Everything felt heavy. My limbs, my eyelids,

even the breath caught in my chest.
Was | still sinking?

There was darkness, velvety and endless.
But far above, | remembered a light. A ball

of fire in the sky.

Then | felt hands—strong ones—pulling me
from the cold. Moments later, warmth
enveloped me. It was strange, yet somehow

familiar.

it was a dream. Maybe | w
be I'd crossed i




h cold. But | wasn't dead.

| was wrapped in something dry, thick, énd

warm. Blankets.
Slowly, | cracked my eyes open.

My vision was blurred at first, but when it
cleared, a familiar face hovered above me,
framed by wet strands of black hair and a :
jaw clenched with something | couldn’t
name. | blinked, half-convinced | was

hallucinating. But he was there. Kierygan.

| looked away, avoiding his eyes, and shifted
to my side. That's when | noticed Evander,
kneeling beside the bed.




Kierygan folded his arms. “Do you have a "
death wish, girl?”

| tried to open my mouth, but my lips were

trembling too much. Instead, | bit down on

them.

“You're free to roam the palace grounds,” he
said. “In fact, | encourage it. But | didn't

expect you to wander that far. What were

you thinking?”

His voice never rose, but it didn't have to. It
frightened me all the same. |

| swallowed hard, summoning what little




ow to explain

foolish. Not without makmg T

rygan even angrier than he already
seemed. ‘ :

“It's alright, girl,” Evander said gently.

“Alright?” Kierygan snapped, making me
flinch. “If | hadn’t come back a day early,

she'd be a corpse under the ice, and you

wouldn't even know.”

Evander stood, his expression tightening. *
I'm just saying, maybe don’t scold the girl
who nearly drowned. She's already

frightened enough”’

Kierygan scoffed. “You're right,” he said | |




‘other. The other argued back. Neither
backing down. | "

And it was all because of me.

They were fighting over something / did.
Something foolish.

Somehow, it bothered me more than the
Mistress’ punishments. More than Master’s
belt. This was worse. This shame, this

gnawing guilt twisting inside me. | couldn't
take it.

| wished they would just punish me already,
| just get it over with. o




~ wasn't mine cut in, saying the words |

‘couldn't. “You're scaring the poor girl.”
Just like that, the shouting stopped.
| opened my eyes slowly.

The first thing | saw was a flicker of light—
crackling threads of energy dancing across
my skin, vanishing as the bracelet drank
them in. Then, the soft sound of

approaching footsteps.

A woman with dark, beautiful skin stepped

into view beside me. Her dark hair was




" Danaiah’s hand reached out slowly, her

fingers aglow with a soft, pearly shimmer.
The light pulsed gently as she hovered her
palm above my chest, then my forehead,

then down the length of my arms. It didn't
burn, it soothed.

“Hm. she murmured, her brow knitting
slightly as she worked. “No signs of

hypothermia... surprising, considering she’s
little more than skin and bones.”

| dared a glance at her face. | didn't

understand what she meant, but ther: w




" Then her gaze returned to me, softer now.

‘How old are you, child?”

| hesitated, my lips parting but no words

came. | gave a small shake of my head.

Danaiah’s eyes widened slightly. “You don't

know?"

“No,” | whispered, lowering my gaze. “I'm
sorry.”

She gave my shoulder a gentle pat. “That's
quite all right. There's no need to apologize.”




~ her growth”

Kierygan didn't respond right away. | still

couldn’t bring myself to look at him.

After a moment, Danaiah stood and gave a
small nod. “I'll check on you again later,” she
said, then turned and walked out, her

footsteps fading down the hall.

Silence settled once more.

Then Kierygan walked to the window and

pulled the chair from my table. He dragg_ed‘-




\wallowed hard, trying to gathe‘r:fhy

thoughts, to give him the kind of

‘explanation he wanted.

“| was waiting for him,” | said softly,
glancing at Evander. "He was supposed to
take me to Ashteryn. But when he didn't

come... | thought I'd go on my own.”

Kierygan shot Evander a look that could've
turned him to stone. Evander just lifted a

shoulder in a silent shrug.

“Continue,” Kierygan said, eyes fixed on me
again.

il
I

 |looked down at my hands, unable to
~ his gaze. “Then... Mirael c

.3
.




didn’t know. I'm sorry.”

Evander knelt beside the bed again, his
brows drawn together. “A butterfly?” he
asked. “In winter? That's... unusual. There

shouldn’t be any flying around this time of
year.”

Panic fluttered in my chest. Did he think |
made it up? “I swear I'm telling the truth,” |

said quickly, clutching the blanket tighter.

He shook his head gently and brushed a

loose strand of hair from my face. “No,




«ed furious. | couldnt tell if lt was

 because of me, or because of Evander.

Kierygan finally stood and looked down at

me. “I'll take you to Ashteryn tomorrow,” he
said, voice firm, but eyes locked on Evander.

“It's the only way to be sure you'll get there.
Safely”

Evander's head snapped toward him. “I'll
take her”

“You already messed up once,” Kierygan

shot back. “I'm not risking it again.”

Without waiting for a reply, Kierygan turned
and stalked toward the door. But before i




' He gave me a wink and that bright, easy
grin of his—the kind that made the room

feel lighter. | couldn't help it. | smiled back.

But when | risked a glance at Kierygan, |

froze. He looked like he might start

breathing smoke. | quickly wiped the smile
off my face.

He held the door open, impatient. “Now,
Evander.”

Evander’s smile widened, and | had to force

myself not to smile again. At last, he rose to |







