the Huntress. “What did you do?”

“I told them I had no time for their nonsense. Are you coming or not?”

They both nodded, eyes wide.

“Excellent. If you don’t mind, I’ll carry this one.” The Huntress hoisted Velicity, and slung her over her shoulder. “Follow me. Stay close. My way of traveling gets...dangerous.” She held up a free hand, and whispered in an ancient Elvish that made Velicity shudder. A moment later, a bright, swirling blue vortex appeared. “Step fast.” She entered the vortex with Velicity screaming for her friends.

The men exchanged worried glances but followed. 
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Wind, along with Rook and Emlyn, watched in helpless terror as the Huntress and the kidnappers disappeared through a swirling portal of greens, blues, and sparkling stars. “Velicity!” Wind screamed, despite the wracking pain in her side. She held it tight, even as her blood seeped between her fingers. “Gods, no!” 

The moment the portal closed the spell the Huntress had cast, broke. Emlyn and Rook stumbled forward, catching themselves before they landed on Wind. “Wind! Are you all right?” Emlyn exclaimed, throwing her bow to the side. She knelt beside the half-elf, who screamed and moaned in the middle of the path. “Let me see your injury.”

Wind turned her tear-streaked face to Emlyn. “They took her, Emlyn! Who cares about a stupid cut! Nocturna will hurt her. We need to get her back.” She attempted to get to her feet, but fell right back down.

Emlyn pursed her lips and grabbed Wind’s shoulders. “Yes, we do. But you won’t get far if you’re bleeding,” she stated, her voice clear and calm. “Let me patch you up, then we can go after Velicity.”

Sobs subsiding, Wind considered Emlyn’s words. She frowned at the archer, and finally gave her a grim nod. “Fine. Make it fast.”

With a wry grin, Emlyn replied, “I just so happen to be the fastest field dresser in the Empress’s army.” She turned to Rook, who stood off to the side and watched with a worried expression. “Rook, dear. Grab me the kit.” 

He perked up and nodded, then dug in his rucksack. When he produced a small wooden box, he rushed to hand it to Emlyn. To Wind, he said in a serious tone, “Emlyn really is the best.” With a reassuring smile, he took a step back to watch his wife work.

Wind eyed the box in Emlyn’s hands in apprehension. When she opened it to reveal thread, a sharp needle, and a vile of green liquid, Wind raised an eyebrow. “Uh, what are you going to do?”

Emlyn pulled out the needle and thread, and prepared them. “Sew you up, of course.”

A green flush colored Wind’s skin, and her stomach gurgled. “Are ya’ sure that’s necessary?” 

“Yes. Hold still. This is going to hurt.” 

Without another moment’s hesitation, Emlyn lifted Wind’s bloody shirt and got to work. 

“Are ya’ done?” Wind groaned as Emlyn leaned back and admired her stitching. The flesh of Wind’s wound was mended so well, Wind could barely tell she’d been injured. At least, by sight. The pain was still there. Oh, the pain was there. “It feels like ya’ ripped me apart!”

Emlyn put away the needle and uncorked the vile. She poured the green liquid onto the wound as Wind watched. “This will take some of the pain.” 

“I doubt it,” Wind scoffed. Moments later, a warm feeling filled her. It started at the center of the wound and spread outward. Soon, Wind felt better than she had in days. “Wow! What was that?”

The archer shrugged. “A pain potion. Powerful, isn’t it?” Wind nodded. It certainly helped with the pain in her side, but the pain of losing Velicity made her tears fall anew.

Emlyn lay a hand on the thief’s shoulder. “We’ll get her back, Wind. That, I promise.” To Rook, she said, “Gather our things. We have no time to waste. We need to get to the Court of Nightmares.”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]










Chapter 12
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From the brightness of the vortex, Velicity found herself in a dimly lit cavern. Torches lined either side of the stone hall the Huntress carried her through. An obsidian floor sprawled at their feet. Shadowy creatures skittered from shadow to shadow and watched from the rafters with glowing red eyes. An eerie silence followed them, except for the sound of footsteps as the Huntress and kidnappers made their way down the hall. 

“Put me down,” Velicity tiredly demanded. Her stomach churned, and her head swam from the combined effect of both the iron and the trip. Most of fear had left her the moment they walked through the portal, replaced by anger at the undignified way she’d be presented to the Queen of Nightmares. 

“Not until we’re in the throne room.” The Huntress’s voice came from behind. Her steps didn’t falter on their course. She didn’t say another word. Whether Velicity wanted it or not, she’d meet Queen Nocturna at last.

They continued on their way, silent through the corridor, until they reached what Velicity assumed was the door to the throne room. “Tell the queen we’ve arrived,” the Huntress stated.

A moment later, the Huntress carried Velicity through a pair of large doors. From the back, Velicity could tell the room was cavernous, with high ceilings and smooth walls. Large fire pits flanked the door on either side and licked up those walls. Strangely, though, they didn’t leave a mark. Magic. Velicity’s arm hairs raised as an electric apprehension shot through her. 

“Huntress? What’s the meaning of this?” A haunting voice rose through the large room and sent a chill up Velicity’s spine. “Is that—?”

“It is.” The Huntress lifted Velicity from her shoulder and set her carefully on her feet. She turned the princess, and removed her hood. 

A tall, ghostly pale woman with hair as red as the fire pit beside her stared, wide-eyed, at Velicity from a towering silver throne. “Velicity,” the woman whispered through red painted lips. “At last.” Queen Nocturna, dressed in a black gown trimmed in silver and with the pattern of stars and moons inlaid here and there, stood. She glided down the stairs of her obsidian dais, and reached her hand out to touch the girl’s hair. Nocturna frowned. “What happened to you?”

“Don’t touch me!” Velicity exclaimed through her anger and terror. She drew back a step, and knocked into the Huntress, who steadied the girl. “Get your hands off me!” 

“I didn’t want you to fall,” the Huntress stated. “You’re weak.”

“Weak?” Nocturna asked. “Why?” When she noticed the irons encircling Velicity’s wrists, she raised an eyebrow at the Huntress.

“Not me, Your Gloriousness.” The Huntress put a hand on her chest, and bowed her head. She straightened, and gestured for the kidnappers to step forward. “These gentlemen were the first to catch up to Princess Velicity. I happened upon them once they had her...subdued.”

“Oh?” Nocturna watched Cade and Bosch present themselves, with Cade helping Bosch to bow. “The two of you captured Velicity?”

Cade stood proudly, puffing out his chest. “That we did. Though it was my idea.”

“It was not!” Bosch retorted. 

Annoyance stirred in Queen Nocturna’s gaze. She held up a hand. “No matter. You both will be richly rewarded for this,” she said, and gestured toward Velicity. 

The kidnappers’ eyes lit, and they licked their lips in anticipation of riches to come. “Thank you, Queen Nocturna,” both Cade and Bosch said, and bowed deeper than before. 

“Don’t thank me yet.” Queen Nocturna gestured for someone further into the dark room. 

A figure moved from the shadows with a smoothness that reminded Velicity of the snake god she’d fought. Tall and willowy, with muscles that bunched under black leather armor like the Huntress, a man sidled up to the group. Dark, cold power swirled around him. “Yes, Highness?” His voice was light and wispy. Goat’s yellow, vertically-slitted eyes peered from under a fringe of blue-black hair. They briefly landed on Velicity, who shuddered and shrank away from him. 

“Bayren, darling. Take these gentle fellows below for their...reward.” Queen Nocturna gave the men a dazzling smile. 

With the inclination of his head, the stranger in leather replied, “Of course.” In the blink of an eye, he stood beside the would-be kidnappers. “Would you follow me?”

“Why would we go below?” Cade asked, gaze torn between Bayren and Nocturna. “Why can’t you give us our reward right here?”

Queen Nocturna chuckled; a dark sound. “Oh, I don’t think Velicity needs to see that,” she said. “She’s not used to our ways here, and Bayren can be...” She paused. “...messy.”

“What? What do you mean?” Bosch demanded. His voice rose in pitch. “What are you going to do to us?” Four guards appeared, and grabbed the men’s arms. “Hey!” 

“Enjoy your prize,” Nocturna sneered, and with the wave of a hand, she dismissed them. Her men dragged the screaming kidnappers away. Their voices carried throughout the echoing halls until they faded into silence. Once they were gone, she turned her attention to Velicity and frowned. “I’m terribly sorry you had to see that.” 

“You monster!” Velicity shouted. “You’re going to kill them.”

Affronted, the queen stepped backward like she’d been slapped. “They hurt you,” she insisted. “I made it very clear that no harm should come to you when you were found.”

“Why?” the princess shot back. “You’re just going to hurt me yourself!”

Nocturna shook her head. “That’s simply not true. If it was, I would have done so already. Especially after you ended the lives of my creatures.” Velicity bit back a gasp. “Yes, darling. I know about my beasts. I would be mad if it had been anyone but you. In fact, I’m rather proud.” She walked to Velicity and took her by the shackled hands. “Here. Let’s get these off. Then, we can talk. I’ll explain everything.” 

A jolt of power from Nocturna’s fingertips shot through Velicity’s. The princess gasped as the irons sprang open and clattered to the floor. Had the Huntress not been there to catch her, Velicity would have fallen herself. “Oh!” she exclaimed and rubbed her wrists.

“There, now. Isn’t that better?” 

This is my chance! As her own power warmed her, Velicity smiled inwardly. It would be the last time Nocturna underestimated her. Velicity’s eyes narrowed. “Much.” In her mind, she took that warmth and let it build until it burned her within. In a sharp burst, she sent a stream of concentrated fire at both the Huntress and the queen herself. The women screamed, diving out of the way as Velicity made a break for the door. 

“I’ll get her!” The Huntress shouted, and reached for the whip at her side.

“No!” Nocturna returned. She scrambled to her feet, and raised a hand at the floor under the fleeing girl. “Rise!” she cried. 

From the floor, obsidian hands reached up and clawed at Velicity’s ankles as she ran by. Though she managed to evade a few, the pair closest to the door snagged her. With a squeak, she pitched forward and fell to the ground. Another set of hands molded to life to grab her wrists and pin her to her knees. “No!” Velicity shrieked, and struggled to no avail. “Let me go!”

Nocturna held a finger up to the Huntress, who had opened her mouth to curse the princess. The dark queen strode to stand before Velicity, and knelt to come eye to eye with her. “Darling girl, I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Nocturna said. “This is your home now. You’ll have to get used to it.” 

“Never!” Velicity spat. She glared daggers at Queen Nocturna. “I will escape, and I’ll defeat you.”

Queen Nocturna frowned. “Someday, I hope you’ll realize you don’t want to. Until then, perhaps you’ll find your room pleasing.” She rose, and nodded to a set of guards who stood at attention just inside the door. As one, they came forward to collect the princess from her ground-level imprisonment. “You’ll find your magic will be greatly diminished here, Velicity. We cannot have a repeat of what you just attempted.” The frown deepened. “Perhaps someday, it will be allowed.” 

“Let me go!” Velicity shouted. “You can’t keep me like this! My friends will find me! My mother will send her army for me!” 

“Yes,” Nocturna said. “I suppose she will.” Something akin to sadness crossed the dark queen’s face. “For now, you need your rest.” The queen reached out two fingers and touched Velicity’s forehead. In an instant, the princess slumped, unconscious, in the guards’ arms.
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Two days passed. Velicity sat in a small room—not a cell, as she’d expected—in the Court of Nightmares. A bed, desk and chair, and wardrobe took up most of the room. In one corner sat a dust covered cradle with a rag doll in it—proof that Nocturna had planned to kidnap the princess since her birth. Though the furnishings were comfortable enough and the staff oddly kind, the princess slumped on the bed. Without her magic, she was still a prisoner in this dark, strange place. Alone, friendless, and scared. The last time she’d seen her friends, they were caught in the Huntress’s spell. Torin had probably made it back to her mother by now. And Wind? Wind was seriously injured—possibly dead. That thought alone made her stomach churn and tears come to her eyes. 

A knock came to her door. “Princess Velicity?” a feminine voice called from the other side. 

“Go away! I told you I didn’t want any dinner.” Her stomach grumbled in disagreement, but she ignored it. Who knew what they put in it in such a horrible place? They might poison her, or taint it to control her. She wrapped her arms around herself to quell the pain in her midsection. 

The door opened, and Queen Nocturna walked in. “That’s all well and good, but you’ll have to eat sooner or later,” she said. With a nod behind her, the door shut. “It’s been two days.”

“Why are you here? Never mind. I don’t care what you have to say.” Velicity’s eyes narrowed as she watched the queen move further into the room. “I want nothing you have to offer.” 

Nocturna frowned and lowered herself into a chair across from the bed in one smooth, elegant move. “I hope someday that changes,” she offered. 

“It won’t.” 

With the tilt of her head, the queen asked, “Why do you hate me so much? What have I ever done to you?”

Velicity scoffed, entirely inappropriate when speaking with a queen, but she no longer cared. “You’ve wanted to take me since I was born. You want to use me to hurt my mother, and take over Austrasia,” Velicity retorted. “It’s because of you that I’ve been trapped in the Court of Daydreams my whole life.” 

Nocturna blinked, taken aback by Velicity’s venomous tone. She sat, stunned, for a moment before she nodded. “I suppose that’s what Adaliya led you to believe,” she murmured. Nocturna considered her words carefully, before she next asked, “Tell me, Velicity. Have you ever wondered why you were born with wild magic, when Queen Adaliya has what she calls light magic?”

“I thought I was cursed with it,” the princess carefully stated. 

“You certainly weren’t. You were gifted,” the queen insisted.

“Empress Galatina told me something similar.” 

“The Empress is wise.” Nocturna’s mouth quirked in half a smile. 

“How would you know? You’ve only met her once.”

Queen Nocturna nodded. “That will change soon enough.”

Velicity sprung to her knees. Pointing, she shouted, “Mother was right! You do plan to take over Austrasia! I won’t be your weapon! Get out!” 

“Velicity, darling—” 

“I’m not your darling!”

“If only you knew,” Nocturna replied. She rose and drew herself tall. “I hope that changes.” 

“Never!” Velicity hissed. 

“Very well. I’ll leave you be. You may change your mind later.”

Without another word, Queen Nocturna exited the room and left Velicity alone again. “I need to get out of here,” she mumbled. But how?
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“There it is. The home of the Court of Nightmares,” Emlyn whispered. She, Rook, and Wind crouched behind a thorny bush, and stared up at the façade of the dark keep carved from a towering black mountain. Twisted spires clawed at the sky, and stalactites like bared fangs protected the massive oak door. While the Court of Daydreams was known as the Golden Court, the Court of Nightmares was its dark opposite. The Shadow Court, where dark monsters roamed, and thrived on mortal fear and loathing. Emlyn stared up at the dark keep and swallowed hard.

“It even makes me nervous,” Rook admitted with a shudder.

“And it’s where Velicity is being held.” Wind’s voice came out low, but firm. “Who knows what Queen Nocturna is doing to her.” Her tone dropped. “Or, has done.”

“Don’t think like that,” Emlyn replied and clapped a hand on the thief’s arm. “We must have faith that the princess is alive and well.”

“I’m more worried her mind is gone,” Wind muttered. “It’s what Nocturna had planned, after all. How else will she fashion her into the perfect weapon?” The thought of Velicity, fully given to the powers of darkness, made something in Wind’s stomach clench that had nothing to do with her injury.

“We won’t know until we get her back,” Rook interjected. “For now, we need to plan.” 

“The castle is carved into a mountain. There’s only one way in,” Emlyn said, and gestured toward the keep and the massive door. “No other doors or windows. That’s it.” 

“Then we need to figure out how to go in that way,” Wind added. 

They quieted to ponder different possibilities, and study what they could see. “It doesn’t look like there are any guards,” Rook added with a lilt of hope. 

Emlyn narrowed her eyes. “That doesn’t mean they aren’t there. They could be hiding, or just inside.” She glanced around. “They could be anywhere. There could even be magical traps.”

“This is maddening!” Wind dropped onto the rocky ground, scowling up at Rook and Emlyn. “We can’t just sit here. We have to come up with something!” She grabbed her bladder, and slung back a gulp of mead. The sweet warmth reminded her of Velicity. Angrily wiping the taste from her lips, she jumped to her feet, ignoring the sting of pain from her stab wound. “The three of us cannot go tromping in there. We’re more likely to get caught that way. I’ll go myself.”

“You could get caught!” Rook exclaimed.

“I’m a thief. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s sneaking.”

Rook gave Emlyn a look, and she nodded. “She’s right, Rook. She’s more likely to succeed than us.” To Wind she said, “Are you sure you’re up to it?”

Wind grinned. “I am. And I will. Stay here, and I’ll go get Velicity.”

“You don’t even know where she is!” Rook protested.

“I’ll figure it out! Stay here.” Wind, crouched low, made her way through the underbrush. 

“This is a bad idea.”

Emlyn rested a hand on her husband’s shoulder. “Never underestimate a woman in love.” She gave him a peck on his cheek, and they settled in to wait. “If she’s not out in an hour, we’re going in.”
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Alone again, Velicity paced the bedroom that had become her new prison. Her dagger was gone when she woke, and without her magic, what was left? She paused, and stared down at her hands. “Me,” she whispered. “I have myself.” If she could escape the room, she could find a weapon.

But how would she escape?

A strange inkling at the base of her skull made her look toward the door. “I wonder,” she murmured. On tip-toe, she crept toward it and felt the inkling grow. With a tentative, shaking hand, she reached for the handle. It opened with a soft click. 

“Yes!”

Velicity’s hand flew to her mouth, and she stood as still as a statue. No one rushed in. She didn’t even hear a footstep. If there had been guards outside, they hadn’t heard. “Perhaps there aren’t guards at all.”

There was only one way to find out. 

She pulled the door open, careful not to make it squeak, and peeked her head out. No one stood on guard. In fact, the dark hall was empty.  As she passed her hand through the open space, nothing pushed back. Not even a warding, Velicity mused. She’s really that confident I won’t leave. Nocturna would learn this day not to underestimate her. 

As silently as she could, Velicity walked in the direction she hoped would lead to the entrance to the keep. Asleep thanks to whatever Nocturna had done to her in the throne room, the princess had no recollection of the direction the guards had traveled to take her to her room. She could only hope she was on the ground floor or somewhere nearby. Staircases could turn a simple hall into a maddening maze. Footsteps sounded ahead of her, and they seemed to head her way. Velicity jumped into a dark alcove and held her breath. Please don’t find me. Please don’t find me, she thought in time with her fast-beating heart. The footsteps continued to approach, clipped and business-like. Guards on patrol. A few heartbeats later, their footsteps receded, and Velicity let out a breath. When silence surrounded her again, she slipped from the shadows to continue her search for escape. 

Every corridor looked the same; cold, barren, and forever winding. Velicity wasn’t sure how far she’d gone, or if she’d made any progress at all. It all looked the same. Frustration and desperation bubbled up in her. Is this a trick of the Queen of Nightmares? It certainly felt like it. 

I must get out of here! 

First, she needed to calm herself.

She swiped at the tears that threatened to fall, and set her shoulders back. “I am Princess Velicity, future queen of Daydreams,” she muttered. “I will leave here, and find my friends. Nocturna will not keep me.” As she said the words, her confidence grew. As her confidence grew, she noticed slight differences in the corridors she passed, and they helped her on her way. As she turned the next corner, she found what she’d been searching for.

The main door. 

The only thing that stood between her and freedom. 

Velicity just had to pass a couple more rooms – and a large, empty space - to get there. With a deep breath, she was on her way.

As she passed the second, dark room, a hand shot out and dragged her inside. Another wrapped around her mouth. With a muffled scream, her free hand lashed back at her captor, and hit something firm. Whoever held her, let go. “Ow!” a familiar voice whisper-shouted from behind. 

“Wind?” 

Velicity dared not hope. She turned, ready to strike again. Her hand paused in mid-air. 

“Wind’s hands flew up to protect herself. “Don’t hit me! I’m tryin’ to rescue you!” 

“Gods, Wind. You’re a sight for sore eyes!” Velicity threw herself at Wind, and squeezed, thankful to feel her solid warmth again. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. How did you find me?”

Wind clung to the princess and fought back tears of relief. “Pure luck,” she whispered into that beautiful, dawn-pink hair. “This was the first place I looked.” When Velicity squeezed again, she let out the tiniest whimper.

“You’re hurt! How are you up and moving? I saw you get stabbed,” Velicity cried, yet made no move to let go. If she let her go, Wind might disappear. It was too much to hope for, having her dear friend there. Instead, she loosened her grip in the slightest. “Oh, Wind. You were hurt trying to save me.”

“We’ll discuss that later. For now, we need to get out of here,” Wind replied and pressed a cheek against Velicity’s. “Guards just went by. This is our best shot.” With reluctance, she removed herself from Velicity’s grip and took hold of her hand. Pulling her from the room, Wind said, “Hurry!” Together, they broke for the door. 

“Halt!” 

A loud voice echoed through the foyer. A dozen guards rushed toward the pair with weapons at the ready. Wind drew her own sword, and braced for the battle. “Ready to roast these soldiers, Issy?” Wind quirked an eyebrow at the princess.

“Well...”

The men closed in, and Wind lashed out to keep them at bay. “Velicity! Use your magic!” she shouted as she blocked a swing. “Velicity!”

Velicity’s arm shot up, and she willed her fire to life. Yet, even as she called it, it fizzled out. The wards! She really couldn’t use her magic! As Wind fought, Velicity kicked and punched her way through the fight, snatching a mop from a bucket in the nearest corner. Armed at last, she rushed back into the fray to stand side by side with Wind.

“What are you doing? You know how to control your magic now! Use it!”

“I can’t!” Velicity shouted, and swung the mop head at one of the soldiers. His head snapped back as the wet tendrils slapped into him, and dropped him on the spot. “Queen Nocturna is dampening my power with the castle somehow.”

“Ugh!” Wind grunted, and punched a soldier with her pommel. “That’s unfortunate.” She swung at another guard, which brought her back-to-back with Velicity. “Let’s get you out of here so you can get to full power, aye?”

Velicity grinned. “Aye!”

But now, they were surrounded. More guards had come, summoned by the first. They had nowhere to go, and the door seemed further away than before.

Wind’s eyes darted back and forth, desperate for an escape route. When she found none, she gritted her teeth, and held her weapon tight. “Not good odds, but we can take them.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Velicity replied, even as she held the mop ready. As the guards moved in, she and Wind pressed themselves closer. “I’m sorry, Wind,” Velicity said. She reached back with her free hand, and found Wind’s to give it a squeeze.

“Stop!”

Velicity’s blood ran cold as the men froze around them. They dropped one by one to their knees as Queen Nocturna entered the scene. “Oh, no,” Velicity muttered.

Wind, who was on Velicity’s other side, asked, “Is that who I think it is?”

“Yes,” the princess said to Wind. To Queen Nocturna, she said, “I will not stay here. Let us go, or else.”

“Or else?” Wind squeaked. She slowly turned, and saw the tall woman with flaming red hair with her eyes on Velicity. “Issy...”

“I do admit I’m disappointed,” Queen Nocturna said as she regarded them both. “But I understand. Men, let them go.” 

The Huntress rushed up to stand beside the queen. Wind grabbed Velicity’s arm, and let out a quiet gasp that was ignored by everyone else. “Your Highness, what are you doing? You have the princess. Why let her go now?” the Huntress demanded.

Queen Nocturna glared at the Huntress. “Do not doubt me,” she snapped. In a softer voice to Velicity, she said, “I don’t want you to be afraid of me. Consider this an act of good will. Someday, perhaps, you’ll return on your own.” She nodded, and the doors opened wide. “Please, go in peace.”

Velicity exchanged a look with Wind, whose gaze darted from the princess, to the queen, to the Huntress, and back again. “No strings attached?” Velicity questioned. 

“None.” 

“Wind, let’s go.”

The twosome made their way toward the door, and watched as the soldiers parted to allow them to pass. They didn’t stop moving until they were outside – well away from the keep. Wind threw herself at Velicity again. “Oh, Issy! I thought we were dead!”

“Me too,” Velicity murmured, and hugged Wind back. When Rook and Emlyn emerged from the forest to join the hug as well, Velicity grinned. “Emlyn! Rook! I didn’t think I’d ever see you again!”

“Wind wouldn’t let that happen,” Emlyn replied. “What happened?”

“Queen Nocturna let us go! It was the strangest thing!” Wind exclaimed.

Both Emlyn and Rook stared in shock. “What?”

“We’ll discuss that later,” Velicity said. “Let’s get out of here before she changes her mind!” The others nodded, and rushed off toward the trees. With one last look behind her at the Queen of Nightmares, Velicity joined her friends in their escape. 
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Chapter 14
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Once far enough from Queen Nocturna’s keep, the friends stopped by a bubbling stream to collect themselves. Emlyn ordered both Wind and Velicity to sit while she checked them over. “You both look all right. Are you sure you feel alright?” She pointed the question at Velicity, who nodded. “Good.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why Nocturna let you go, but I’m forever grateful for it.”

Though the others agreed, Velicity remained quiet, as she had for their entire trek to safety. Her escape from Nocturna’s keep played over in her mind, though it wasn’t much of an escape if she’d been released without issue. Nocturna had had Velicity’s power in her grasp; the weapon she’d wanted since the princess’s birth, and she let it slip away. For what seemed like the millionth time, Velicity glanced behind her. No one followed and that puzzled her even more. “Neither do I,” she murmured at last.

Wind, who hadn’t left Velicity’s side since they reunited, cast a glance in her direction. “Is something bothering you?” asked the thief. 

“My encounter with Queen Nocturna wasn’t what I expected would happen,” Velicity admitted. 

“How so?”

“I’m here, for one,” Velicity said, and her gaze met Wind’s. “And she was...kind.” 

The others’ eyes widened. “Kind?” Emlyn repeated. “I’ve never heard anyone describe Queen Nocturna as kind.” She stood, and helped them both up.

“I’m as surprised as you.” Velicity shook her head once she reached her feet. “But she was nothing like the rumors spread about her.” Velicity frowned. “It was almost as though she cared about me.”

Wind rolled her eyes. “She was just trying to get you to drop your guard, to make it easier bring you to her side.” This made Velicity’s frown deepen, and Wind grabbed her hand for a shake. “Hey. She won’t get to you again. You’re safe with us now.” 

Velicity glanced down at their joined hands, and felt a thrill shoot up her arm, warming her from head to toes. “Yes. I am.” No longer would she think about Nocturna. Her time with Wind, Rook, and Emlyn was growing short, and she’d do whatever she could to enjoy it. With Wind, especially. She smiled at the thief. “Where to now?” she asked.

Rook wrapped an arm around Emlyn’s shoulders. “Home?”

“Yes,” Emlyn said and rested her head on his arm. “Home.” To Wind and Velicity, who stared at each other with stars in their eyes, she asked, “The two of you will join us, right?”

As one, they both looked to the archer. “Most definitely.”

It would make their time together last that much longer.

Four uneventful days later, the Rook cabin finally came into view. “I never thought I’d be so happy to be back,” Emlyn breathed. She adjusted her bow and quiver, and gave her husband a smile.

“It’s been such a long journey,” Rook replied. He hoisted his ax higher on his shoulder and looked at the home he knew so well with a mixture of relief and gratefulness. “I feel I’ll sleep for a week after this.” 

Emlyn laughed. “I don’t think your brothers will let that happen. You’ve missed out on far too many chores,” she said. “They should be out doing some now.”

Rook chuckled and nodded. “I’ll take it. It’s good to be home.”

Velicity, who walked behind the pair, suppressed a sigh. Home, she thought. I wish I was as happy about returning to mine as Rook and Emlyn. She glanced at Wind, who walked beside her, and caught her eye. At first, Wind raised an eyebrow at Velicity’s frown. Understanding bloomed on the thief’s face. She reached over to take the princess’s hand and gave it a wordless squeeze. At least Wind understands. 

But soon Wind, too, would go her own way and leave Velicity alone. 

Emlyn turned to the two of them. “Will you need anything for your trip back?” she asked.

“That’s kind of you to ask,” Velicity replied. “We still have plenty of supplies from the Empress. It should last us a while.” She looked to Wind. “Is there anything you need? More to drink?” 

Wind grinned. “Ah, lass. I’ve always a need for drink!” 

Velicity chuckled, as Emlyn and Rook shook their heads. “I meant water. Did you already finish all the mead the Empress gave you?”

“Nope!” Wind said proudly, and everyone’s eyes widened. “I’ve been trying to save as much as possible.

“I’m impressed,” Velicity replied. “Before our time with the Empress, you’d have finished several bladders full of mead on your own by now.”

Wind shrugged. “It’s not as important as it was before. Plus, I want to share it. It’s no fun to drink alone.” She cast Velicity a significant look.

“No,” Velicity murmured. “It’s not.” Wind did understand her loneliness. For that, Velicity was grateful. She and Wind started this journey together, and they’d end it together, as they were meant to. “Perhaps we can use it for one last toast?”

Wind nodded. “Aye.”

“Well, at least let us cook dinner for you,” Emlyn said. “One more time, for nostalgia’s sake.” 

“I’d like that,” Velicity smiled. 

“You know I’d never turn down free food!” Wind piped, making the others laugh. 

“If we’re going to serve a meal, we should probably head to town to get more supplies,” Rook said. “Knowing my brothers, there’s not a morsel of food in the house by now.”

Emlyn rolled her eyes. “Isn’t that the truth? Very well,” she said. “We’ll go shopping. By the time we return, they’ll be back, too.” Over her shoulder to Velicity and Wind, she said, “I hope this doesn’t throw your plans off too much. I’m sure you’re both eager to be on your way.” 

Glancing at one another, both Velicity and Wind replied with a quiet, “Sure.” 

Emlyn and Rook slid looks at one another, and Emlyn replied, “Well then, let’s get to it. I guess it’s a good thing we have the two of you along. We’ll need you to help carry everything!”

Once the foursome finished their shopping - Velicity and Wind waited just outside town -  they made the trek to the Rook house, laden with their packages. As the cabin came into view, Rook smiled and pointed. “Look! Smoke from the fire. My brothers must be home!” 

“Oh, good. They can help,” Emlyn replied. To Velicity and Wind, she said, “You’ll finally get to meet Rook’s elusive siblings.”

“Wonderful,” Velicity said.

“We can hardly wait.”

Both Emlyn and Rook laughed at the expressions on the girls’ faces. “They’re not that bad!” Emlyn insisted.

“Who knows? You might like them,” Rook added, and earned a glare from Emlyn. “I mean, as friends. Not...you know...” Flustered, he spluttered. “I wasn’t saying...” 

Velicity grinned. “We know.” 

“Oh, good, because I wouldn’t want to...assume...” 

“Rook,” Emlyn said, and caught his attention. “It’s okay. Let’s get inside and get them fed so they can get on their way.”

“Right. Sorry.” Rook led the way to the door. Pushing it open, he called, “We’re home!” 

A pair of young Black men looked up from the table. “There you are!” They both stood, and rushed to their brother. “It’s about time you returned. And Emlyn! You decided to come back, eh?” They exchanged a round of hugs and handshakes, smiling and laughing the entire time. 

“I knew none of you would survive without me,” Emlyn replied.

The shorter of the two, who wore braids similar to Emlyn’s, grinned. “That is true.” 

The taller, thinner man glanced at Velicity and Wind, who stood off to the side and watched the reunion in silence. “Who do we have here?” In one move, he swept over to them, and took Velicity’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, m’lady.” He bowed, and kissed her pale skin. 
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Wind bristled and moved closer to the princess. She didn’t know these strange men, and though they were Rook’s brothers, didn’t want them touching her Velicity. She opened her mouth to retort, but Emlyn spoke up. “These are our new friends, Wind and...Issy.” Velicity smiled at Emlyn’s use of her nickname.

The other brother stepped up to the two, and bowed. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

“Issy, Wind,” Rook said, “this is Jaku and Ion, my younger brothers.” 

Velicity inclined her head. “A pleasure.” Wind simply nodded. 

“Wind and Issy will be staying overnight. They’re headed home in the morning,” Emlyn provided. She looked at the girls and said, “It’s getting late, and I would feel better if you didn’t travel at night.” Wind and Velicity nodded in agreement.

“Oh?” Jaku, the taller one, asked. “Is that so?”

“Emlyn, you’ve got to make your famous scones!” Ion piped. To Velicity and Wind, he said, “They’re the most delicious things I’ve ever tasted.” 

“I’m looking forward to it,” Velicity replied, and smiled at Emlyn. 

“Yes, well...” Emlyn waved the compliments away. “Why don’t Wind and, uh, Issy get comfortable while we make dinner? I’ll consider the scones for tomorrow.”

“Are you sure you don’t want us to help?” Velicity asked as Wind wandered over to sit by the fire. 

“No, that’s fine. I have the Rook men to help, and the two of you still have a journey to finish.” 

“If you insist.”

As dinner prep began, Velicity joined Wind. Together, they sat with their legs stretched in front of them, thighs and shoulders touching, and stared at the crackling fire. Awareness that only scant layers of fabric separated them zinged through Wind. She glanced sideways at Velicity and watched as the fire reflected in her eyes, and cast a glow on her pale, smooth skin. Every plane of her face, Wind committed to memory. Her soft hair, down to the fine whisps at her temples and individual eyelash, etched into her mind. If they’d soon part, Wind wanted to remember her. After almost losing her to Nocturna, she dreaded the thought. If only tomorrow didn’t come.

Velicity caught Wind’s eye. “Is everything all right?” she asked, and turned to meet Wind’s gaze. “You look haunted.”

Wind’s cheeks warmed, but she didn’t look away. “I was just thinking of how terrified I was when I realized Nocturna took you,” she admitted. 

“I was afraid I’d never see you again,” Velicity confessed. She bowed her head. “I’m afraid that will happen when I go home.” Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. 

As much as Wind wanted to convince her that they could stay together, she bit her tongue. Velicity is a princess, and will be queen someday, she reminded herself. Further adventures with Velicity simply weren’t meant to be. “Hey.” She nudged Velicity with her shoulder, and made her look up. “I’m sure we can figure something out,” Wind said and gave her a sly grin. “I have ways. I got into Nocturna’s keep, didn’t I?”

“You did.” Velicity smiled, wiping the wetness from her eyes. “Are you okay right?” She gestured to Wind’s side. 

Wind shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt. Emlyn did a fine job sewing me up.” She glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one else heard, then leaned in to ask, “Are you?”

“I am.”

“Good. I thought for sure Nocturna would hurt you. I’m glad she didn’t.” With that, she brushed a stray tear from Velicity’s cheek.

“Me too.”

“Dinner’s ready,” Emlyn announced. “Come get some before these men eat it all!”
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The group gathered at the table and sat down to eat a more intimate, friendly meal than Velicity and Wind experienced at the Empress’s keep. Laughter filled the room, and the warmth of family filled them. To Velicity, it was far more comfortable and, therefore, more enjoyable. How she’d miss it when she returned to the more formal, elegant, and impersonal dinners of the Court of Daydreams.

I’m going to miss this, Wind thought as she glanced around at the happy faces of her friends. For once, she felt like she was part of something. A family. I wonder if I could come back after I deliver Velicity to her mother. She opened her mouth to ask when Rook spoke up.

“What have we missed?” 

“Not much. Just the usual chores. We have some deliveries to make in the morning that we didn’t get to today,” Jaku replied.

“What do you mean, you didn’t get to them?”

Both brothers rolled their eyes. “We did our work and yours while you were gone,” Ion retorted.

“You could have managed!” Rook shot back. 

Emlyn touched her husband’s arm. “It’s fine. They'll take care of them tomorrow.” Jaku and Ion nodded, and that seemed to calm Rook.

Velicity perked up. “Wind and I can help!” she piped.

With a frown, Emlyn shook her head. “We can’t keep you any longer than we have. After all, you have...other...things to worry about.” 

“Oh,” Velicity murmured. Her shoulders slumped. “Right.”

“We’ll see you to the next town, though,” Rook said. “You shouldn’t be traveling by yourselves with the, uh, wild animals out there.” 

“Very well,” Velicity replied, dejected, and Wind nodded. 

Emlyn noticed the princess’s look and reached over the table to touch her hand. “Please don’t be offended, Velicity. We know you’re fully capable of taking care of yourselves, but we want you to be safe.” She shook her head. “We would hate for something to happen to you after everything.”

“You’re right.”

“No offense at all!” Rook added. “Plus, it would give us a little more time together.”

“Now that’s a far better excuse!” Wind said, and slammed her palm on the table. She got up, and fetched the bladder of mead from her bag. “Let’s toast to friendship!” She poured a bit of the sweet liquid in each cup, and held hers aloft. “To friendship.”

“To friendship,” everyone else echoed. 

“It’s getting late. Would you like to stay one more night?” Emlyn asked. 

“We’d love to,” the girls answered.

After dinner, Velicity and Wind set their bedrolls in front of the fire, like they did the first night they encountered Emlyn and Rook. When everyone else had gone to sleep, they lay side by side and stared up at the raw beams that crossed the ceiling above them.

“What do you think you’ll do once you get home?” Wind asked Velicity.

Velicity frowned. “It would be foolish of me to hope that sharing my newfound control of my power with my mother would change her mind about keeping me locked up,” she said. “I’ll have to do what I can. I’ll certainly resume lessons, and prepare to assume the role of queen someday.” She looked to Wind. “What about you?”

Wind shrugged. “Eh. The same thing I’ve always done, I reckon. Just try to survive.”

Quirking an eyebrow, Velicity asked, “Stealing from strangers?”

With a chuckle, Wind replied, “Maybe. Had I not, we wouldn’t have had this grand adventure together.”

"True.” Velicity scooted over to lay her head on Wind’s shoulder. “I’m happy we did, though. It’s been wonderful to have you with me.”

A flush crept across Wind’s face. “I’ll be with you until the end, no matter what,” she replied, and lay her head on Velicity’s. Though they knew how close to the end they were, and how they weren’t meant for more, they allowed themselves this moment to revel in this quiet time. Wind yawned. One yawn turned to another, and another. “We should get some sleep,” she said with regret in her voice. “Lots of walking again tomorrow.” She turned over and squeezed her eyes shut against a tear.
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Velicity tossed and turned, and finally sat up with a sigh. She looked at Wind, who lay peacefully beside her, and smiled. Why does this have to end? she thought. If only she could stay with Wind, and continue to adventure with her. Or, have Wind come live at the Court of Daydreams with her. But that was impossible. Her mother would never allow the thief to live in her court, no matter what she said. The moment the thief entered the gates, Queen Adaliya would have her arrested. Finally, Velicity settled down. Careful not to wake the thief, she scooted herself closer to Wind until their backs touched. No matter the future, for the night, they could be together. 
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Sometime in the night, Wind woke to something against her back. She rolled over and in the firelight, found Velicity nestled beside her. “Are you awake?” the thief whispered. When she received no response, she dared peek over the princess’s shoulder, and found her frowning, but asleep. “I don’t want to lose you,” Wind whispered and brushed a hair from Velicity’s face. Her finger paused at the delicate, pointed ear for just a moment before she tucked the strand behind it, brushing it as she did. She lowered herself down once more, and gently slipped an arm over the other girl’s shoulder. Letting out a sigh, she fell into a comfortable sleep.
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Chapter 15
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After a delicious breakfast that included Emlyn’s famous scones, Velicity and Wind collected their packs and said their good-byes to Rook’s brothers, then followed him and Emlyn into the early morning light.

“It’s lovely today,” Emlyn commented as they walked. She smiled and tilted up her head to enjoy the already warm breeze. 

“It is,” Rook replied when no one else did. “I’m glad my brothers took last night’s watch. I was so tired I fell asleep in my traveling clothes.”

“You didn’t even snore,” Emlyn replied. She glanced behind at Velicity and Wind, who trailed behind. “How did the two of you sleep? The floor of a cabin isn’t as comfortable as a bed at the Empress’s stronghold.”

“I could sleep anywhere,” Wind said. “Especially with as tired as I was.”

“It was fine,” Velicity said in return in a quiet, almost reluctant voice. The further they walked from Emlyn and Rook’s house, the sadder she became. Her adventure was ending, and she’d miss it, as well as her new friends, terribly. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for us,” she said a little louder. “We can never repay you for your kindness.”

“That’s what friends do,” Rook said. “And we are friends now, right?” 

“You most definitely are,” Velicity replied. She looked around at the others, and specifically landed on Wind last. “All of you.” 

Wind didn’t respond, except to flush red. Emlyn, however, spoke up. “And no repayment is necessary. It was our pleasure,” the Black woman assured. “Just don’t forget about us, okay?”

“Never!” Wind laughed. “You’ve been entirely too much fun.”

“You have too!” 

With all the laughing and chatting, Velicity quieted again. As wonderful as it was to be with her new friends, one person – her first and dearest friend – was missing.

Torin should be here, Velicity thought, and felt a pang of guilt. She’d driven him away with her rejection. He decided to go home alone because of her. What if something had happened to him? What if she returned and he wasn’t there? Or would he never talk to her again? She’d lose the only friend she had in the Court of Daydreams. Her heart ached at the thought.

On the path ahead, a single rider on horseback came their way. In an instant, Rook and Emlyn moved in front of Velicity and Wind to form a wall between them and the stranger. “Hello there,” the rider called. In a voice Velicity thought she’d never hear again, he called, “Everyone? Is that really you? Is Velicity with you?”

“Torin?” Velicity attempted to move closer, held back by the others. She frowned at them. “Let go.”

“Wait,” Wind whispered with her hand on Velicity’s arm. “Something doesn’t seem right.”

Laughing, Velicity shook her off. “Don’t be foolish, Wind. It’s Torin.” She slipped between Rook and Emlyn and smiled as she gazed up at her friend. “What are you doing out here? I thought you went home.”

Torin drew closer, and ducked his head. “I fully intended to, but realized what a mistake that would have been. I hoped to find you, but I got lost. I’ve been traveling in circles all this time.”

“You got lost? Oh, Torin!” Velicity turned to the others. “He got lost! That’s too funny.”
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“Yes. Too funny.” Wind raised a skeptical eyebrow at the elf, who sat above them on his horse and looked suitably embarrassed, but his sheepish grin didn’t look convincing to her. It didn’t seem to reach his eyes. She also found it odd they would run into him on this particular road and not elsewhere. She glanced at Emlyn and Rook, who frowned, looking unconvinced as well. “Convenient that you found us all the way out here,” Wind said to the elf. 

“And hello to you, too, Wind,” Torin replied. “I wouldn’t call it convenient. I’d call it a miracle. I didn’t think I’d find anyone this far out.”

“You’re not far from town,” Emlyn said. “Surely you could have found your way there.”

“Which way?” Torin asked, confused. “I’ve been riding and riding, and found nothing until I came upon the four of you.” He focused on Velicity and tilted his head. “I’m so glad I did. I wanted to get back to you, to apologize for leaving. I shouldn’t have done that, Vel. You had every right to tell me no.”

Velicity smiled up at him. “Truly?” He nodded. “Oh, Torin. I felt so guilty for you leaving. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Torin slid from his mount. “There’s no need to feel guilty. You didn’t do anything wrong. I understand.” He took a step toward her, his words smooth and timbre soothing. 

“You do?” Velicity stepped forward as well. “I’m so relieved! I was worried you’d never want to speak to me again.” 

“Of course I would, darling,” Torin replied, and took another step. “Consider it forgiven and forgotten. Once we get home, all will be well.”
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Velicity paused. Something in his voice pricked at the back of her mind. It didn’t sound right, yet she couldn’t put a finger on why. “Home. Yes,” she said in a quieter voice. A little louder, she said, “I’m glad you’ll be along for the rest of our adventure. We were on our way to the next town. You can join us.” She gestured back toward the rest of the group, who watched the conversation with careful speculation. 

It was in the silence that followed that Rook heard a rustling behind them. “Emlyn,” he whispered. “Did you hear that?” Both Emlyn and Wind looked back, and when they, too, heard it, they raised their eyebrows at one another. 

“Velicity,” Wind said aloud. “We should probably be on our way.” She reached out to touch the princess’s cloak. 

“Do not touch the princess, thief,” a new voice commanded. From the woods behind the group, opposite Torin, came the captain of Queen Adaliya’s army. One by one, his men emerged from the trees to surround them. To Velicity, the captain bowed and said, “We are so very happy to have found you, Princess Velicity. We’ve come to rescue you.”

Velicity stared in disbelief. “What? Rescue me?” She turned her accusing glare to Torin, who stood smugly nearby. “You did this. You led them to us. Why?” 

Torin crossed his arms over his tunic, embroidered with the insignia of his rank, something Velicity hadn’t noticed until that moment. “Your mind’s been poisoned by this rabble,” he stated. “You’ll be far better off once you’re home, safe within the Court of Daydreams, with your mother—and me.”

“Now, wait a minute!” Wind growled. “She’s not going anywhere with you, unless she wants to.” As she strode toward Velicity, one of the soldiers grabbed her, wrenching her arms behind her back. “Ow! Get your hands off me!”

“Not so fast, kidnapper,” the captain shouted. “You’re in a world of trouble. All of you.”

“Kidnapper? That’s ridiculous!” Velicity exclaimed. “Torin, you know that’s not true.” Torin said nothing. Instead, he raised his chin to look down at her. She whirled from him to address the captain. “These people did not kidnap me. I left of my own will. We’ve been traveling together. I demand you release us, so that we may continue our journey unimpeded.” 

Unmoved, the captain stared at her with a mixture of anger and pity. “Sir Torin warned us this would happen. My apologies, princess. It’s for the best that we take you, and arrest these scoundrels for what they’ve done.” He nodded, and two other men moved forward to shackle Emlyn and Rook. The two, plus Wind, stood helpless with weapons pointed at their necks. 

“No!” Velicity cried. She attempted to move to Wind, but Torin grabbed hold of her wrist and pulled her to him. “Let me go, Torin, or so help me, I will end you!” She attempted to wrench away, but he held on tight. Fire sparked to life in her free palm. 

“You don’t want to do that, Velicity,” Torin said in a dark tone Velicity had never heard from him. “Their lives depend on what you do next.” 

Tears sprang into her eyes, as hopelessness squeezed at her heart. Her friends would be imprisoned, or worse, if she didn’t find a way to intervene. Then, an idea hit her, even as fear sank into her stomach. She stilled, and said in a loud, clear, voice, “If I choose to go with you willingly, without issue, as your fiancé, would you let my friends go?” 

“NO!”

“Velicity, that’s crazy!”

“Don’t do it!”

Rook, Emlyn, and Wind especially, shouted their disapproval, despite the blades that threatened them. 

“Would you really do that for these...people?” The captain stated with a sneer directed at her friends. “You would come with us if we set them free?”

Velicity’s eyes met Wind’s. Despite the shake of the thief’s head, Velicity answered, “Yes. I’d do anything for them.”

With a smug grin, the captain said, “Very well. We’ll accept your terms, Highness. Sir Torin, release the princess so she might say farewell.” 

Torin reluctantly did so, receiving a glare from Velicity as she wrenched herself away. Without a word, she rushed to Wind and growled at the soldier who held her. “Release her.” The man glanced up at the captain, who nodded. Only then did he do so. 

“Don’t try anything foolish, princess. Your other friends are still under our control,” the captain said. 

“I won’t,” she seethed, and turned her attention to Wind. “I’m so sorry,” she murmured. 

“You don’t have to do this. You can run and be free,” Wind said. “Forget about us. Go back to the Empress. Be safe and live a happy life.” 

Velicity gave Wind a tender smile and took Wind’s hands in hers. “I could never forget about you,” she said. “And I would never forgive myself for allowing you to be arrested because of me. I’m happy to sacrifice my freedom for yours. Please forgive me.”
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“Issy.” Wind’s eyes welled as she gazed at the princess, and her heart broke. “Why?” 

Without a word, Velicity released Wind. Her hands moved up to either side of the thief’s face. As her thumbs caressed Wind’s reddened cheeks, she leaned forward until their lips touched. Salt from her tears clung bitterly between them.

Velicity stepped back. A dark cloud passed over her features to block her inner light. When she next spoke, her voice cut like steel. “Be gone now, thief! I never want to see you again!”

Wind stood frozen; her senses overwhelmed by what had just happened. The moment their lips touched, her world exploded in a dazzling display of lights to leave her breathless with wonder. As Velicity stepped away from her, a profound sense of loss left her feeling empty and alone. Cold. Then, when Velicity uttered those awful, final words, Wind’s entire world shattered into a million jagged pieces.
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Velicity turned to the captain. “It’s done.”

Under the captain’s watchful eye, Torin went to Velicity, and offered his hand. Despite the sinking feeling in her stomach, she accepted and allowed him to lead her to his horse. He helped her up, and climbed on behind her. With one final look at Wind, she bowed her head. “Good-bye, Gwyndolin,” Velicity murmured.

“Cheer up, love,” Torin whispered into her ear. “You still have me. You’ll always have me.” He grinned in triumph over her, and reeling his horse around before they disappeared into the trees. 
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Wind watched, ready to race after them, until the man who’d held her grabbed her again. “What’s the meaning of this?” she demanded, torn between watching Velicity go, and the man who seized her. “Unhand us! You promised the princess.”

The captain sneered. “How else would we have convinced her to go with us?” he asked. “Princess Velicity will return to her happy, lavish life. You three, however, will rot in the dungeon for your remaining days. We’re placing you under arrest for kidnapping and treason.”

“Treason?” the threesome echoed. 

“That’s madness!” Emlyn shouted as she struggled in her captor’s arms. “She told you she went willingly.”

“And I realize you’d poisoned her against her family,” the captain stated. He narrowed his eyes at Wind. “You, especially. You heard what she said to you – thief.” With the jerk of his head, he said to his men, “Come along. We must get these prisoners back, and prepare for the princess’s wedding.”

“No! Velicity! Don’t do this! Come back!” Wind fought to free herself, and managed to break away moments before the pommel of a sword knocked into the back of her head.

The world went black, and Wind fell to the ground. 
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Chapter 16
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Deep in an emerald green forest stood the majestic Castle of Light. The shining, three-spired masterpiece, carved from marble and dipped in gold, rose above the evergreens as the centerpiece of the Court of Daydreams, and home of Queen Adaliya. Her banner, a shining yellow sun on a bright blue background, hung from the ramparts above the massive door to welcome visitors to the glorious spectacle. From the outside, no one could deny the beauty of the castle. The Court of Daydreams thrived on the bright hope within the mortal soul. For Velicity, it couldn’t be further from the truth. She hated the sight of it the moment it came into view. 

She hated it even more in Torin’s embrace.

Velicity entered the throne room between Torin and the captain with her head bowed, and her thoughts somewhere in the woods. Wind had looked so defeated when she rode off with Torin. So lost. But it’s for the best, the princess thought. She has her freedom. It was worth it. She could only hope Wind would understand why she said what she’d said.

“Velicity, darling.”

Her mother’s voice pulled her from her thoughts. She raised her chin and met the eyes of the woman on the dais, comfortably draped on her throne. A golden robe was wrapped around her, tied by a gold cord. For as warm as she looked, Velicity knew of the coldness behind those blazing eyes. “Hello, Mother,” Velicity stated. 

Queen Adaliya, with her long, golden hair and tanned, shining skin, stood, and floated down the stairs to meet her daughter. “Leave us,” she said, not looking at anyone but Velicity. Torin and the captain bowed, and exited in a quick clip. “I am so glad you’re back.” Adaliya moved forward and took Velicity into a hug. 

Velicity stiffened in her arms. “I’m sure you are.” 

Adaliya stepped backward. A frown puckered her perfectly painted lips “Darling, why are you angry? You’re home! You’re safe!”

“I didn’t want to be safe, or at home yet, Mother,” Velicity replied. “I wanted to be with my friends.”

With a chuckle, the queen shook her head. “With those lowly beings? Darling, you are the Crown Princess of the Court of Daydreams! You don’t belong out there. You belong here, with me, so I can protect you.”

“From what, Mother? What do I really need to be protected from?”

“From the Queen of Nightmares, of course!” Adaliya replied, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You know she wants to take you, and use the magic she cursed you with as a weapon against me.”

Velicity searched her mother’s face, and noted the mask of pleasantness that she usually reserved for telling half-truths. Between that, and her own experience with Nocturna, it was obvious her mother wasn’t being honest. “The Queen of Nightmares didn’t curse me,” she said at last. “Why have you lied to me all these years?”

“Lie to you?” The queen laughed, but it sounded fake. Hollow. “Of course she did! Who told you such nonsense?”

“Empress Galatina,” Velicity said, and noted when Adaliya’s eyebrows raised in the slightest. “We went to see her. That’s why I left in the first place. I asked her to remove my curse so you wouldn’t have to worry so much about me anymore. That’s when she told me it wasn’t a curse. It was a natural gift that I was born with. What else have you lied about, Mother?” She crossed her arms over her cloak. 

Adaliya gasped. “Are you calling me a liar? How dare you insinuate such a thing.”

“Are you saying the Empress lied?”

“How dare you speak to me like this, Velicity,” the Queen snapped. “Clearly, being gone so long, and under the influence of that wretched thief, has made you disobedient to your mother.” She snapped her fingers, and a guard appeared. “Please escort the princess to her chamber.” To Velicity, she said, “If you could leave and come back making such deplorable, false claims against me, I’m afraid you’ll just have to stay in your room until your wedding.”

The guard grabbed Velicity’s arm. “Let me go!” she seethed.

“When you’ve rested, we’ll have a nice chat about your future. Perhaps you’ll be in a better mood.” After a beat, Adaliya added, “It’s good to have you home.” Without another word, the queen breezed from the room. The quiet swish of her golden gown followed.

“Come, princess,” the guard said, and pulled her away. 

“Mother! Let me go! What are you doing?” Velicity shouted as she went. 
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On the cold, damp dungeon floor, Wind groaned. She squeezed her eyes shut tight and held her aching head. Water from somewhere above trickled down the wall closest to her. The echo drummed through the pain. It smelled of mold and decay, with an undertone of iron that made her nauseous. 

“Wind?” a grumbled voice above her asked. “Are you okay?”

“No,” Wind grumbled. “My head hurts. What happened?”

“You took quite a whack,” another, more feminine voice, replied. “You’ve been out for hours.”

“Out? Whack?” Wind wondered. Then, she remembered. Someone had grabbed Velicity, and took her away. “Velicity!” she shouted, and sat upright despite the pain. She glanced around, and found herself in a dingy, dimly lit space. “Where is she? Where are we?” Her eyes adjusted, and she saw above her two figures with faces she, thankfully, recognized. They frowned down at her from a rickety bench. “Emlyn? Rook? Where is Velicity?”

“We’re in the dungeon at the Court of Daydreams,” Emlyn said. “They...they have Velicity.” 

“No!” Flashes of memory overtook Wind: Velicity giving herself up to protect them. Velicity, telling Wind she never wanted to see her again. The coldness of her voice. The hardness of her glare. “She chose him,” Wind muttered and grabbed her head again. The pain there was nothing compared to the pain in Wind’s heart as she slumped on the dungeon floor. “Nothing matters now.”

Emlyn and Rook were at her side in a flash. “Don’t talk like that,” Emlyn said. She gripped Wind’s shoulder and gave her a little shake. “Velicity still cares for you. That’s the only reason she went with him in the first place. She wanted to protect you.”

Rook spoke up. “You should have seen her face when she left,” he added. “She was heartbroken.”

“Why would she say something so hurtful?” Wind whined, and felt another stab of pain. 

“So you wouldn’t chase after her,” Emlyn replied. “She knew what would happen if she didn’t.” She snorted. “Fat lot of good it did. We’re still in here.”

“And she’s with Torin,” Rook pointed out.

“Torin,” Wind growled. “That betrayer!” 

“That, he is,” Rook grumbled. He rocked back from his heels to his bottom. “He looked so smug when he rode off with her.”

“And we were arrested for kidnapping. Kidnapping!” Emlyn exclaimed. “He could have said something. He knew the truth. He stood there and went along with it!” She slammed her fist into the dirt. 

“I did,” Torin said, causing the others to look up in surprise at his sudden appearance on the other side of the bars. “And I regret it.”

“Why you—” Wind launched herself from the ground to the bars, swiping at Torin with clawed hands. “When I get my hands on you, I’ll rip you limb from limb! Where’s Velicity? What have you done to her?” 

Emlyn and Rook wrapped their arms around Wind, and dragged her backward, lest she add another charge to her list. “What are you doing here, Torin? Come to gloat?” Emlyn demanded as she held the struggling, swearing Wind. 

“No,” Torin said. He looked back and forth to make sure they were alone. “I’ve come to rescue you.”

“Rescue us?” Wind snorted in disbelief. “Not likely! What are you playing at?” 

“I’m not playing at anything.” 

The seriousness in his voice gave them pause. “Go on,” Wind said.

Torin cleared his throat. “I was supposed to come down here to inform you, Wind, that your execution date is set for tomorrow.” 

“Execution?” Wind exclaimed. “The Queen means to execute me?”

Torin nodded. “She does. I was to preside as...as a wedding gift.” 

“Wedding gift? For who?” Rook asked.

Wind slumped in their arms. “He and Velicity, remember?” She narrowed her eyes at Torin. “When is the wedding?”

“Also tomorrow.”

“And you want us to believe that you came down here to free us?” Emlyn asked. “You betrayed us. You damned us. You have everything you want, and you’re willing to throw that away?” 

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Torin bowed his head and gathered his courage. “I was a fool,” he replied.

“No arguments here,” Wind grumbled.

“I’ve recently come into some knowledge that is detrimental to Velicity. I cannot marry her, nor allow her to stay here a moment longer,” he replied. “She needs to leave - with you. Immediately.”

“How do we know this isn’t a trap?” Rook asked. 

As Torin gave him a withering look, Emlyn responded. “We’re already in the dungeon, Rook. There’s no point in trapping us again.”

Rook considered the answer, and said, “That’s right. We are!” 

Torin moved to the bars and unlocked the door. “Can we please get going? Velicity’s in trouble. We must rescue her.” 

Wind started to exit the cell but stopped. “Wait. What do you mean, we must rescue her? It isn’t just from getting married. What is it?” 

“I overheard Adaliya’s true plans,” Torin said. “She means to use Velicity’s powers to start a war. It was never what Queen Nocturna had planned. It was Adaliya’s the whole time.”

“What?”

Several voices at once spoke out. 

“You could have started with that!” Wind exclaimed.

“You wouldn’t have believed me!” Torin retorted. “We need to go before the guards come back. Hurry!” He turned to run down the cavernous hall that led toward a set of ancient stairs.

“Do we follow?” Rook asked and directed his question to Wind, who glared at Torin’s back. 

“Yes. If only to save Velicity. If he betrays us again, we’ll take care of him later.” She chased after him. Exchanging glances at one another, Rook and Emlyn brought up the rear.
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With Torin and Wind in the lead, the foursome rushed down the bright, gilded halls of the Castle of Light. “Velicity’s room is this way,” Torin said, and pointed ahead of them. “Not far.”

“How do you know?” Wind asked, with a hint of jealousy in her voice. When Torin gave her a sidelong glance, she nodded. “Right. Friends since childhood.”

“Yes, and I’ve been a terrible friend,” Torin replied. “It’s just up here.” 

The sound of footsteps filled the corridor ahead of them, and made the group stop in fear. “What do we do?” Emlyn mouthed.

“Hide!” Torin returned and waved for them to follow him to a large pillar, which they all tucked themselves behind. “Shh!”

They held their breaths as the footsteps grew louder, and a two-man guard detail passed them by. When they were far enough away, Rook let out a breath and whispered, “That was close!”

“Hurry, before anyone else surprises us,” Torin said. “The guards just changed. We don’t have much time.” Without another word, they rushed off down the corridor, toward Velicity’s room. They edged up to a corner, and Torin held up his hand. “Wait,” he said. “Let me see if anyone’s at the door.” The others nodded, and he peeked his head around the corner. Sure enough, two men stood at attention on either side of the princess’s door. “I’ll take care of them. You get inside. I’ll be right there.” 

“Be careful,” Rook replied. 

Torin nodded. Standing straight, with the most official air he could imagine, he walked right up to the guards. “Sir Torin,” the first guard said after a bow. 

“We weren’t expecting to see you, Sir Torin,” the other added after he bowed. “Is everything all right?”

“I’ve just come to see my fiancée,” Torin replied, with a pleasant smile on his face. The men smiled, too, and nodded in approval. Torin cocked his head to the side. “Did you hear that?” he asked.

“Hear what?” The second man looked to the first, confused. 

“We didn’t hear a thing, sir,” the first guard replied. “Perhaps you misheard? Sometimes I think I’m hearing things here, too. It’s so big. Perhaps an echo from another part of the castle.”

“No,” Torin snapped. “I’m not hearing things. It came from that way.” He pointed in the opposite direction of the others. “Go see if you can spot anyone. I’ll go inside to make sure the princess is safe. We cannot risk losing Velicity again.”

“But, Sir Torin—” the first guard began but shut his mouth when Torin glared at him. Who was he to deny what a higher up commanded? He glanced at the second guard, who nodded in silent agreement. “Yes, sir. We’ll go.” They both bowed as one and marched down the hall.

When they reached the end, they looked back at Torin, who stood there with his arms folded. “Go! I’ll not have my fiancée endangered.” Another exchanged look, and the guards disappeared behind the wall. Torin spun and waved the others forward. “Hurry!” he mouthed. “They’ll be right back!”

Rook, Emlyn, and Wind ran as fast and quietly as they could, as Torin pulled out a skeleton key. He inserted it into the lock in Velicity’s door, and pushed it open. 

“Velicity! We’ve come!” Wind announced as they entered.

In a richly decorated room, Velicity sat, hunched and unmoving, on her bed with her knees drawn to her chin. She wore a cream-colored shift with a simple blue overdress, and her hair bound in a simple braid behind her. Dark circles shadowed the pale skin under her eyes. A heavy iron chain connected a shackle to her bed at one end, and her ankle to the other. 

“Oh, gods no!” Torin whispered. He rushed to her, followed closely by Wind. Emlyn and Rook hung back, held in place by the shake of Emlyn’s head. “An iron shackle,” he murmured. “I cannot believe this would happen.” Velicity didn’t respond. Instead, she buried her face in her knees. 

“I get why the shackle is bad, but why iron?” Wind asked. 

Torin gave her an incredulous look. “You’re part elf, but you don’t know why iron is bad for us?”

Wind rolled her eyes. “I was raised by humans,” she said. “They don’t know the ways of the elves.” 

Emlyn cleared her throat, and when Torin and Wind looked her way, she gestured at Velicity, whose shoulders began to shake. “Now is not the time,” Emlyn said. 

Red cheeked, Wind and Torin turned back to Velicity. Wind reached out, and dared touch her trembling arm. “Issy? Are you okay? Who did this?” 

“Mother,” came her muffled voice. “She wanted to make sure I wouldn’t leave again, so she made me too weak to do so.” Her head came up, and she gazed at Wind through wet, red eyes. Tears streaked her cheeks, and dripped from her chin. “It hurts, Wind! Everywhere the iron touches, hurts.” Even the kidnappers didn’t treat her so harshly. 

Anger surged through Wind’s heart, and she glared at the offensive piece of metal. “Give me a minute,” she said. She waved Torin away to give herself room, and pulled her lock picking kit from a hidden pocket in her breeches. “Fools didn’t bother to search me,” she mumbled. She moved to Velicity’s ankle and began to work the lock. “I’ll have this off in no time.” When her fingers brushed the iron, a small jolt of pain slipped through her arm. She clenched her teeth and fought through; determined to rescue her princess.

Velicity, pale and withdrawn, nodded as Emlyn stroked her hair. They all watched as Wind’s tongue poked out in concentration. 

Footsteps outside the door alerted them, and Torin held up a hand. “It’s just the guards. They’re back. We must be quiet.” Everyone, save Velicity, nodded, and went back to watching Wind work. 
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Moments later, the shackle popped open and dropped, harmless onto the bed. In an instant, Velicity’s color returned. She flexed her feet and hands, feeling the warmth of power return to them. She looked up at Wind with a sparkle in her eyes. “You’ve done it! You came for me.” She launched herself at Wind, and gave her a massive hug. 

“Of course I did,” Wind whispered, just for the princess’s ears. “I wasn’t going to leave you.”

“They told me you were to be executed,” Velicity replied, and held her closer. “They would kill you the day I would marry Torin.” She stilled and pulled back a little to find Torin standing by the bed. “What are you doing here?” she growled.

“Go easy on him, lass,” Wind assured. “He sprung us from the dungeon.” 

“And gave us back our weapons!” Rook grinned and hefted his ax over his head.

Velicity blinked. “You did?” Torin nodded. “Why?”

“I realized how stupid I was,” Torin said with a shrug. “I’ve loved you my entire life. More importantly, you’re my best friend. I couldn’t throw that friendship away.” He gave her a half smile. “I hope someday you’ll forgive me.” The others gave him a look, curious to know why he left out Adaliya’s intentions for Velicity.

“Forgiveness later,” Emlyn said. “We still need to get out of here. What do you suggest?” 

“We could easily take the two guards,” Rook said. “But what about the others? We don’t have a chance once it gets out that we’ve escaped the dungeon.” 

“Give me a few minutes,” Velicity said. “I should be fine to use my power.”

“I don’t think we have a few minutes,” Torin replied. “I told the captain I would come to talk to you. If I’m not back to the soldiers’ quarters soon, he’ll come looking for me.” 

Wind groaned. “Then what will we do? We can’t stay here, and we can’t go out there.”

“We’ll just have to take the chance and go out there,” Emlyn replied. She paused and looked at Torin. “You aren’t doing this as some sort of trap, are you? Just see to it that Rook and I are executed too?”

“No!” Torin exclaimed, a little too loud. He glanced toward the door, and lowered his tone. “I told you I don’t want to lose the friendship I’ve had with Velicity.” He turned to her. “You’re all I’ve had throughout my life at the Court of Daydreams. I can’t lose you.”

“Torin...” Velicity’s eyes shined with new, unshed tears. She reached for him, and he bent down to take her into his arms. “That’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me,” she murmured. 

“Are you okay to walk?” he asked, and glanced down at where the shackle had been. Unlike the others, he knew all too well the effects of iron on full elves. He’d seen more than his share of the suffering of prisoners. For Queen Adaliya to use it on her own child was unconscionable. 

“I think so,” Velicity said, though she wasn’t sure that was the truth. “I can try, though.”

“We’ll help you,” Wind said. She nodded to Torin, and the two of them lifted Velicity from the bed. With the princess between them, Wind added, “It’s now or never.” 

Torin looked to Emlyn and Rook. “Take the lead. Try not to kill the guards on the way out.” 

“Knock them out. Got it,” Rook said with a grim nod. He squared himself in front of the door as Emlyn grabbed the handle. 

“Ready?” she whispered. He nodded, and she yanked open the door. 

Two guards stood with their backs to the group. The first one happened to turn his head and noticed Rook standing there. “What—” Before he could say anything else, Rook’s fist met his cheek, and he flew to the ground. The second guard’s eyes widened when he saw his partner go down. He turned and attempted to shout an alert, but he, too, fell to Rook’s right hook. 

Rook looked up and down the empty corridor. “All clear!” he said, and led the way from Velicity’s room. Emlyn gestured for Torin and Wind to go next with Velicity, and she brought up the rear, closing the door once they’d all exited. When Rook raised an eyebrow at her, she said, “If anyone comes by, I don’t want to raise their suspicions.”

“Won’t their suspicions be raised if they see the unconscious guards on the ground?” he asked. 

Emlyn paused, blinking. “You’re right.” She shrugged. “Too late now!” 

Holding in a laugh, Rook led the way down the hall as the others fell in to follow. “Where are we going?” He asked. He held his weapon ready, and his head swiveled back and forth, up and down the corridors as they walked. 

“There’s a side entrance we could make our escape from,” Torin replied. “Velicity and I used to use it to slip out for walks.” 

Velicity shook her head. “No. Mother would expect us to go that way. We need to take the main entrance.”

“But that’s where everyone would be,” Wind shot back. “Wouldn’t they? It’s the main entrance, after all.”

“That’s why it’s the best option. It’s not expected,” Velicity replied. When Wind gave her a questioning look, she added, “I know my mother, and I know her strategy.” 

“I’ll take your word for it,” Wind said. “Which way?”

Torin pointed, with one arm still around the princess. “That way. Turn left, and keep going.”

Rook nodded. “Got it.” He glanced back at the others. “You okay back there, Emlyn?”

“I will be as soon as we’re safely out and away from this place,” she stated. 

Rook grunted in response and kept his pace under Torin’s directions. They continued to walk down the long hall as quietly and carefully as they could. When they reached a crossroads, Rook halted the group and asked, “Where to now?”

“Go right,” Torin said. He and Wind hoisted Velicity up a little higher between them. “Are you feeling any better?” he asked.

“Yes,” Velicity said, though her voice was tentative. “You can let me go.” Torin nodded, and let his arm slip from around her waist. 

Wind, however, held on. “Are you sure?” Wind asked. “I don’t know how long iron poisoning might last.”

Velicity smiled and gave her a little squeeze with the arm draped over her shoulder. “It’s not as bad now.” 

Wind stared at the princess; her cheeks red as she returned the smile. “Good.” When Torin cleared his throat, she blinked and let her arm fall to her side. “I’ll catch you if you fall.”

“I hope you will,” Velicity murmured. She removed her arm from Wind’s shoulder, and slipped her hand into hers. 

“Always.” Wind squeezed Velicity’s hand. 

With Velicity able to walk on her own, the group moved faster. As one, they hurried down the corridor, following Torin’s directions as he took the lead with Rook. “It’s up here. Just one more turn.”

“Thank the gods,” Wind whispered. 

Around the corner they went, and stopped. There, in the main hall in front of the main door, a throng of soldiers stood at the ready. “Oh, no,” Rook said. 

Blocked by Rook and Torin, Velicity and Wind exchanged looks. “What happened? Why did we stop?” Velicity asked.

“We have a problem,” Torin replied. “A big one.”

From behind the princess and thief, Emlyn piped, “That’s not the only problem we have.” Her voice sounded strained. Worry threaded through it, and made everyone turn. Down the hall, another platoon of soldiers marched toward them, with Queen Adaliya in the lead. 

“No.” Velicity grabbed Wind’s arm – the same arm of the hand she held. 

In an instant, Wind’s sword appeared. “Stay behind me,” she told Velicity. 

“We’re surrounded!” Velicity squeaked. “A lot of good it would do to stay behind you.” 

The others looked from one set of soldiers to the other, and slowly drew their weapons too. Except Torin. He simply raised his hands over his head. Rook quickly got the cue, and did the same. Emlyn followed. Soon, only Wind had her weapon drawn and at the ready. 

“Velicity,” Queen Adaliya said, “did you really think you would be able to sneak out again?” She frowned in disappointment, crossing her arms over her chest. “Why must you be so difficult?”

“I don’t want to get married. I’m too young” Velicity retorted, clutching Wind’s arm tighter. “I don’t want to be trapped anymore.”

Adaliya heaved a sigh. “Don’t be dramatic! You were never trapped. And getting married never bothered you before.”

Velicity moved closer to Wind, who took her into a protective, one-armed embrace. “I’ve changed my mind.” 

Adaliya narrowed her eyes. “No. You had your mind poisoned by that dirty thief you’re attached to.”

“Hey!” Wind growled, and lowered herself further into her fighting stance. “I’m not a dirty thief.”

“You will not speak to me!” Adaliya’s voice boomed through the space, making eyes widen in all three groups. “You will get what’s coming to you, and my daughter will marry Sir Torin as intended. Won’t she, Torin?” She raised an eyebrow at the lieutenant, and smirked. 
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“No.” His simple reply was followed by stunned silence. No one told the Queen of Daydreams such a thing, especially a member of her own army. Torin stepped forward to stand beside Velicity with his shoulders back and head high. “I respect Velicity’s wishes, and want her to be happy. If she won’t be happy with me, so be it,” he said and flicked a brief glance at Wind. 

Why isn’t he calling her out for her plan against Velicity? Was he trying to appeal to her sense of fairness? Did she even have a sense of fairness? 

Queen Adaliya snorted. “Who needs happiness in a marriage? That’s not why I arranged this union.” She sauntered toward the rebels. “It doesn’t matter what Velicity – or you – want. The two of you will marry, and this will be the end of your foolish, childish adventures. Your human friends will rot in the dungeon.” She turned her gaze to Wind, who refused to flinch. “And you will die.” 
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“Mother!” 

Velicity strode forward with a furious fire in her eyes. She raised a glowing hand and drew back to lob a ball of fire at the queen. “I won’t let you hurt her!”

As Adaliya smirked, unmoved, at Velicity’s outburst, her soldiers closed ranks to protect her. When she raised her own, lazy hand, they withdrew. “You would really attempt to attack me with that wild, unpredictable magic of yours? You couldn’t possibly harm your own mother.” Her gaze seemed to penetrate the younger elf.

Velicity hesitated. Mother’s right, she thought. So many times, Velicity had proven she couldn’t control her magic. The Empress must have been mistaken. She might hit someone else, especially one of her friends. The glow faded from her hand as she frowned. “No,” she murmured. “I couldn’t.”

“Not that you’d hit me, anyway. Silly girl. You may think you control your power now, but you know that’s not true.” Adaliya shook her head, and gave Velicity a pathetic look. “Velicity, darling, just relent. I have no interest in harming you or your friends. I just want the best for you. I want you to do your duty to me and the kingdom.” With wide eyes, Adaliya finished with, “Don’t you want to do your duty? Don’t you love me?”

Velicity bowed her head as guilt gripped her. Tears pooled in her eyes as Adaliya’s words echoed in her head. “Yes, Mother. But—”

“Then come to me. You and Torin. Get married, and do your duty as the future Queen of Daydreams.” Adaliya gave the princess a hopeful smile. 

“Issy, don’t think of it! We’re with you. We can beat this,” Wind whispered through clenched teeth. 

Velicity turned. “There are too many,” she said with a tremble in her voice. “I should...I should do my duty. You, Rook, and Emlyn go home. I’ll be okay.” 
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Wind’s wide eyes filled with tears too. “Will you? I can’t leave you. I...” The word she wanted to say hung in the air between them. Instead of shoving them back into her heart, she sheathed her dagger, and reached up with both hands to touch Velicity’s face. “I can’t leave you. I love you.” 

Tears flowing freely, Velicity grasped the hands that cradled her face. “I love you, too.” 

Stricken by the despair in Velicity’s voice, and the admission itself, Wind gaped. “Then fight for us.” 
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“Velicity,” Adaliya’s voice broke through their moment of tender admissions. “Have you made your decision?”

Velicity stared at Wind, who gave her a nearly imperceptible nod. She glanced at Rook and Emlyn. “We’re with you,” Emlyn whispered. 

“No matter what,” Rook added.

“I’m with you, too,” Torin added.

Her confidence bolstered by her friends, she whirled on Queen Adaliya. “Yes.” Her voice came out strong – stronger than it ever had when she addressed her mother. “I renounce the throne, and I renounce you. I’d rather be free with the people I choose to love, than live in your cage.” She raised her chin, and glared across the room at the shocked queen. 

“You impertinent, ungrateful child!” Adaliya shouted. To her men, she shouted, “Get them!” 

As the friends prepared for battle, Velicity muttered for them to hear, “Don’t allow yourselves to be caught. You will die.” None had the chance to respond as the men closed in fast. Soon, they were separated, each fighting their own battle. 

“Keep them away from Velicity,” Wind called, even as she moved closer to protect her. Torin, sword in hand, joined her orbit as he battled his own men. 

Velicity stood in the center of the chaos and watched in helpless horror as her friends fought her mother’s men. She raised a fiery hand to join them, but it quickly extinguished. Fear that she’d accidentally hit one of them gripped her once more. I can’t control it. I can’t take the chance. She’d never forgive herself if she hurt Wind.

“Velicity! Look out!”

Queen Adaliya appeared behind her daughter. So caught up was Velicity, that she didn’t realize until it was too late that a thin, cold circle of metal clamped around her wrist. 

The princess let out a strangled yelp as the power drained from her. She attempted to stumble back and away, but Adaliya’s hand shot out to grab her by the arm. 

“No! Velicity!” Wind shouted.

“Go! Run!” Velicity shouted and attempted to wrench herself away from the queen. “Get help!”

Adaliya laughed. “There’s no help for you, daughter. No one can stop your destiny.” 

“You underestimate me, Mother. I can.” 

“Oh, darling. I’m afraid not. Look.” 

Velicity did, and gasped at the scene before her. Torin and Wind stood, held by Adaliya’s men with weapons at their throats and defeat in their eyes. Rook and Emlyn, though, were nowhere to be found. “Why are you doing this, Mother? Can’t you let me be who I wish?”

“I have had plans for you since your birth, and I will not let anyone change those plans.” Adaliya’s voice was firm, clipped.  “Come along, daughter. We have preparations to make!” She gave her a little tug on the arm and began to lead her away. Over her shoulder, she said, “Sir Torin, you will be sequestered in your own room until the wedding. I cannot have you leading another rescue attempt.” 

“What about Wind?” Velicity asked and attempted to look back at the thief.

“Oh, you’ll see her again. She’s a special guest!” Adaliya laughed and dragged Velicity behind her.

“Velicity! Watch out! She means to–” Wind shouted.

The gloved hand of one of the queen’s guards slapped over her mouth. All Wind could do was watch them go.
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Chapter 17
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Velicity stood, glum, in what would be her gown for the proceedings as she waited at the doors to the Grand Hall with the guard who escorted her. Though she hated what it symbolized, she had to admit there was a certain beauty in the pale, shining gold fabric that hung from her body and off her shoulders. A golden diadem encircled her head, coming to a point at her forehead between her eyebrows. Matching golden jewelry like those she’d sold decorated the tips of her ears. The warm, gold bangles on her wrists clashed with the thin, cold iron that sapped her magic and energy. 

At least they didn’t put the shackle on this time, she thought as she frowned at the enchanted bracelet. Velicity closed her eyes, and imagined a fire in her open palm. As quickly as the image came to her, it extinguished with a painful pop. She sighed. Even the smaller, thin iron was enough to render her powerless. 

“Princess Velicity, it’s time.” 

Velicity let out a breath and accepted her escort’s arm. Drawing her shoulders back, she raised her chin. “I’m ready,” she stated. The doors opened, and Velicity and her escort entered.

Velicity gasped. She’d never see the Hall so resplendent, dripping in fragrant flowers, banners, and golden crystals. The entire court stood in their finest, with smiles on their beautiful faces. On the dais ahead of her, Queen Adaliya stood, dressed in a fiery red and gold gown, with her shining crown in the shape of the sun’s golden rays on her head. She grinned triumphantly down at her daughter as she made her way up the aisle. 

Beside the Queen, Torin stood in his military finery. He looked handsome in his gold and white doublet, decorated with medals boasting his many career accomplishments, but the sick look on his face tarnished his image. At any moment, he looked like he would faint or vomit. He slid a rueful look at Velicity before the queen’s throat clearing drew his gaze forward. 

The soldier who accompanied Velicity helped her up the stairs and handed her over to the Queen. “You look beautiful, my darling,” the woman said with an unusual warmth to her voice. 

“Thank you, Mother,” the princess replied without emotion. She said nothing else as Adaliya took Torin’s hand, and placed theirs together. Only when they stood face to face did Velicity’s mouth open again. She glanced over Torin’s shoulder, and saw a sight that made her blood run cold. “Mother, what is this?” she demanded, and pointed at the corner of the dais. Wind stood with her hands bound behind her, in front of an executioner’s block. The executioner himself stood to one side, with a member of the Queen’s Guard next to him. “What are you doing?”

“I want to make sure you actually go through with this wedding,” Adaliya stated with a breezy air. “I figured you’d do exactly as I said if you saw your love threatened.”

“You don’t have to do this! I’m marrying Torin, just as you commanded,” Velicity begged. “Let Wind go. You’ve won.”

“Yes. I have.” She nodded to the holy man, who joined them on the dais. “Now, shall we get this over with?” 

Velicity looked to Wind, who stared at her with wet, desperate eyes. She nodded, and that nod gave the princess strength. With a glare, Velicity turned to Queen Adaliya. “Yes. Mother.”

“I’m sorry,” Torin mumbled. 

Velicity didn’t bother to look at him. “It’s not your fault.” 

“If you would face one another, please,” the holy man, in the black robes of his station, gestured to Velicity and Torin, who once again obeyed. He drew a purple ribbon from the folds of his robes, and draped it over their hands. “We will now begin The Joining,” the holy man explained. “This is a symbol of your unbreakable bond. Unbreakable, but not one, continuous circle. Everything must come to an end, even a bond as strong as husband and wife. Do you both understand this?” 

“Yes,” Torin stated in a hushed tone.

Velicity didn’t answer at first. Everything must end, she thought. This marriage wasn’t meant to last forever, and Velicity would make sure of it the moment the crown rested on her head. Then, she would be free to love whomever she wished. She glanced at Wind for just a second before she replied, “Yes.” 

“Excellent,” Queen Adaliya piped. She stepped between the holy man and the young couple. “Now that that’s settled...”

“My apologies, Queen Adaliya, but we aren’t finished yet.” The holy man leaned in, confused by her actions. 

“Yes, of course,” Adaliya said with a dismissive wave of her regal hand. “But before we go any further, we have unfinished business that needs to be tended to.” Though the holy man frowned, he gestured for her to go ahead. 

Torin looked to Velicity, who asked in a low voice, “What are you doing, Mother?” 

Adaliya smiled at the princess, and that smile darkened when her glance slid over to where Wind and her guard stood. “Finishing what I’ve started, darling. Do you really think I’ll allow you to throw your life away for a pathetic thief? I know the moment you have the opportunity to, you’ll run right back to her. She will die now, and we will finish out your wedding.” At her nod, the guard forced a terrified Wind to her knees and pushed her forward to settle her neck on the block. 

“What? Get your hands off me!” Wind cried, struggling against the guard’s grip.

“No!” Velicity shrieked. She shoved Torin out of the way and rushed across the dais. “Stop this! I won’t let you!” She fell to her hands and knees as pain shot through her mind and wrist. Without meaning to, she’d called her magic, and it was met with the full force of the iron bangle. Gasping for breath, she dragged herself to Wind and threw herself on top of the prone half-elf. “You won’t take her.”

“Velicity, really. This is not how a princess and future queen should behave!” Adaliya said, rolling her eyes. “Get up and get over here. You’re embarrassing me in front of my court.”

“You embarrass yourself, Adaliya.” A new voice sounded through the Great Hall.

Whispers flew through the assembled company, and caught the attention of Velicity and Wind. They sat up, Wind with Velicity’s help, and stared in shock as Queen Nocturna sauntered down the aisle. She wore a deep blue, almost black gown, dotted with clear crystals that twinkled like starlight. A crown of silver and crystal rested on her head, and twined in and out of her red hair like icy brambles. She came to a stop at the edge of the dais and grinned up at a frowning Adaliya.

“What are you doing here, Nocturna?” the Queen of Daydreams demanded.

“I’m here for the wedding, darling! My invitation must have been forgotten.” 

“You weren’t invited,” Adaliya seethed. 

Nocturna feigned offense, touching her chest. “I wasn’t invited to my own daughter’s wedding? I’m appalled!” 

Around them, the Hall erupted in shouts and gasps. With Torin’s help, Velicity climbed to her feet. “Daughter?” she exclaimed. She staggered forward to address Nocturna. “What are you talking about?” She stared at Adaliya. “What is she talking about?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Adaliya replied with venom on her tongue. “She’s insane, and not worth listening to.”

Nocturna chuckled. “You call me insane, yet you’re the one who kidnapped my child not a day after her birth, after giving your own son to one of your underlings.”

More gasps flew through the crowd. Velicity grabbed Torin’s arm to keep herself steady. The weight of the revelation pushed down on her, making her knees wobble. “What...” She dared look at Adaliya, who seemed as shocked as the others. “Is that true? You’re not my mother?”

“Don’t be silly, Velicity! Of course I am,” Queen Adaliya snapped in return. When she realized how she’d spoken, she softened. “You know I love you, darling.” Adaliya attempted to move to Velicity, with her hand stretched out to her.

Torin stepped between them with his hand on the hilt of his ceremonial sword. “Stay away from her,” he demanded. 

“How dare you speak to me like that!” Adaliya shouted.

Torin, however, ignored her, and looked to Queen Nocturna instead. “Explain yourself,” he said.

Nocturna gave the young elves a patient, kind smile. “Velicity, you truly are my daughter. I am so sorry I didn’t come for you sooner. I couldn’t risk a war, and losing you forever. I hoped to explain it to you when I had you, but you were so very angry with me. I thought it better to let you calm down. When I realized that wouldn’t happen, I let you go. Just know there hasn’t been a day I haven’t thought of you.” 

Velicity’s eyes widened. “The cradle...”

Nocturna smiled, and nodded. “Yes. I had it made for you, my darling. It was enchanted to keep your powers at bay while you were a baby, until I could train you to use them properly.” To Torin, she said, “Sir Torin, you are Adaliya’s son.” 

Torin paled. “That’s not possible. I was raised—”

“As an orphan by one of Adaliya’s dukes,” Nocturna finished for him. “But you are the true prince and future King of Daydreams.” 

The entire company stared at Adaliya, who had gone silent. Her eyes darted back and forth. She pursed her lips, and the space between her eyebrows puckered. A redness spread from her cheeks to the tips of her ears. “This is madness!” she finally exploded, throwing her arms up. 

“Is it...Mother?” Torin demanded; the word foreign on his tongue. “It all makes sense. The Duke and Duchess let it slip that I wasn’t truly theirs, but they refused to tell me who my true parents were. I might have known it was you after you took such an interest in me, and my life and career. Always seeing to it that I had the best of everything. Every opportunity given to me.”

“I wanted the best for my daughter,” Adaliya said with a shrug. “I’ve never kept secret that I wanted the two of you together.” 

“Since you found out I had a daughter not long after you gave birth to your son, you mean,” Queen Nocturna stated. Adaliya opened her mouth to argue, but Nocturna barreled on. “You knew I’d never consent to letting him marry Velicity, so you took her from me, with this silly plot you contrived to bind them together. And for what? Revenge?” She stalked to the stairs, and stomped her way up. “We used to be dearest friends, Adaliya, until your jealousy destroyed that.”

“My jealousy?” Adaliya scoffed. “You stole away the love of my life! You betrayed me!”

“Alaric had no interest in you! He found you cruel and thoughtless,” Nocturna shot back. “You fooled yourself into thinking the two of you were together.”

“We were! And we were happy! It was you who poisoned his mind,” Adaliya shouted, stamping her feet. “You and your power. You played at being so perfect. I hated living in your shadow. That’s why I took her. If I couldn’t have Alaric, I’d have his child!” Adaliya pointed a sharp nail at Velicity. “I should have killed you instead of banishing you.”

“Is that all I was to you? Revenge?” Velicity asked.

The Queen of Daydreams barked out a laugh. “Oh, no darling. Not just any revenge. You were to be my ultimate revenge. A perfect weapon. Your power would allow me to conquer not just the courts, but all of Austrasia.”

“Why did you call my power a curse all these years? Why make me believe it couldn’t be controlled?”

“I couldn’t risk you turning it onto me, silly girl. To control you was to control your power.”

“You cannot control me. Not anymore!” Velicity raised her hands and gritted her teeth against the pain that conjuring her magic caused.

Adaliya quirked an elegant eyebrow. “Can you really? Shall we test that theory?” She gestured, her gold-dipped fingernails flashing in the light. “Go ahead. Try.”

Velicity narrowed her eyes and squared her shoulders. Try as she might, no matter how hard she focused, she couldn’t call her magic, only pain. With tears of defeat in her eyes, she said, “It isn’t working.” 

“Enough of this! We were in the middle of something. I will not allow this madness to continue!” She rushed toward Velicity and grabbed her wrist. “You are mine, and you will do exactly as I say!” 

“Let me go!” Velicity shouted, and attempted to wrench herself away. Though she didn’t call her magic, another jolt of pain hit her, and almost sent her to her knees. “What’s happening to me? Stop it!” She sobbed.

“Do you like my wedding gift, Velicity?” Queen Adaliya’s face skewed wild, and her voice rose several octaves. “It doesn’t just subdue your magic, that bangle is enchanted to do my will. Now, do as I say!”

“Never!” Velicity gritted her teeth. Another jolt of pain screamed through Velicity’s veins, making her shriek. “NO!”

“Don’t hurt her!” Wind shouted. As she pushed herself past Torin, she snatched up his sword in both bound hands. Raising it, she rushed at Queen Adaliya.

Adaliya’s stern voice filled Velicity’s mind. “Kill her!” Though Velicity balked, her right hand rose of its own accord. Whatever was in her head called her power, and an icy dagger materialized in her palm. 

“No,” Velicity whimpered, even as she watched herself move forward to stab Wind in the heart. Despite the pain that threatened to crack her brain in two, she managed to wrestle enough control from whatever power held her to pull her hand down. 

It wasn’t far enough. The blade penetrated the tender area under Wind’s ribcage where she’d already been injured. Her stitches popped as the blade sliced through into her damaged flesh.

“Velicity!” Wind gasped and sank to her knees. The sword clattered to the ground.

“Gods, Wind!” Velicity’s sob wrenched though her tightened throat. Her senses screamed for her to drop the dagger and run, but whatever had its hold on her dragged her, instead, toward her prone friend. “No...no...” she whispered over and over, even as the arm that held the weapon raised above her head. She could only close her watery eyes to keep from seeing the killing blow.

One fist pressed against her wound, Wind’s free hand shot up and grabbed Velicity’s hand. Dwarven steel eyes shot open and focused on her. “Velicity,” she wheezed, “you must fight it.”

Tears trailed down Velicity’s cheeks. Her body shook from the effort. “Wind. I can’t.”

Wind’s muscles screamed from the effort of holding Velicity back. The pain in her midsection radiated through her entire body. Sweat slicked her forehead and made her clothes stick to her skin. “Yes. Yes, you can.” Her voice came out reedy. Weak. “You can control it. I have faith in you. Otherwise, you’d have struck my heart. Have faith in yourself, Issy.” She paused. “Just breathe.”

Something in Velicity shifted. The trembling stopped, and gave way to stillness. She stared into Wind’s pained face and saw a hopeful light in her eyes. Wind has faith in me. She always had faith in her. She believed Velicity was strong. To save her, Velicity knew she had to believe it herself. Despite the screaming in her head to obey, Velicity closed her eyes and shut out the noise. Remember what Empress Galatina taught me.

A warmth filled her, like it had when she saved Wind from the Empress’s snowstorm trap. This time, though, a dark coldness pushed back – centered at her wrist where the bangle bit into her tender skin. 

To save Wind, it had to go. 

Velicity concentrated that warmth, that power, into her wrist. The more she poured into it, the more the coldness fought. You will not win! A voice mocked her in her head.

Eyes open, Velicity’s gaze shot to Adaliya, who stood smugly by. “I will.” Despite the urge to stop, Velicity pushed every last bit of power into her wrist and screamed. Icy cold pain and pressure surged through her. Lightning crackled around her, yet she continued. Then, in a deafening pop, it stopped. The bangle, cleaved in half, clattered harmlessly to the floor.

The icy knife melted in Velicity’s hand.

Velicity fell to her knees beside Wind, exhausted and drained. “You did it, lass!” Wind said, voice labored and barely above a whisper now. She reached out to touch the princess, but fell over on her side. 

“Wind!” In a flash, Velicity caught the pale, bleeding girl and cradled her to her chest. 

Adaliya, who had watched in horror as her efforts fell apart, roused herself. She stomped her feet and shook her fists. Her face reddened all the way up to the tips of her bejeweled ears. “NO! NO! NO! This cannot be! I will not allow it! You’re mine, Velicity! Mine!” With clawed hands, the Queen of Daydreams rushed at the princess.

A cone of ice flew over Velicity and Wind’s heads, hitting Adaliya directly in the chest. Frost spread from the hit point, covering the woman’s torso as she fell backward to the dais floor. “You will not hurt my child!” Nocturna, Queen of Nightmares, shouted. She watched the ice extend to her limbs and render the rival queen immobile. With Adaliya subdued, she strode to Velicity and dropped to her knees. “How bad is it?” she asked, and nodded to Wind’s injury. “Let me look.” 

Velicity took hold of Wind’s cold hand, and gently pried it from the wound. Though Nocturna grimaced, she raised her eyes to meet Velicity’s. “She’ll die, won’t she?” Velicity squeaked and held Wind a little tighter. 

“That’s up to you, my dear girl.” 

“Me?”

Nocturna nodded. “Yes. You must heal her.” Before Velicity could argue, the queen added, “You can do it. You know you can. You can feel it in you, just under the surface.” She smiled fondly. “You may be the Lady of Nightmares, but nightmares can change. You can change them. You’ve always been more powerful than you could ever imagine.”

Velicity blinked as the words sunk into her skin. She’d done it before, when Wind nearly froze to death. I am the Lady of Nightmares, she thought. Instead of it scaring her, it bolstered her. She was born with magic, and magic was part of nature. “I can,” she whispered. A little louder and stronger, she added, “I can!” An excited electricity shot through her, desperate for a place to go. It called for something – no, someone – else. The spark of warm life wanted one person.

Wind.

With a smile, Velicity raised Wind to her, and lowered her mouth onto hers. 

The moment Velicity’s lips touched hers, Wind’s eyes popped open. The jolt of electricity zinged straight to her stomach and made her gasp against Velicity’s mouth. She clutched the elf’s shoulders and held on tight. When she pulled back, an explosion of stars filled her vision.

Velicity giggled. “You’re alive!” 

“Thanks to that kiss of yours!” Wind exclaimed. “That’s some powerful stuff!”

“It is, indeed,” Nocturna said, still kneeling beside them. With Torin’s help, the queen stood, and gazed down at Velicity with love in her eyes. “You’re extraordinary, Velicity. As I knew you would be. I’m so proud of you, my beautiful daughter.” Velicity, followed by Wind, climbed to her feet, propping one another up. Nocturna gave her daughter a brilliant smile, and turned her attention to Adaliya, who still lay frozen on the floor of the dais. “It’s over, Adaliya. You are finished.”

“It’s not! I will have my revenge! I will—"

Torin stepped forward, and glared down at Adaliya. “You will have nothing, Mother.” He spat the word like a curse. “You kidnapped the crown princess of the Court of Nightmares, and held her captive for eighteen years. You betrayed the safety of the Court of Daydreams, and plotted an unjust war against the Court of Nightmares and our beloved Empress. As the true heir to the crown, I’m placing you under arrest for treason. Guards!” Two men moved forward and took Adaliya by the arms, fastening heavy irons on her wrists. “Place her in the dungeon.”

As the guards dragged Adaliya down the steps of the dais and away, she shrieked, “No! I’m queen! You cannot do this to me! Let me go!” She continued to scream the entire way down the aisle and out the door. 

In the quiet that followed, Torin turned to Nocturna and Velicity, and gave them his deepest bow. “On behalf of the Court of Daydreams, I want to extend my deepest apology. It grieves me that my – mother – harmed you like that.” 

“She harmed you, too, Torin,” Velicity said. “I can’t imagine how awful it must be to find out you were given away like that.” 

“It’s a shock, yes, but those who raised me did a fine job. They’re my true parents, and they always will be.” To the assembled group, he loudly announced, “From this day forward, I will assume the role of King of Daydreams. If, of course, you will have me.” In response, the company cheered. He bowed, smiling. “Thank you. I am most honored that you would trust me. I will not fail you. My first duty is to forgive Wind’s debt to society, and issue the deepest of apologies.” He gazed at her as she stared in shock. “No more will you be pursued. You are free to live as you please.”

“Yes!” Wind cheered, and moved to embrace the princess, who gladly reached to accept.

They stopped short, though, and stared at each other, red-faced when the company shouted encouragement. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Velicity said.

“Me too,” Wind murmured. She cleared her throat and said, “You, too. I’m glad you are, too.” They both smiled at one another, awkward and embarrassed. 

“Would you two just kiss already?” Emlyn said, grinning, as she and Rook walked up the aisle. Her words broke the quiet, and caused great laughter to reach up to the rafters. “We already saw you do it once. Don’t get shy now!”

Without another moment’s hesitation, Velicity grabbed Wind around the waist, and dipped her into a long kiss of her own. “Ah, Issy! That’s the stuff!” Wind exclaimed, as the princess righted her. Around them, everyone cheered again, turning their cheeks a deep pink. 

When the noise died down, Queen Nocturna laid a hand on Velicity’s shoulder. “Now that you know the truth, I hope you’ll come home with me,” she said. “We have so much to catch up on, and learn about one another. Though I would understand if you wanted to stay here. This has been your home, after all.”

“I really don’t know what I want to do,” Velicity replied. “This has been my home, true, but I don’t think I want to stay here anymore. It’s always been a prison to me. I don’t know if I want to stay with you in the Court of Nightmares, either. Forgive me, but I barely know you. I think I’d like to travel for a while, and come to terms with everything that has happened..” She bit her lip, and hoped the queen would understand.

“I can’t blame you,” Queen Nocturna said. “You’ve had a hard, lonely life, and your recent taste of freedom simply hasn’t been enough.” She paused and gave Velicity a sad smile. “I would love it if you would visit my court at some point, so I can properly introduce my long-lost daughter.” 

Velicity grinned, nodding, but it was Wind who replied, “I think we can manage that.” 

“We?” Velicity raised an eyebrow.

Wind slipped a hand into Velicity’s, and squeezed. “Aye, lass. You’ll need someone to protect you on your travels, if you’ll have me.” 

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” In the happy lull, the princess frowned. She turned to Nocturna and asked, “But...how did you know to come here? The wedding was planned so fast.”

Nocturna grinned as another figure entered the hall. The Huntress strode down the aisle and stopped at the foot of the dais, where she bowed. “My Huntress,” Nocturna said with fondness in her voice as she looked at the woman below them. “I’ve had her follow you since you left my keep, just like I had when you left this very castle. I wanted to make sure you were safe after those disgusting kidnappers grabbed you.”

“And we ran into her outside when we escaped,” Rook said. 

“We told her what was going on, and she was able to get the message to Nocturna,” Emlyn said. 

“We used her portal,” Nocturna admitted. “Once I knew Velicity was back in custody, I knew Adaliya would never let her be free again. I had to stop her. I’m just sorry it took me so long.”

“I’m glad ya’ came! Otherwise, it would have been my head,” Wind said, and grabbed at her throat. 

Velicity squeezed Wind’s hand. “I am, too. I never want to lose you again.”

“Remember that when you’re annoyed with me,” Wind laughed. 

“Oh, I’ll remember!” Velicity wrapped her arms around Wind and pulled her close for one more kiss. 

“Knowing you’re safe and happy does my heart good,” Nocturna said. “And Wind, I expect you to keep her that way.” She raised an elegant eyebrow at the former thief. “Also, I know you took my pouch.” 

Velicity stared at Wind, aghast, “Wind!”

Wind shrugged, and pulled the pouch from her hidden pocket. She handed it to the queen and said, “Some things never change.”

With a giggle, Velicity hugged Wind close. “I love you, Gwyndolin.”

“I love you, too, Velicity.”

THE END
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