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      Lyra had been born in the cold, and in the stark of winter, she thrived.

      Crisp, pale breezes kissed her cheeks, causing her to tug the sleeves of her peacoat and shiver with happiness. The attempt she’d made at a braid this morning had tangled and barely made it past her first three classes of the day before slipping into its perpetual state of unruly. Her boots slapped on the cracked asphalt along the path home, the sound reverberating around her. Before she reached the trailer, she’d have to finger-comb her hair and smooth her wrinkled shirt in the hopes that Melinda wouldn’t pick a fight. Not that peace was likely—she had yet to see her stepmother in a pleasant mood.

      She’d long ago memorized the isolated path home from school, following the sidewalk as it changed into an uneven dirt one leading to the trailer park. Her stomach rumbled, and the familiar pinch of hunger followed. Lunch had been miserable, and the assholes one table over had knocked her tray from her hand as a “joke.” It wasn’t funny when that tended to be her one meal of the day because what little food they bought Melinda butchered. The woman burned pots of water. Her father could cook, but he was working a long trucking route this week, so she wouldn’t see him much, if at all.

      Her throat tightened, and she slowed upon reaching the dirt pathway leading to her home. She’d spent the first half of this week at Jess’s house, to the point where she could guarantee her friend needed some alone time. With a family who cared and a different roast on the dinner table every night, Jess couldn’t understand how much Lyra despised her own place. Crammed into the tight space of their trailer with Melinda was the perfect recipe for a fight, and they’d spent too many nights screaming their voices hoarse.

      Even though most folks would rush inside due to the cold, Lyra took her time. The first snowfall had hit—early this year for an East Coast winter—and covered the grass with a healthy amount of white, despite the footprints and grime from the roads. While the sidewalks had been shoveled, chunks of ice still made the walk bumpy, glinting under the midafternoon sun.

      Tall pines cast long shadows, blocking many of the trailers from view. At the right angle, she could almost pretend the weathered siding and makeshift clotheslines weren’t marring the park as she stepped onto the brown blanket of dried needles and leaves coating the ground.  A familiar shadow approached, a black stray cat she’d named Midnight. The cat rubbed up against her legs, and Lyra reached down to run her fingers through the soft, dark fur. Those luminous green eyes conveyed all the warmth she needed.

      He padded close behind her as she passed the dozen or so trailers tarnishing the landscape, most in several shades of decay. She quickened her pace past the MacKenzies’ lot, and the Raymonds’ whose nightmare of a kid liked to throw rocks at her when she walked to school. Not like his dad would cuff him for that, since the man maintained a full schedule of emptying a six-pack by noon.

      No one loitered outside this afternoon—either they holed away indoors or were off working the night shift. If she got lucky, Melinda would be gone on an errand, and she’d have some precious, precious time by her lonesome. Not like she wanted to dive into her history homework, but if she finished early and got to steal away to her glade in the woods with a book, tonight might not be all bad.

      Snow crunched underfoot as she walked up the narrow dirt pathway to her trailer. The sky-blue color stood out from here, one that as a kid had made her think of a house made from ice, even surrounded by mud and matted leaves. After years of neglect though, the color had faded, turning sullen and gray, and between the rusted pipes and scratched paneling, none of its original splendor remained. Midnight brushed by her legs with a purr. The cat slunk past her, heading in the direction of the forest. Even with her gentlest steps, the stairs creaked as Lyra ascended.

      When she reached the door, Melinda’s voice carried out the open window. Lyra allowed herself a small sigh before straightening her stance. She tried once more to press down her flyaway strands and prepared for the onslaught as she opened the door with a creak to creep inside. Her wet boots left imprints on the somewhat squishy carpeting. With the couple of feet of snow that had accumulated over the past week, they hadn’t a chance to dry the rug, which left a residual mildew scent permeating through the place.

      A giggle came from the other room, drawing Lyra’s attention. Now, that was a sound she’d never heard from the woman. She bent down to unlace her size-and-a-half too big combat boots, when a rustling came from the bedroom, followed by a man murmuring. Her heart skipped a couple beats. If dad had come home from his trip early, maybe the rest of the week wouldn’t be the hellscape she’d anticipated.

      She’d gotten the one untied and begun working on the other boot when her stepmom emerged from the room she shared with Lyra’s father.

      “Want a beer?” Melinda called back into the room. “We’ve got a couple Buds in the fridge.” Lyra’s stepmother stood taller than the average woman at about five foot nine, and today she’d prepared for the winter weather with cutoffs revealing the sloping length of her fake-tanned legs and a gray American flag T-shirt so small it would never fit her. Her long hair swept past her shoulders, undone, and she’d even painted her face with thick liner and pastel-pink lipstick. Lyra raised an eyebrow.

      “After that sorta workout, I’m going to need more than a beer.” A man who wasn’t her dad stepped out of the bedroom. The guy’s heaving stomach strained his stained work shirt, and an unkempt beard hid his mouth.

      Melinda’s eyes widened in surprise the second she spotted Lyra crouched to the ground in the middle of unlacing her boots. “What are you doing home so early?” The woman’s voice came out an octave higher.

      Lyra’s grip tightened on her laces, and her nails bit into her palms. She had never seen this man in her life, but she wasn’t an idiot. She knew what they’d been up to.

      Too many emotions rushed through her—the hope Melinda might be gone for good after this followed by anger that the woman would screw over her dad. But the moment Melinda’s face purpled and her mouth opened to scream, fear won.

      Lyra knotted her boot, not bothering to retie the laces, and launched forward, the room surging around her. Her stepmother groped around with those manicured nails until she latched onto a bowl she’d left out. The fury flashing in those dark eyes and the fear creasing the lines on Melinda’s face told Lyra what sort of outcome awaited her here.

      “I’ll kill you,” Melinda screamed, the sound echoing around the small space. “You tell him, and I will kill you.”

      Before that bowl went flying for her head, Lyra yanked the front door open.

      The cold air stung like a slap, but she plunged outside to scramble away from the trailer. She pounded down the steps, the force reverberating up her shins. Melinda burst out the door, grabbing onto the railing. The woman’s screams echoed in the stark air, but Lyra tuned the sound out as she sprinted along the winding path toward the woods. Her loose strands tangled behind her, and her heart pounded in her ears. She needed to leave—needed to run as far and fast as possible.

      Her cheeks heated while she kicked gravel, snapping twigs as she passed the other trailers lining the way to the woods. Though the late afternoon cast dusky rays onto the ground, the nearer she got to the towering pines, the darker the area grew. Here, the boughs blocked the sun, fostering shaded glades. Lyra had escaped to this forest refuge countless time. It was the place she ran to when she couldn’t stand to listen to another hateful word from Melinda’s lips or she grew so claustrophobic she could barely breathe in their tiny trailer.

      In her clearing, Lyra was safe. In the thick of the woods with a carpet of matted needles, the sharp scent of pine, and the fragrant breezes of a winter wind, she was home.

      Lyra dove into the shadows without a glance back. The further into the woods she ran, the more the breezes painted her skin with frost and the temperature plummeted, but she would gladly sacrifice warmth for an escape from the mess she’d left back home. Her backpack slapped against her side, laden with a day’s worth of books and more crumpled papers than she could count. Lyra sent pine needles flying as she passed the fringe of trees lining the clearing’s entrance.

      When Lyra listened and didn’t hear the pound of distant footsteps in pursuit, she slowed down until she was walking at a normal pace. Her ragged breaths came out in visible puffs as she wove her way past weathered trunks with brittle bark and spiny shrubs that came up to her shoulders. This far in she could taste the pine on her tongue with how heavy the scent hung in the air.

      Cold wetness slithered down her nose, causing Lyra to look up. Some snowflakes landed on the ground while others trickled past the boughs of pine overhead. Small patches of mottled white covered the ground from the previous day’s snowfall, but this fresh coat of powder contained all the wonder of her childhood. Back then, she’d raced outside in her pink boots, bundled under her mother’s careful supervision as she explored mounds of snow taller than she was.

      The wind brought more to glide against her cheeks, but she continued trekking toward her glade. As the silence and the snow settled around her, she couldn’t avoid the problem she’d walked straight into. She had witnessed Melinda cheating on her dad, and the woman wouldn’t let it go—not when Lyra wouldn’t hesitate to rat her out. Her dad might kick her stepmom to the curb over this, but he was a lonely man.

      She’d watched him become a husk over years of trying to raise her by himself. Even though Melinda didn’t have a motherly bone in her body, he tolerated the way she ran her mouth because she didn’t leave. He escaped by throwing himself into longer trucking routes, leaving Lyra with the daily reality of a stepmom who hated her.

      Lyra wandered by looming pines as squirrels scurried by, their fluffy tails whipping around. Though the wintry wind caused the tips of her nose and ears to burn, she didn’t mind. Past the giant, crumbling granite rocks and the scattered thorn bushes, the trail made a sharp turn to the right.

      A distant ring chimed through the forest, drawing her attention.

      Although sharp as a birdsong, this noise clinked like crystal. She whirled around. Had Melinda caught up? Apart from the cascading flakes, no motion disturbed the brush or trees. The sound echoed through the forest again, coming from deeper into the woods. Back there, the trees clustered together so thickly they melded with the shadows.

      She paused. To the right lay her normal haven from the chaos of home, a clearing with worn, familiar stones where she could sink into a book and bask in the solitude. However, with the hornet’s nest of problems swirling around in her head, she’d rather avoid the quiet. Curiosity took over, and before she made the conscious decision, her feet led her in the direction of the foreign sound.

      The shade cast a chill, but she persevered, drawn by the steady ding, ding, ding in even intervals. Snowflakes drifted down even faster the further into the woods she walked. The snow’s speed increased, causing her heartbeat to quicken in turn. Where the flakes had skated across the ground earlier, now they piled, creating a thick, fresh coat of powder. Still, even with the snow falling faster, she wasn’t far enough from home to inspire any real worry.

      She glanced behind her.

      Unlike the brewing storm around her, the trail she’d walked happened to barely accumulate anything. Coldness trickled through her veins. Sure, she’d never seen something this weird, but she couldn’t deny the impulse to keep heading toward the sound. The mysterious snowfall held an allure she couldn’t deny, not right now, and besides, winter’s breath wouldn’t frighten her away. Unlike the other kids who basked in the sunlit fields of summer and delighted in the hazy heat, she’d spent her childhood remote, distant, and cold. She was safe in the embrace of the ice.

      She continued to follow the mysterious sound, drawn by the clear regularity.

      To her knowledge, no one lurked around this section of the woods. She hadn’t wandered the path for a year or so, but when she did, it’d consisted of tall pines, a thin stream that dried during the summer, and an assembly of foxes, mice, and squirrels that made their home there. Nothing to explain the sound or why the snowfall escalated the further in she walked.

      White blossomed around her, and she tugged the collar of her peacoat to brush against her cold cheeks, breathing into the thick, scratchy fabric. She whirled around to check the path behind her, making sure she could find her way back through the woods. However, the wind gusted, sending out blinding drifts of snow. Even though she shielded her eyes from their sting, she couldn’t make out the path home as easily as before.

      Worry descended in one quick sweep, chilling her more than the surrounding snow. Her boots crunched as she sank into deeper drifts at this point. Lyra circled around, trying to find any indicator of where she’d ended up. Except she lost track of which direction led to her trailer park. Every step forward, the snow covered her footsteps so fast she couldn’t latch onto the trail. Pines and growing piles of white dominated the landscape in every direction.

      The sound tolled again, louder this time. As Lyra tried to peer past snowflakes stinging her cheeks and clinging to her eyelashes, a blinding glare drew her attention. She took several steps forward, trying to distinguish the source. Ahead, the pines grew spotty, and by squinting, she made out the sloping structure. Except this was no brick building, concrete warehouse, or even a wood cabin. From what she could tell, a structure made from crystal—or ice if possible, rose past the pines in the distance.

      The sun’s rays glittered off the crystalline surface of the walls, complemented by the untouched drifts deepening to shades of powder blue. Ahead, the snow piled so high it even covered the bushes, and the same white blanket surrounded her. Making up her mind, Lyra continued to trudge forward despite the rising nervousness that skittered through her veins.

      Was it snowing this much at the trailer park? She hadn’t stepped through any wardrobes last she checked. The descending snow piled on top of her hair, and the cold numbed her toes. Strange noises in the breeze, freak snowstorms, and crystal buildings might not mesh with the reality she knew, but truth be told, she wanted to run fast and far away from her own.

      Lyra slowed her steps as the chill seeped into her, numbing her fingers and toes. At this point, the snow piled to her knees, making each step forward harder. Her throat squeezed tight. Even though she couldn’t go back to the trailer—not now—out here held a different danger. The snow intensified the further she walked, having turned to the thickness of a blizzard in the span of minutes. The cold wasn’t the only thing making her shiver. Her breaths came in short huffs, and her peacoat weighed her down even more, sodden from the sheer amount of snow she trod through.

      Liquid froze at the corners of her eyes. Crap. She needed to keep moving forward if only to be home when her dad returned. If something happened to her, he’d be trapped by Melinda for good—she’d spin another web, her honeyed lies the perfect snare.

      Each step forward offered a better view of the crystal walls ahead, the castle appearing like something out of a fairytale. She felt stupid for mistaking the majestic place for a house. The glittering, translucent walls stretched upward, and a mammoth cobalt door graced the center at ground level. Whatever lay inside had to be better than what waited for her upon return to the trailer park.

      The building rose at least four or more stories high with several spires gracing the tops of the towers. Instead of bricks, sheets of ice glittered under the sun like thousands of diamonds, untouched by the surrounding blizzard. Lyra couldn’t shake the sense of surreal at the way the snow stopped falling around the castle, how those hallowed grounds seemed safe from the wintry blast. The castle’s deeper blue hues matched subterranean depths and contrasted the glow of the sun’s rays as they reflected off the surface. Gothic edges had been carved into the ice with meticulous detail, as if the place was formed in an earlier age. Dark windows peered from the towers like watchful eyes.

      Despite the way her clothes clung to her like a second skin and weighed her down, her chest lifted at the sight. Wonder that she hadn’t felt since she was a kid bubbled inside her at the mysterious castle amidst the snow, so similar to the thousands of fairytales she’d read in her glade. Her heart skipped with a giddy twirl, like she witnessed the first descending snowflake of winter. For a single moment the world was a magical place full of possibility, not the damaged, rusted terrain she’d come to know.

      Except even with the vision of the castle in the distance, the swirl of snow dizzied her mind. Lyra’s eyelids flickered, and she struggled to keep them open. If she didn’t reach the castle soon, this blizzard would bury her. No one would find her for days, if at all. Melinda wouldn’t be searching for her, and who knew how much time would pass before her dad found out. Maybe Midnight would be prowling through the trailer park, empty meows echoing in the lonely night as the feral cat searched high and low.

      Lyra needed to reach the castle. Even though her sodden pants weighted her down and her limbs were as unresponsive as if she’d dipped them in iron, she forced herself to take another step forward.

      The sunlight glanced off the ice carvings along the castle walls, which beckoned her, and the gentle drift of snowflakes around the perimeter gave it the haziness of a dream. She couldn’t stop yet. Lyra had weathered worse—the cold wouldn’t best her. Her breaths grew heavier and more ragged around the edges, but she continued through the drifts of snow. Blinding rays of sun forced her eyes shut, but once she closed them, Lyra found she couldn’t blink them open again.

      The steady pulse of her heartbeat reverberated through her body even as her limbs slowed. She tried to focus on the fear of not surviving, hoping the adrenaline would rush through her veins, but the exhaustion fought back valiantly. One more step. She needed to take one more step. As her legs sank into the snow again, they refused to listen any longer. Around the perimeter of the castle, the snow decreased to a dusting, nothing like the howling winds and thick slurry beyond. Once she stepped onto the decline out of the snow drifts, she stumbled.

      Lyra swayed, losing balance, and thudded to the ground. Pain rocked through her body, but despite the way she tried to reach forward, her arms refused to respond. She should get to the door. Should push herself off the ground and keep moving. She lay there, her legs heavier than ever, her lids continuing to slip shut, and her chest strained to the point where every breath hurt.  Her eyes wouldn’t stay—she blinked again, hard—open.
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      The sun warmed her skin, the first tip-off that she wasn’t inside her bedroom. There, she had no windows, no sunlight, and barely a gasp of the memories she’d made when her family was whole, before her mom got diagnosed with pancreatic cancer.

      Lyra’s eyes fluttered open, and as she sat up to examine her surroundings, her arms and legs ached with a radiating pain. She curled her fingers into rumpled, cream sheets light as gossamer yet thick and soft as fleece, like clutching a cloud. She last remembered stumbling in front of the castle amidst a blizzard and running through the woods in a blind panic to escape Melinda’s rage.

      Powder white walls surrounded her, as clean and blaring as a blanket of fresh snow. Though her limbs hadn’t quite recovered from the deadening numb of the storm outside, her hands prickled, and her legs burned, signs they functioned.

      A beautiful melody wove through the open door, coming from deeper within the place. The tune pierced through her like a needle, arresting her on the spot. As she listened, the strength began to return to her neck, her arms, and her legs as pinpricks of adrenaline trickled through. The crystalline melody reminded her of the tolling bell she’d heard, the one that drew her this direction in the first place.

      She recognized the sound of a flute—she’d played one during her brief stint in her high school’s orchestra. Yet this wasn’t one intermittent note. The music wove together into a complex tapestry until the melody became a seamless work of art. Wistful notes spoke of loneliness, as solitary as the final birdsong of autumn or the trill of summer’s last cicada before the wintry freeze.

      Her heart ached when the song resurrected the many nights she’d holed herself in her room to read a book under a dim lamp, able to hear Melinda’s sharp voice from the room over and able to smell the cloying perfume her stepmother dabbed around her neck at all times. The strong floral fragrance was sickening, suffocating, and threatened to snuff out any lingering remainder of fragile lilac—of the mother she’d loved so, so much.

      The melody deepened, intensifying those notes until she surrendered to more memories. The times where she’d sat in the back of the classroom and tried to ignore the whispers as the girls tore apart her threadbare clothes and her tangled hair. Or when she’d overheard Jess’s parents whispering in the other room about how they couldn’t keep having her over every night, no matter how bad her situation was at the trailer park. Lyra had buried herself under the blankets and pretended to be asleep, even though their words clanged around in her head for hours that night.

      She swallowed, her throat tightening on reflex as she looked around the room. Similar to the outside of the building, the walls were made of ice or crystal thick enough to appear opaque. The imperfections in the surfaces, the dips and hollows, transitioned into the blue of deep water. She pushed off the cream sheets, which had kept her warm enough through the night that her fingers and toes were no longer numb, despite her arctic trek.

      Her boots lay on the floor, and her peacoat had been hung on a coat stand in the corner with her backpack on another rung. A tall, arched window spilled sunlight into the room, providing an ample view of the blizzard in the distance that raged with the same ferocity as before, the whirling white of a snow globe. From her spot on the bed, Lyra could almost catch a glimpse of herself in the mirror beside the entrance, her skin almost matching the cream of the sheets. She ran her hands along her arms, smoothing the hairs standing on edge.

      Given that she’d almost frozen to death, Lyra should’ve been cold to the marrow. However, even with only a blue-brown plaid overshirt, black tank, and thick green corduroys, she somehow didn’t feel the chill. Curiosity coursed through her as she lowered her feet to the floor and stepped away from the bed. The ice-blue ground beneath her feet didn’t deliver the shock she’d expected—a mild temperature drop.

      The flute-song stopped.

      A figure appeared in the doorframe, a man so tall he almost reached the top. With one hand, he gripped the scalloped trim while he wielded the incriminating flute in the other. If anyone belonged in this remote place, he did.

      “Welcome to my kingdom,” he murmured. His voice contained a coolness, the distance of empty white fields and tall, uninhabited castles.

      The sharpness of his nose, chin, and ears mirrored crags of ice, and she couldn’t help but conjure comparisons to the elves she’d read about in her books. Long strands of raven-wing hair drifted to brush along his shoulders, glossy and thick. His eyes glowed pale gold, a color she couldn’t have imagined on anyone. But from the very moment he’d stepped into view, she understood at once that he wasn’t human. His skin matched the pallor of ice, as if he’d been sculpted from the castle itself.

      Her overshirt and corduroys were dingy compared to the elegant attire he wore. A tight white shirt glued to him, sloping into a turtleneck with no sleeves and revealing the toned muscle of someone who put in hard labor. His black leather shoulder holster accented the top with endlessly ornate patterns engraved into the silver buckles and clasps. A similarly weighty belt weighted his hips with a dark sapphire crystal adorning the center.

      Lyra closed her mouth, realizing she was gawking.

      However, even though he stared at her with curiosity sparking those pale gold eyes, he made no effort to speak.

      She regarded him with the wary caution of approaching a wolf in the wild even as she burned for answers with a need that intensified by the second. How had she made it to this foreign castle, and where were they? Why had she never found this place before? His gaze remained steady, his lips closed, and the man emanated the same frosty chill as their surroundings. Despite all the questions she wanted to ask, her mouth took command, and she blurted out the primary thing she noticed.

      “You must be lonely.” She restrained a groan when the words left her lips.

      First introduction to this strange, not-so-human guy and she’d stampeded straight into emotional territory. Her absolute lack of social tact showed, something the girls at school never failed to point out. Lyra opened her mouth to dismiss her statement, wishing she could swallow the words, but the surprise in his gaze stopped her.

      “And you must be tenacious,” he responded.

      “A bit lonely as well,” she responded, swallowing the lump in her throat. Admitting those words out loud scraped her raw, as if she revealed a part of herself better kept secret. After hearing a song like his that cried of pristine solitude and longing for companionship, she couldn’t help the kinship she felt.

      “Enough to stumble into my kingdom.” He crossed his arms over his chest while leaning against the doorframe.

      Lyra tucked her damp hair behind her ear, the long blond strands looking more ashen in this bluish light. Even though questions bubbled inside her chest, she swallowed her breath to keep from rambling. If her relationship with Melinda was any indication, Lyra aced saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. In an unknown place with an unknown man, she couldn’t afford any missteps.

      “And it moves?” she asked, tilting her head to the side. Since she’d been down the path through the woods a thousand times and had never stumbled upon any crystalline castles, she grasped for an explanation. If anyone could walk to this place, her trailer park would be swarming with gawkers wanting to witness the spectacle.

      He shook his head, perched against the doorframe. “It exists in between.”

      She’d be fidgeting if she stood for long, but he remained still, as if someone had painted him there. Lyra opened her mouth, ready to ask yet another question, but instead she processed his statement. The simplest explanation had to be the correct one. Whether between entailed alternate realities or some slipstream dimension, the gist was that she’d stepped into somewhere different from the world she knew. Lyra couldn’t help the thrill surging through her at dealing with the sort of imaginings she’d only read about.

      She settled upon her next question, shifting back and forth on her feet with a percolating excitement she couldn’t contain. “How long ago was your last visitor?”

      He regarded her with equal caution, as if they both prepared for an attack. “In human years, I’m unsure. I’ve been alone for quite some time.”

      She’d suspected he was much older than he appeared, but his words confirmed that despite the human appearance, he hailed from a different land and even a different species. Out of all the stories Lyra read of mythical creatures, his remoteness and the strangeness emanating from him made him seem most like the fae. While the ground cooled her soles and her bones ached in a very real way, she couldn’t shake the surreal that gripped her, like she wandered through a dream.

      “How long have you resided in this castle?” she asked. His eyes flashed, sharpening. Lyra tensed on instinct, ready for derision, or anger, the responses she tended to get.

      The longer they talked, the more she realized how out of her depth she was in this isolated castle in the middle of nowhere. Yet even in a remote slipstream of eternal ice with a creature she couldn’t quite term human, she felt safer than she did in her trailer park with the woman who wanted her out of the picture.

      “Ah, now you’re asking for a story, and I don’t give those away for free.” A smile lit his face, softening the sharpness of his features. Lyra’s shoulders relaxed. He stood from his lean against the doorframe and gestured toward the hallway. “Come. I’ve been a rude host thus far, prattling on without offering to show you the castle.”

      She cocked her head to the side but followed as he led her out of the room. Even though she walked barefoot along the icy floors, the chill didn’t bother her in the slightest, a fact that tugged at her curiosity from the start. In fact, her clothes had begun to reach a crisp, almost dry state. She stepped out of the relative safety of the room and strolled down a corridor so vast she squinted to try and spot where it ended. The ceilings loomed overhead like a cathedral’s with vaulted arches and elegant columns along the way, and the sunlight cast fractals through the windows to splay in glittering patterns across the floor.

      Lyra quickened her pace to match his long, loping stride. “If I’m going to be wandering this castle with you, I should know your name,” she said, casting him a quick glance.

      His lips curved into a lazy smile, and she couldn’t help but notice how his pale skin almost blended with the white of his turtleneck. “You can call me Moro.”

      “I’m Lyra, in case you were curious.” She jammed her hands into her pockets while they walked along, shyness creeping in. The elegant economy of his movements made her feel ungraceful, like she stomped along at his side.

      Moro shrugged, his golden gaze twinkling as if he found her presence ever-entertaining. “Not quite. Names are changeable and not an indicator of a person’s worth.” Mirrors glinted in the light, stationed along the way as if to multiply the faceted, crystalline beauty of this place.

      “I disagree.” The words slipped out before she could stop herself. “A name might be the one thing they own.”

      His eyes glinted with a sharpness that reflected the icicles decorating the windows they passed by. “Apparently I chose a girl worth saving. What, pray tell, does it mean then when one forsakes their name?”

      “They’re trying to erase who they are in an attempt to rewrite the page.” Lyra’s skin prickled under his scrutiny. The end of the corridor grew clearer the further they walked, and a stained glass window of sapphire, indigo, and emerald hung there, casting colorful displays along the floor.

      “Do you not believe in clean slates? What if someone changes their name? Can they change who they are?” He raised an eyebrow, and despite his attempt at lightness, gravity weighted his words.

      “Anyone can choose a new direction, but without the past, they may have never reached that point. So in that case, even tarnished names are worth acknowledging.” Lyra was the daughter of Josephine Greystone, a kind, radiant mom whom she’d lost too early. Some days when the memories were hazy, the name was the only thing she had to hold onto. Before she could say anything else, her breath caught in her throat as they reached a wide open side room near the end of the hall.

      The rafters soared high, and the tall, angled windows streamed slits of light to create the illusion of snowflakes along the floor. The dozens of closed doors they’d passed kept the interiors from her, but rich embellishments decorated this one, from a metal throne with claws digging into the icy platform to the rich navy curtains drifting to the floor. Carved ivy and blossoms wound around crystal columns at each corner of the room, and more than a couple of statues cast shadows from their mounts, the elegant individuals depicted with all the detail of a Michelangelo.

      Chandeliers hung from those lofty ceilings, made from sparkling ice and resembling a thousand drops of dew. Azure fire wavered on the stubs of candles, even though the golden afternoon light spilled across the floor from the tall, narrow windows. The place turned liquid gold under the view, such a beautiful sight her heart twisted with fierce longing to remain in the moment forever.

      “Your mouth is hanging open,” he teased, his smooth-as-silk voice startling her to attention. Moro slunk a couple paces ahead of her, his movements fluid. The comment heated her cheeks.

      “Since I’ve barely taken two steps out of Pennsylvania, consider me uninitiated in the world’s wonders.” Her words came out drier than intended. Despite his lack of malice in the statement, she couldn’t help the raw rub when thinking of how little she’d experienced.

      After all, the world she’d known consisted of the stark borders of her hometown containing all the heartbreak she’d racked up over the years until the grief saturated her. Her mother’s death hadn’t just meant the loss of a life—when Mom passed, Dad chose to work the long hours and Lyra began to distance from friends. That’s when loneliness seared the first molten tendrils into her heart.

      “Most haven’t seen wonders like these.” His voice held a note of boredom as he paced across the pristine floors complemented by the rich sapphire rugs with silver fringe, as if they were nothing but the crushed soda cans and trampled leaves of her trailer park. “I’ve been amongst them for longer than I care to remember.”

      She couldn’t imagine a point where the glittering ceilings, the silver fixtures, and the sheer size and breadth of this place would dull before her eyes. He must’ve lived here so long even the sharpest cut diamond had lost its luster.

      “Can’t you leave?” she asked, unable to rein her curiosity in. Lyra felt a kindred spirit in his loneliness, one she’d failed to find back home.

      “Why abandon a glorious fortress such as this?” Bitterness threaded his voice, telling the story he wasn’t elaborating on.

      “I’ve been trapped in a prison too,” she murmured before she could help herself. Comfort sank into her bones, unfamiliar after feeling like an outcast or outsider for so long. “The moment my stepmother moved into our trailer, home didn’t exist for me anymore.”

      “Too often, our homes get taken earlier than we’d like,” he responded. The weariness in his eyes and heaviness in his aura hinted of larger problems than snickering at her threadbare clothes and lack of social skills.

      Her throat tightened with understanding.

      The afternoon sun began to fade, the gold and amber beams cascading through the narrow windows to splay across the floor. Lyra couldn’t gauge if the same passage of time occurred outside this slipstream. Either way, her father wouldn’t be home tonight, and burdened with Melinda’s secret, she didn’t feel safe returning to her stepmother. Most of the kids she knew had worried parents who would call the cops if they didn’t come home. In her case, no one waited up for her. Whenever she went to Jess’s, she never bothered leaving a note or text and Melinda didn’t follow up—both she and her nightmare of a stepmom understood no tears would be shed if the other didn’t return.

      Besides, Lyra would be lying if she said she wasn’t curious to hear more of Moro’s story and what secrets the castle held.

      “This place is magnificent,” Lyra murmured, “unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

      “All the better with company as well.” His smile arrived as slick as the way he slid onto the throne like he belonged there. His pale hands contrasted the wrought iron of the massive seat, though his long, sharp nails mirrored the clawed feet. A lonely ice prince in his lonely ice castle. “Forgive my rudeness; you must be starving. Care for something to eat?”

      Before she could respond, her stomach rumbled, the sound echoing throughout the room. A flush rose to her cheeks.

      “After your grueling journey here, you need to restore your energy. Follow me.” He hopped off the throne, and the sound of his footsteps traveled to the rafters as he set a quick pace to the hall.

      Lyra rushed to catch up with him, not able to resist the distracting twinkles of the decorations in the elegant room, in case the glimpse might be her last. After all, who knew when Moro would send her on her merry way, back through the storm.

      “What’s behind all the doors in this place?” Lyra asked while they strode along. She kept catching her appearance in the dozens of mirrors along the corridor, which sent a jolt of surprise through her the first few times until she grew used to the flow.

      Moro flashed her a smile. “Truly? It would take a lifetime to explore the entirety of this castle.”

      She couldn’t fathom anything so immense. If the closed doors they passed contained anything as grandiose as the room they’d just been in, the place would put palaces like Versailles to shame. Moro walked with energy she didn’t have, not while her limbs weighed as heavy as lead and her stomach throbbed with a hunger that grew by the second. Lyra glimpsed the familiar entrance of the room she’d woken up in, but he didn’t bother to stop along the way.

      Instead, they continued down to where the corridor ended, a connecting one stretching out to the right. Moro grabbed the knob of the nearest door and pushed it open. The hinges creaked from disuse, but he slipped inside and gestured for her to follow.

      Heat wafted her way in gusts once she stepped into this room, and the spicy scent of cinnamon and clove tingled her nose. Despite the ice walls, a hearth fire roared on the opposite end, framed by a fireplace made from obsidian that soaked in the orange glow. Unlike the forbidding elegance of the room they’d entered before, this one brimmed with comfort from the rich green pennants decorating the walls to rustic wooden end tables, and the flickering glow from the fireplace glided across every surface.

      Moro strolled right up to the hunter green chairs circling the fire and patted the top. “Why don’t you take a seat here,” he said. “I’ll be right back with something to eat.”

      Lyra tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she approached, the heat causing her extremities to tingle. Moro nodded and slipped past her with the fluidity and grace of a cat. By the time she’d turned in his direction, he had slunk through the door.

      She took a seat by the fire, the warmth making her bones ache. How could the surrounding ice keep form with these flames climbing the sides? Between the floors that weren’t quite cold, the flames in the icy walls, and the way the blizzard halted inside the perimeter of the castle gates, this realm didn’t follow any of the rules she knew.

      The golds, ambers, and deep crimsons of the flames mesmerized her, holding her captive. The last time she’d seen a bonfire was five summers ago when her father had taken her camping. She had held onto the memory until it nearly broke her heart. They’d sat under the starlight and shared quiet conversation and had both read together during the day, happy amidst all of nature’s splendor. On the days the urge to run away grew too strong to bear, she remembered for dear life. Because as soon as her father had brought Melinda in, all of that changed.

      Moro returned before long, his footsteps a gentle rustle by the door. The shadows of the room sloped along his features, sharpening his ears and the hooked end of his nose to impossible points as he tried on a smile. He carried one laden plate of food in each hand and approached the seats by the hearth fire. A delicious aroma wafted her way from the cloud-like mashed potatoes with a pat of golden butter in the center, along with rich, roasted beef, the juices dripping from the hefty slab.

      Lyra lifted a brow, unable to conjure the logic of how he’d prepared a feast so fast. She couldn’t imagine electricity wired through the rooms or a microwave awaited wherever the kitchen lay in this castle. All attempts to reason vanished the moment he offered her the plate and utensils balanced on the side.

      Moro took the adjacent seat and began fluffing the potatoes with his fork. Lyra’s stomach growled at the scents of butter, garlic, and oregano, of the perfectly roasted meat from whatever slipstream in space and time he’d conjured it from. In fact, she didn’t quite know what sort of meat he served, despite the appearance of beef, or what his kind even ate—or who his kind even were.

      Moro lifted the first forkful to his mouth, the movement as quick and elegant as all the others. Even though her stomach squeezed with demand at the sight of food, she found herself staring at the plate, torn between asking more questions and trusting the man enough to eat the meal in front of her.

      Moro arched a brow as his glance swept her way. “You know, if I wanted you dead, I would’ve left you out in the snow. Eat something.”

      “Sorry,” she responded, offering an apologetic grin. “I’m trying to wrap my brain around all of this, and I keep falling short.” Hunger won out. She lifted a forkful of potatoes as a peace offering.

      The first mouthful of mashed potatoes almost caused her to swear—she’d never tasted anything so good in her life. Boxed mashed potatoes and microwaved meals were her norm, and this was a rich and complex burst of flavors, between the butter, garlic, and a saccharine note she couldn’t quite place. The piping hot, solid food soothed the ache of her hollowed stomach, and she ate a couple more forkfuls, careful to not overload.

      Moro finished his plate in a record time, placing the empty dish on the ground beside his chair. She felt rude with so much on her own, but she couldn’t help the war of anxiety that gripped her from being in an unknown place and the ravenous hunger she wanted to appease. However, the prolonged glance to her plate from her gracious host gave a clear signal he found her lack of appetite rude. Lyra sucked in a deep breath and speared a piece of the roast beef with her fork, working on the rest of the plate. Who knew when she’d get to have another meal this delicious again?

      “I’m sure you have plenty of questions. I wouldn’t mind entertaining some to place your mind at ease,” Moro said, his fingertips dancing along the arm of the chair. All of his movements were precise, and Lyra envied the control.  She placed her now-empty plate onto the floor to mirror his and relaxed into the seat as best she could.

      He’d added the definitive to the statement for a reason. Based on her conversations with Moro thus far, he was far cleverer than the idiots who paraded around her school, more akin to the characters she read about in books. If he would only answer certain questions, she needed to word them well. “Why are you alone in this castle?”

      His golden eyes twinkled with amusement. “I’m not alone. You’re here with me.”

      Lyra’s mouth quirked to the side. Of course, she hadn’t phrased that correctly. Still, she wanted to know more about why he stayed here, who he was, and what sort of creature sat before her. “Where were you born?”

      “Not here, if that’s what you’re asking.” He stared into the fireplace, the flames reflecting in his gaze. “I spent my youth in a land of ice similar to this, forbidding crags, caverns that stretched deep into the earth, and blizzards that made it difficult to move one foot in front of the other. Instead of the damning sunlight day in and out, we lived in the shadows, often in the depths of caves in the comforting dark.”

      Lyra shivered. Holed away in blackened caverns sounded like her personal version of hell. Whatever place he came from wasn’t Earth. “Then why stay here?”

      “Because we don’t always get to choose.” The sadness in his smile and the simple truth of his words struck her to the core. Life had taught her the lesson at an early age when her mother got diagnosed with cancer, and those lessons hadn’t ceased, between the near-disappearance of her father into work and the daily trials with Melinda.

      Out in the corridor, the rays turned from gold to burnt sienna with the sun’s decline. Night infiltrated faster than she could’ve anticipated, yet she had no desire to return to the trailer park.

      “You’re right,” she agreed, staring at her lap. “We don’t always get to choose.” Because if she had the choice, why would she have ever picked the prison she grew up in? Her skin prickled at the way she’d unveiled the vulnerabilities she kept burrowed deep inside her.

      “I suppose the physics here don’t follow the same rules I’m used to.” She switched the topic on purpose, not wanting to dive deeper with this stranger, no matter how comfortable the current of their conversation.

      Lyra glanced his way, waiting for an answer. The more she accepted that some sort of other existed, the more readily she could wrap her mind around things like hearth fires not melting the surrounding ice walls and prepared roasts appearing out of nowhere.

      “No, nothing like human realms.” The firelight elongated the shadows under his eyes and sharpened the bridge of his nose. This foreign creature was as distant as the snowy peaks she’d caught a glimpse of out the windows earlier.

      Lyra let out a huge yawn as weariness hit her like a brick. Despite the fact she’d slept most of the day away, the exertion from yesterday hadn’t ebbed, and with the solid way the meal settled in her stomach, she longed for a bed again. She didn’t have the slightest clue as to what path she needed to take home, and in all honesty, she didn’t want to return—not yet.

      She swallowed, not wanting to impose on him another night. Already, her host had been refined and courteous, and curiosity lit her up inside at what other treasures the castle contained. The idea of abandoning the glittering throne room and the cavernous halls to return to a dingy once-blue trailer, pathways filled with crumpled soda cans, and the overwhelming scent of mildew grew too much to bear.

      Before she opened her mouth to speak, Moro interjected.

      “Please, you must stay. You had such a long journey here, and it’d be cruel of me to send you out in the bitter cold tonight.” He stood from his seat and, with a clink, placed her plate on top of his. “You’re welcome to sleep in the chambers you rested in before.”

      Relief flooded through her at his words. After all, her limbs weighed like lead and the gentle heat from the hearth fire dulled her mind and senses in the most blissful way. With effort, she pried herself from the comfortable seat and followed him out into the corridor again. They walked through hallways now slanting with shadows and cooled by the darkness. The walls had glittered like diamonds under the sunlight but now contained deeper, more cerulean tones, as if she and Moro waded through a pool of water. However, despite the fugue state as she followed him down the hall, the occasional chilly breezes drifted through the open windows and sparked her senses back to life.

      Moro opened the door to the room where her combat boots sat on the floor and her peacoat lay draped over the armchair. She walked inside, each step slower than the last. The bed, though the sheets were rumpled, looked more inviting than ever. Lyra opened her mouth—she should try to hang in there longer, try to converse with Moro more, but she could barely keep her eyes open. They’d begun to shutter on the walk over, and when she saw the temptation of the bed, she couldn’t wait to close her eyes and let the embrace of sleep take her.

      Moro lingered by the door, his hand on the knob. “Sweet dreams,” he murmured with a genuine smile. He closed the door behind him.

      Lyra climbed under the blankets, and their heat and comfort lulled her at once. Her eyes slipped shut, and the tug of sleep grew so strong she could no longer resist. As she slipped into sleep, only the sharp prickle of surrounding ice tickling her nose and the saccharine taste on her tongue remained before the darkness claimed her.
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      Sunlight streamed through the windows by the time Lyra awoke, just like yesterday. She sat up, searching for her broken nightstand, her weathered mattress cushion beneath her, and the piles of books that consumed the remaining surface of her bed. Except, she wasn’t back in the trailer. The memories crashed in as she absorbed the polished furniture surrounding her and the open arched window that helped the crisp, wintry air circulate.

      A silver platter with a cup of black tea, sugar cubes, and milk waited on the dresser beside her, far fancier than the microwaved cups of Tetley she usually downed. She stretched her arms over her head, surprised the aches and pains from yesterday weren’t holding her muscles hostage. Steam curled from the tea. Moro must have stopped by. She added two cubes and a splash of cream before blowing away the tendrils and taking the first sip. Even though it scorched her mouth, the warm liquid brought her to life.

      A pristine quiet, like untouched snow on a winter morning, settled through the place. As much as she strained, she couldn’t hear any rustles or footsteps from further into the castle. Lyra slipped out of bed and approached her boots, but with the comfortable way she’d been walking about barefoot, she couldn’t bring herself to tug them back on. She stepped in front of the mirror to finger comb her pale strands into place before wandering out into the hall.

      The corridor gleamed under the fresh morning rays, and light glinted off the dozens of mirrors lining the place. She passed the room they’d dined in the night prior and walked to where the corridor ended, branching into a darker hallway with fewer mirrors and windows to light the way. The first step she took gave her pause. Maybe the shifting shadows or the brazen chill hadn’t affected her until now, but she couldn’t help the shiver rolling down her spine.

      Instead, she turned toward the hallway she came from and walked in the direction of the throne room Moro had showed her the prior day. He’d more likely be roaming those open, inviting areas, not dank, abandoned corridors.

      She took a couple of steps in the direction of the throne room, pausing when she caught a flicker from one of the mirrors. Lyra squinted, peering at her own reflection. Despite her attempt to finger comb, carefree strands of hair roamed, and she paused for a moment to assess her appearance in a mirror. As she flattened the wisps, the back of her neck prickled like someone watched her. Lyra glanced behind her shoulder but didn’t catch anyone around.

      Footsteps echoed from the direction of the throne room, growing louder upon approach. Moro turned the corner, approaching with a confident smile on his face. She’d barely woken up and gotten out of bed, yet already he waited for her. Perhaps the loneliness had taken a toll on him. In the morning light, she couldn’t help but notice yet again the careful construction of his features and how different they were from her own. While she had always considered her skin pale, his seemed devoid of blood, and despite the human shape of his eyes, she’d come to realize in a short time that he didn’t often blink.

      He extended a hand, an old-school courtesy she’d expect offered to those raised in wealthy circles, not her pedigree of trailer trash. However, unlike most of the folks she’d encountered in her area, Moro didn’t seem to care about her social stature. He treated her with courteousness regardless, and Lyra could admit she appreciated his effort. She placed her hand in his, and together they headed down the hall. But instead of making the turn to the left into the throne room, they continued closer and closer to the looming stained-glass window. Sapphire, emerald, and indigo beams cascaded onto her skin as they passed it before turning to the right down another corridor.

      Along the way, the glint of the morning sun against the mirrors made her blink spots from her eyes. Why they infested this place was a mystery to her, unless whoever designed this castle had a narcissistic streak or some failed plan with refracting light. The manors she’d read about were filled with paintings decorating the walls, but this castle contained mirrors of every shape and size—oblong, rectangular, or even weighted by dark wooden frames. When they reached an iron door with roses carved into the metal, a slight chill emanated from it. He cracked open the door, and a gust of cold air swept in, causing her toes to curl in defense.

      Moro glanced at her bare feet and lifted a brow. “Perhaps showing you the gardens wouldn’t be the best right now.”

      “Not quite,” she responded with an easy smile. “I’d prefer my toes intact—after all, I’ve got a long hike home today.” After spending a night in this place, she wanted to explore more of the castle.

      If she were being honest, she hadn’t realized how much she needed this escape from reality and how much her life back home had worn her to the bone. Here, she lifted her head and looked at the world around her rather than scanning the ground or burying her nose in a book. Still, she’d imposed on his company for long enough.

      Moro frowned, a line forming between his brows. “That’s quite a shame. I’ve been enjoying the companionship after such a long stint by myself.” His voice grew more distant, reminding her of the heartbreaking melody he was playing when she first woke up in this place.

      She would always be able to empathize with that loneliness. As his tone grew colder, his fingers trailed along the surface of the door like he was reluctant to keep moving. Yet for some reason, he was stuck here year after year. At first the respite might be welcome, but after a while the loneliness would drive anyone insane.

      “I don’t need to set off at once,” she offered with a shrug.

      He glanced up, those golden eyes sparking with renewed hope. The distance dissolved with the change in her response. After feeling like a burden at home and with the few friends she had, his clear appreciation for her company warmed her heart.

      Moro stepped away from the chilly iron door. “Well then, if I’m to have you as a guest still, I suppose I should provide entertainment. Come, follow me.” He took off at a quick pace again, flitting forth with the capriciousness of a butterfly.

      Jarred by the sudden movement, she kicked off and bolted after him, the slap of her bare feet echoing to the vaulted ceilings. Though she made a clatter, to her surprise, his steps remained silent even with the heavy boots he wore—truly, the man controlled every movement. Sunlight cast patterns along the crystalline floors as they ran, the shapes flickering across her skin as she passed by window after window. The sun soaked into her skin, making her pale hair sparkle like spun gold, but Moro’s dark locks and pale complexion remained untouched, like she expected from the ice prince.

      They turned another corner, and he came to an abrupt halt. Massive navy doors lined with silver trim greeted them. Truth be told, if she was asked on the spot where they were in the castle, she wouldn’t have an inkling. Moro bowed with a flourish from where he stood in front of the door.

      “My lady, a dance?” His gaze twinkled again with mischief that made him seem less human and more like some fae creature plucked out of a fairytale.

      “If you don’t mind that I’m a terrible partner,” she responded, nervous at the prospect of a waltz or any sort of formal dance. She didn’t even show up at school dances, let alone know the steps he was sure to be well trained in, if his careful grace gave any hint.

      “Never fear,” he responded, striding to the front of the doors. “I’ve been told I’m an excellent teacher.” He grabbed both handles and flung them open with enough force to make the doors swing back with ease.

      Lyra thought she’d seen true splendor in the throne room, but the ballroom made it seem spartan and primitive in comparison. A grandiose maroon staircase swept along the far corner, leading to a second floor with a balcony cutout that overlooked the checkerboard blue and white floor, marbled veins of silver weaving through the tiles. Large windows spanned taller than she stood, and the cut glass displayed intricate patterns with snowflake complexity. Crystal mosaics in shades of blue and white coated the walls to form snowy landscapes mirroring the view outside.

      However, despite the detailed elegance spanning this room, what stood out the most were the dozens of ice statues stationed throughout the tiled floor like a ball in full swing. Pairs stood positioned on the floor as if they’d been dancing, and some had been arranged around tall tables on the far side of the room to help set the scene of an elegant affair at the height of the night. Though this place wasn’t cold, a chill prickled through her at being surrounded by all these inanimate statues, as if any second they’d come to life.

      “Come, I’ll show you the steps.” Moro extended a hand and led her to the floor.

      She followed, and they wove around the ice statues with the care of maneuvering past real people. This close, she could note the slopes of their noses and the curves of their wrinkles, the sculptures so realistic they belonged in a museum. An odd detail jumped out at her.

      “Waltzing is easy,” Moro interrupted her thoughts, drawing her to the front and center. “You’ll learn in no time.”  He placed his other arm around her waist and began leading her in the steps of a dance.

      She stumbled at first, but he didn’t falter in the slightest. After the first few repeats of the one-two-three of a waltz, she followed the patterns, and his controlled grace compensated for her hesitation.

      “You sure you want to waste your time teaching me this fancy dance?” she asked while continuing to repeat the movements. “These moves won’t get me very far in the trailer park.”

      He arched his brow. “Who says it’s a waste? You’re adept and move with more finesse than you credit yourself with. This is a thousand times better than the hundreds of times I’ve wandered this ballroom by my lonesome. A waltz is rather ineffective without a partner.”

      As they spun closer to the side of the room, Moro flicked his wrist out. A grand piano sat in the corner there, the ivory keys coated in dust and the black frame glossed under the sparkling light. Moro continued to guide her in the three-step waltz without a pause.

      “Step, pivot, step, pivot, step,” Moro rattled off the instructions again.  A moment later, a tremulous melody trickled through the cavernous room, the song growing with the intensity of the chords. They whirled even closer to the piano, which played by itself.

      Those keys were moving without any guidance.

      Goosebumps prickled down her arms, but Moro guided her along at such a demanding pace she couldn’t focus on much beyond placing one foot in front of the other with each pivot and turn. In fact, she couldn’t focus on anything beyond the way the music threaded through her veins, commanding her attention while her feet followed the rhythm. She lost herself in the fervor and the frenzy of this elegant dance, and Moro remained an expert guide without a single misstep.

      She’d never spun circles on a ballroom floor like this, and even though she’d started out hesitant, soon his confidence bolstered her own until she didn’t need to think about the next move.

      “Step, pivot, step, pivot, step.” His words rang out, and she responded on instinct at this point.

      All the while, the piano played on without a musician sitting and guiding those keys. The music cast a spell over her until the glittering walls and the glow of the soft overhead chandeliers all whirled together while he guided her around the ice sculptures with expert precision. He beamed, an unguarded expression, as they danced.

      Lyra spun and spun and spun until time no longer mattered. Her heart soared with the steps, the bliss of the whirling motion filling her up like sunshine. For once, she wasn’t the isolated poor girl. Lyra had stepped into a fairytale. The crescendo of the music sent her reeling faster. Forget exhaustion—in this ballroom, with the magnificence surrounding her and the endless melody the piano played, she could dance forever.  However, when Moro slowed and his gaze slipped to the window, hers followed. The first tendrils of sunset covered the sky in a magenta and amber glow, while the shadows lengthened throughout the room.

      A chill deeper than all this ice threaded through her. Had they danced the entire day away?

      She didn’t think she could dance for an hour, let alone a full day, yet she couldn’t deny the sun’s descent in the sky before her. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I meant to leave here far earlier.”

      He placed an arm around her shoulders and guided her in the direction of those massive double doors. His thin, arched brows drew together in concern. “It’s too dangerous to travel through all the snow and ice in the dark. You’re welcome to spend another night here. I apologize—I ran you ragged with all that dancing, and you must be famished.”

      She hadn’t been. Since she’d woken up and spent the day spinning around like a top in this ballroom, she hadn’t felt any hunger, tiredness, or normal human needs. Until now. Her stomach grumbled in response, and the gnawing hunger descended as if it had always been there. When they walked out, shadows shrouded the ice statues, and the soft glow of the overhead chandeliers enhanced the details. The light made their features sharper and too realistic, making her want to leave the room posthaste. However, the details that had eluded her before snagged her attention now.

      The decorations, the furnishings, the tiles, and chandeliers all gave her a sense of European Old World style, but these statues didn’t fit. Certain ones wore old-timey trousers and suspenders, while some dressed in flowing gowns. Yet others had hoodies on, the pull-strings detailed in the ice, and even more wore beat-up Keds and threadbare jeans. She’d expected ballroom gowns and tuxedos from any ice sculptures she’d find in this room, but this—this sort of oddity she couldn’t explain away with magic. The unease percolating in the recesses of her mind slammed into her.

      As they exited the room, she turned to him. “You don’t have to get anything for me to eat,” she said, each step farther away from the ballroom filled with more hesitation. “I can just head to bed now and leave in the morning. All that dancing wiped me out.”

      “No, no, I insist. I’d feel like a churl to run you ragged like that and not make sure you’re fed.” He tightened his grip around her shoulders, and she couldn’t help the shiver running down her spine.

      Moro led her through the corridor in the direction of the same cozy hearth room they’d dined in the day before. Even from where they approached, she noticed the welcoming glow of the fire flickering out from the room.

      Based on the decisiveness in his tone, any arguments would fall on deaf ears, so she lapsed into silence. She’d been so caught up in the thrill of escaping her reality she’d failed to analyze her surroundings, a skill she’d acquired from years of living in a trailer park with dangerous jerks. Lyra searched past the splendor to the details. After all, the corners were where the cobwebs lay.

      As the setting sun cast the walls in shifting magenta hues, the fading light also reflected off the dozens of mirrors. In the ballroom there hadn’t been many; however, along the hallways she could barely walk three steps without passing one. The dizzying number as they made their way down the corridor caused her to lose count after the first two turns, all different shapes and sizes as if more and more had been placed over time rather than installed when this place was first decorated.

      “I’ll go rummage up something to eat,” he said with a wink and gestured inside. “Why don’t you take a seat?” She opened her mouth to respond, but her ever-gracious host disappeared down the hall. Lyra wandered to the same chair as before, sinking into the plush fabric.

      As she sat there with the hearth fire coating her skin in glowing warmth, her insides plummeted to subterranean temperatures. Yesterday she’d sat here gripped with curiosity over this place, the thrill of mystery pushing her to gloss over questions she should have insisted were answered. She couldn’t explain her unease, but cracks had begun infiltrating the once perfect portrait.

      Moro had been nothing but charming. He was considerate, a wonderful host, and she didn’t have any neon-lit reasons for her uncertainty. Perhaps he wasn’t even the source of her discomfort—after all, she’d gotten disoriented by the suddenness of the day’s descent and how the land operated on different rules of time. A human like her didn’t fit in a magical castle like this, and while one day of indulging in fantasy offered the escape she needed, now the differences grew sharper and clearer. The thought of becoming a Rip Van Winkle terrified her, of setting foot in her home to find out fifty years had passed her by. The lack of knowledge about this realm and its rules must be what set her thoughts abuzz.

      The creak of the door drew her attention. Moro approached with two prepared dinners again, and this time, the plates consisted of roasted rosemary potatoes, steaming broccoli florets, and haunches of lemon chicken with browned, crisp skin. The scents of the herbs, the spices, and the roasted meat all increased her hunger, causing her stomach to war with her mind.

      “How will I ever repay your graciousness?” Lyra said, offering a half-smile as she accepted the loaded plate and rested it on her lap. She speared a piece of the chicken with a fork and chewed on a bite.

      Moro settled into the seat by hers, leaning into it with the casualness of comfort. “Having someone to spend time with in this castle is repayment enough.” He passed a grin her way and slid the tines into one of the florets, lifting it to his mouth. Even the way he ate held refinement, each piece of potato eaten singularly and each segment of chicken sliced to the centimeter.

      As she swallowed the food, the same saccharine taste as the night before clung to her tongue. Something about the sweetness didn’t sit right with her. As a courtesy she tried swallowing a few potato wedges, but those had more of the same taste threaded through them. Her stomach begged for more, but with each bite she took, the food tasted like ash on her tongue.

      Even though she’d barely touched half of the contents, Lyra placed her plate on the ground. Her stomach cramped in protest, but she couldn’t help the swill of nausea that followed with so many unanswered questions percolating in her mind. Moro’s sharp gaze followed her motion—she’d caught his interest.

      “Is the food not to your liking?” he asked, those pale gold eyes fixing on her. “I could find something else for you.” The insistence in his voice could be politeness, but in this foreign place with this not-quite-human, she wasn’t sure of anything.

      Lyra shook her head. “The food was exquisite, so don’t trouble yourself. I’m so exhausted from dancing I couldn’t eat another bite.” She clenched her abdomen tight, trying to keep her stomach from grumbling and making a liar of her.

      His gaze lingered for a moment, and he shifted in his seat, causing the long shadows before him to move in turn. Lyra thought for sure he’d raise an argument, but she clung to the mask she’d mastered after years of living with Melinda. Life had taught her how to lie, and well.

      “Why don’t you take the plate with you? That way if you wake up hungry, you can have something to pick at?” Moro suggested, though with the way the flickering hearth spread the shadows, she couldn’t discern the look in his eyes. The sentiment itself was harmless, like everything he’d said so far. The ice prince had been an exquisite host, but Lyra couldn’t shake the pit lodged in her gut.

      “Great idea.” She gave him a smile she hoped reached her eyes and plucked the plate off the floor. “Would it be rude of me to retire now? I can barely keep my eyes open.”

      He nudged his empty plate with his boot, pushing it away from him. “Please, I would be a terrible host to keep you up with my nattering. Let’s get you to your room.” He didn’t hesitate, slipping from his seat with his too-quiet tread and beckoning her down the hall.

      Lyra surged to keep up, trying to ignore the enticing smell of the food on the plate while keeping her stomach from grumbling. It took all of her self-discipline not to cave and shove a couple more bites into her mouth.

      As they walked down the hall together, she clutched the plate tight, more aware than ever of the way he towered over her.

      “Goodnight, my friend,” Moro said with a sincere smile as he gestured to the open door of what had become her room. Guilt throbbed in her chest at the expression. Once she entered, he brought the door closed behind him as he left.

      The moment the door clicked shut, she stood still, straining to hear those soft footsteps as Moro made his way down the hall. Once she no longer heard the subtle tread, she brought the food over to the window and opened the latch. While she wasn’t quite sure what floor she was on, the ground lay stories too distant to jump. Arctic breezes kissed her face, but she tilted the plate and watched the pieces of chicken and potatoes get carried off by the wind, falling until they plunked into the drifts of snow far below.

      Lyra let out a sigh and sank into the bed. Weariness settled over her bones, but not with the ferocious way it had claimed her yesterday, maybe because today she hadn’t been out battling the elements. Her host couldn’t be drugging the food. She was letting her imagination get the best of her. Moro had said it the first night—if he wanted her dead, he would’ve just left her out in the snowstorm.

      However, she hadn’t survived this long by ignoring her instincts—after all, the trailer park wasn’t the safest place between the drug deals that went down, the junkies who liked to shoot up there, and the nasty kids who threw rocks for the hell of it. The last time she’d gotten that sinking in her gut, she’d caught the glint of a pistol at a deal and heard of a body being found the next day. After the first beat-downs she’d received from some of the assholes in her neighborhood, she’d wised up.

      Tonight she wanted to poke around while Moro slept—if he slept. Her skin crawled. Lyra would never know unless she tried exploring the place on her own, and she refused to pull the covers over her head and ignore the oddities that kept cropping up. However, her fingers curled into the sheets as she tried to remain awake. Her eyes flickered shut, and a sigh escaped her lips as heaviness settled over her skin. The off-note from the food lingered on her tongue.

      A yawn ripped from her throat unbidden, even as she struggled to keep her eyes open, shifting herself up on the pillow a little further. When her eyes flickered shut again, this time, they grew so heavy she could barely force them open. She sucked in a sharp breath, trying to invigorate herself, but she sagged against the frame. Another yawn escaped her, and she began to lose the battle until her eyes closed again, this time glued shut.

      [image: ]

      Lyra awoke to inky, blue-black shadows, and the coolness in the air took on a midnight quality. She sat up from the bed, wiping the sleep from her eyes. Moonlight cast the room in lavender hues, making the icy surfaces glitter in a distant, different way than the flash from the sun. She straightened when her feet hit the floor, and she soaked in the subterranean quality of this place at night.

      Her stomach tightened. Even though she needed to head past this room to explore, fear gripped her in the process. Who knew what lay in the spilled shadows out there? She rested her hand on the cool knob, but minutes passed before she worked up the nerve to twist it open.

      Soft, cool breezes swept through the hallway, and as she stepped into the pitch depths, the walls shifted with deep blackish-blues, like she’d plunged into a pool. Her bare feet imprinted into the floor, which had cooled in the night hours. Shadows curved along every corner and devoured the mirrors struggling to reflect the threadbare moonlight. Each step forward remained silent, but even her breaths sounded too loud amidst the oppressive silence. Her muscles tensed as another wintry breeze swept through the place. Ahead, the corridor to the right came into view. The intensity of the darker, colder section filled her with such a sense of foreboding she couldn’t bring herself to investigate.

      Lyra turned on her heel and made her way in the direction they’d traveled during the day, toward the throne room again. She hadn’t worked up enough nerve to explore the hall. Not yet. Maybe she’d missed details in the throne room, blinded by so much glamour packed into one place. Lyra hoped to find out more answers than her avoidant host was willing to give.

      As she walked along, the mirrors watched the entire way. Their invasive regularity sent goosebumps along her arms, and she didn’t quite trust the way shadows shifted out of focus every time she peered into them. Lyra squinted, trying to make out any shapes in the darkness at the end of the hallway, but she didn’t spot any movement. Good, she hadn’t woken him. She strained her hearing, but apart from the howling of the wind outside, no footsteps echoed through the hall. A breath she’d been holding escaped, and she stepped forward.

      “Lost?” a familiar voice came from behind her.

      Ice trickled through her veins as she came to a halt.
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      When she spun around, Moro waited behind her. Shadows steeped into his dark hair until she couldn’t distinguish the difference. In the sparse light of the hallway, the curve of his brows and the set of his mouth wasn’t clear. Those pale gold eyes glittered in the threads of moonlight, but the mischief had vanished.

      Her mouth opened, but no words came out. How had he found her? She’d scanned her surroundings every step of the way, and she hadn’t heard him approach. Did he wander the halls at all waking hours? She sucked in a sharp breath to compose herself before this situation grew any more uncomfortable.

      Lyra ran a hand through her hair, feigning a sheepish smile. “I woke up and couldn’t fall back asleep. Being in the room wasn’t helping, so I thought a walk might calm my mind.”

      Some truth couldn’t hurt here. Better he think she wandered the halls on a childish whim than with intent. For a moment, the darkness threatened to devour him, leaving just his paper-pale skin and those too-intelligent eyes. Lyra stepped back a pace on reflex. In these shadows she lost any sense of the charming, lonely man she’d first met. She swallowed, but her throat dried, and she couldn’t think of anything else to say as the silence spread.

      At last he nodded in response, and a slow smile curled his lips. The pressure between them eased, but she sensed an undercurrent that hadn’t existed until now. “Of course, I understand. I’m afraid the castle’s splendors are better left for daytime. You should rest in your room to try and get as much sleep as you can before the morning. If you’d like, tomorrow we can visit the gardens.”

      “I’d love that.” She offered a smile of her own, forcing the enthusiasm. With the way adrenaline rushed through her, she didn’t have to try very hard.

      Moro placed a hand on her shoulder, and she fought the urge to shrug it off as he guided her down the hall. The strong way his fingers curled into her shoulder didn’t quiet her unease. Within seconds they stood in front of her room, but he watched, unblinking, as she climbed into bed. Only after she’d pulled the covers over her did he shut the door for the second time that night.

      The moment the door clicked, the adrenaline came crashing down, leaving her shaky and sick in the aftermath. Pins and needles pricked her fingertips, and had she been standing, her legs would be quaking too. She gripped the blankets tight to her chest, but after the jolt to her system, she couldn’t fall back asleep. If she tried venturing out again, he’d find her within seconds, and next time her flimsy excuse wouldn’t work.

      A sigh escaped from her throat as she lay back, staring at the darkened ceiling.

      Think.

      The man wasn’t omniscient—at least, from what she’d gauged so far he didn’t have the ability to read minds. Yet every time she’d left her room, he’d been there to greet her within minutes, sometimes seconds. Unlike the places back home where she could pin it on cameras and find them by a blinking red light, this place seemed to operate on medieval functions and magic. She hadn’t noticed any system in the ceilings. The only things she’d passed in the hallway had been all those infernal mirrors.

      Unless…the mirrors weren’t for decoration.

      She shuddered, her grip tightening on the sheets. When she’d been walking along the corridor, she’d dismissed the shifting shadows as her overactive imagination. What if they weren’t? Everything else in the castle responded to his whim, so it didn’t seem a drastic leap that he could use those mirrors like a looking glass. They’d been in every hallway and every room, meaning anywhere she walked in the castle, he’d be able to find her. Sickness descended like the flu. The saccharine taste of the food clung like a film to the back of her tongue, oiling her throat.

      Outside, the blizzard swirled with the same rampant wildness, the storm unceasing. No matter how much she tried, she couldn’t discern an end to the white expanse beyond her window. For the first time since she’d arrived, her distance from home lanced through her with an exquisite sharpness. Here in between, other humans were far, far away. In following the sound of the bell through the forest, she’d ended up trapped in an icy castle without another soul around, apart from the cold prince holding all the control.

      No matter how she tried, she couldn’t convince her eyes to stay closed. Sleep would be evading her tonight. Instead, Lyra remained still, staring at the shadows shifting along the ceiling as the hours rolled by until the first rays of dawn pierced the sky.

      [image: ]

      Once morning arrived, she pulled on her oversized combat boots, which had dried at this point, and paced back and forth before the door. She’d made sure to stay out of sight from the mirror because the moment she passed the one in her room or stepped into the corridor full of them, Moro would find her. At least, that’s what she guessed given her theory. She scrubbed her face with her palms as if she could open her eyes and all this would melt away. Like she’d wake up in her bed at the trailer, waiting for her dad to come back from his long work assignment. No such luck.

      She heaved a sigh and fixed her mask into place. If she didn’t appear innocent and enamored with this realm, she didn’t trust he’d let her go. In fact, the idea she could just waltz out the front door seemed naïve at this point. He’d never forced her to stay but met every mention of her returning home with subtle resistance. This had been a surreal escape at first, but now as the fetters locked into place, the stifling imprisonment weighed her down like the walk home from school to a trailer where she wasn’t welcome.

      A shiver crawled down her spine when she placed her hand on the doorknob, but she pushed through the discomfort and forced herself out the door. After a minute or so of walking through the hall with those mirrors winking at her under the bright sunlight, footsteps echoed through the place at a slow, even keel. Lyra continued in the direction of the sound, with her hands slipped into her pockets. After all, she’d learned last night he wouldn’t allow her to roam free.

      Moro rounded the corner, the charming smile plastered on his face coming off hollow in the wake of her discoveries. Sunbeams danced all around him, never sinking in, as if his skin resisted the light itself. From the moment she’d met Moro, she had tried to humanize him, but in the daylight, those different features grew all the clearer, from the razor-sharp chin and cheekbones to his pointed ears.

      “Sleep well, I hope?” he asked, stepping in line with her.

      Lyra tugged on the ends of her hair, faking embarrassment, a shade off from the discomfort she didn’t have to pretend to feel. “I apologize for being such a nuisance last night. I never intended to wake you. I was wondering if we could see those gardens you mentioned before I go on my way today?”

      She walked a tightrope with every word, one misstep from revealing her hand. Lyra wanted him to believe nothing had changed, so of course she’d mention leaving as she had every day prior. However, she wasn’t naïve enough to think he’d let her go now. Chances were, by the time they finished their stroll through the gardens, night would have fallen again, and she’d find herself compelled to stay.

      “Never a nuisance.” He waved this hand at the comment, guiding them down the yawning corridor in the direction they’d traveled the other day. “Your presence here has been a balm to my soul. Year after year alone in this place had begun to wear upon me—I hadn’t realized how much until you arrived. It’s been such a relief having someone else to talk to.” He offered a half smile, but the pain glowed in his golden eyes.

      Lyra’s shoulders sank. She couldn’t help but feel his loneliness as keenly as her own. Despite her distrust, Lyra had the nagging doubt that maybe she’d misunderstood his intent. Perhaps he wasn’t the monster or jailer she’d chalked him up to be and had just grown unused to human interaction.

      She glanced to the mirrors, unable to look him in the eye as guilt weighed her down. “I needed this escape. Life at home hasn’t been the best, and this is the sort of castle you could spend a lifetime exploring.”

      The tension from him dissipated, the sadness banished as he responded to her words with a soft smile. She was reminded of the wonder and excitement that’d filled her upon first arriving here, how he had appeared lonely and different, but she’d felt a camaraderie all the same. Moro had saved her from freezing to death in front of the castle. Could he really mean her harm?

      They strolled along dappled corridors filled with the sunlight that glinted off the many mirrors lining the way. Despite the conflicting thoughts crowding her mind, she couldn’t shake her distrust. As they got closer to the hallway they’d traipsed down yesterday, the more infrequent the rooms grew, as did the mirrors. Carved windows showcased antechambers made of icy floors and walls that glowed under this beautiful, sunlit day. The iron door covered in roses greeted them from the end of the hall, the familiar, chilly breezes sweeping their way.

      As they approached, Moro quickened his step to grab the door and hold it open. “After you, milady. I hope you won’t be disappointed.”

      Lyra doubted anything in this place could disappoint her—everything she’d seen so far had been magnificence beyond her greatest imaginings. She strode out onto the carved steps descending to the ground level, each one dripping with icicles. Until she’d walked outside the castle, she hadn’t grasped how high up they were on the second floor. From this ledge, she could see the landscape for miles around, even with the drifting snow and the fierce blizzard beyond the gates. Yet apart from dense pines and fields of white, she didn’t spot any trail or forest signaling the way home.

      Even though several gusts of wind caused her to shiver and snowflakes fell to melt on her skin, she didn’t feel the need to run and retrieve her jacket. Just as the inside of the castle remained at a comfortable, if not brisk, temperature, so did the grounds. From the very appearance of this place in her woods, the castle of ice hadn’t followed the rules that existed in her realm.

      “Where’s this mysterious garden of yours?” she asked. “I couldn’t find a rock if I threw it three feet in front of me with all this snow.”

      He laughed, the sound holding the sharp resonance of shattering glass, and he darted down the steps with a speed she couldn’t hope for, each step sure and even. “The castle protects its own. Even with all the snowfall, the ice garden remains pristine.”

      Lyra shuddered. If the ice garden contained marvels like the eerie statues in the ballroom, she’d be satisfied with sitting this adventure out. However, she’d already committed, so she rallied her nerves and took off down the stairs after him. Upon reaching the bottom of the staircase, a marked stone pathway cut through the light dusting on the ground.

      She hopped from stone to stone, careful to keep her boots from absorbing too much snow. Whenever—if—the opportunity arose to escape, she’d prefer dry boots to start. Dwelling on those thoughts fed the gaping maw of worry that grew with every passing day she remained in this place. The breeze tossed her hair around, and the occasional snowflake dotted her nose—altogether it made for a gorgeous winter day. Under normal circumstances, she would’ve reveled in the brisk wind and the solemn sunlight. However, no matter how she tried, her guard wouldn’t lower.

      As they reached the back of the castle, the first fringes of the garden made an appearance. A wrought iron fence tipped with fleur de lis traveled the length of the pathway, and the occasional trellis stretched up the castle walls, covered in iced roses. Coniferous shrubs, kept precisely sheared, lined the way, but even these small touches paled in comparison to the ice gardens displayed out back.

      Lyra’s experience with gardening revolved around the small patch of dirt she tried to grow vegetables in behind the trailer or the sweeping Victorian ones she’d imagined from the countless books she’d read. What lay beyond stole her breath away.

      While the blizzard raged on beyond the castle, only a thin layer of snow coated the landscape here, a brilliant, untouched topcoat. The gardens spanned for miles, individual sections designed with the same sort of careful artistry that existed throughout the castle. A hedge maze dominated the center, the dark green needles providing a flush of color to contrast the snow on the ground and the winter dust overtop. The segmented areas of the gardens surrounded the maze like petals on a flower.

      The ice roses she’d passed grew in more plentiful arrangements here, covering pine trellises that reached several feet from the ground. In the center of the first section, a small bench and archway adorned with more of the same allowed for a quiet view of the garden. An entire field of tulips lay in another direction, these in varying shades from ice blue to cerulean. Yet another section did away with ice flowers, preferring a more permanent exhibit of wrought iron blooms. The spiral pattern led to the center where a large statue of a hooded woman cast a long shadow across the sector.

      Moro led her along the path, and as they walked past hanging ice globes dotting the way, light blossomed from inside each one, making the most gorgeous lanterns she’d ever seen.

      “I suppose this is a different landscape than you’re used to,” he said, casting a glance in her direction.

      “Am I gawking too much?” she asked, grinning despite her reservations. “I live in the worst area of my town. We see more rubble and decay than cultivated beauty like this.”

      He shook his head, slowing his pace so they walked side by side. “It pains me that you must return there. A lovely woman like yourself deserves a castle as stunning as this.”

      She digested his words—charming, sure. However, charms fell flat when no trust had been built. On her third day here, she knew next to nothing about the man, and if she tried to dig, he would pirouette around her questions like he had already. Lyra didn’t know where he came from—not really—what he was, or why he remained in this castle when he wanted to leave.  She’d been an open book about her dissatisfaction with her home life, but he’d dodged delving any deeper into his personal history. She had yet to decide whether that was coincidence or not.

      “You’re right about the castle,” she agreed. “This is a much more beautiful place to live.” She didn’t give him any definitive, but she’d cling to politeness like a lifeboat.

      Politeness had helped her blend in the past, to remain unobtrusive so she could gauge a situation from behind the barrier. The past couple of years, those skills were one of the few ways she’d been able to dodge beatings from Melinda. The woman didn’t spare the rod.

      Seemingly satisfied with her answer, Moro focused on the next section of the garden they crossed into. “Not that this garden doesn’t have its dangers. See that over there?” he pointed toward a small pile of rubble forming a miniature hill coated in snow. “It might appear one cohesive mass, but if you tried to climb up the hill, the loose rocks would slide and bury you alive.”

      Lyra swallowed, hard, as she craned her neck to get a better view. She couldn’t quite be sure if he intended the comment as a threat or warning. On further investigation, his words proved true—certain sections of the hill caved in more than others, and in some spots the defined rocks had gotten loose, giving peeks of slate from underneath the white canopy.

      “How did you come to this place?” she asked, her voice ringing through the quiet of the garden. If she remained silent, the chaos in her mind would consume her.

      “I was invited to stay. This castle has been my home for too many years to count.” His tone sharpened, the sole hint she broached on a delicate subject since his expression didn’t betray an ounce of annoyance. Indeed, whenever they broached anything personal, he avoided those topics with the same precise grace he’d danced around them yesterday. “After all, who wouldn’t want to live in a place like this?”

      She wouldn’t—not for an eternity, but she didn’t voice her opinion. Instead, she murmured in agreement, keeping her true thoughts quiet and safe. The midday sun peaked now, signaling the start of afternoon. A frown hit her face before she could hide it. Either the hours passed at a different pace here, or the days ran shorter than back home. Regardless, another day was moving faster than she was comfortable with, and by the time they’d returned inside the castle, night would be encroaching. She had the feeling he’d make the same suggestion as the nights before.

      Stay. Stay in the castle.

      Everything he’d said and his actions thus far had gravitated toward the one sentiment over and over again. However, she needed to discern whether he did it on purpose and what objective he had in mind. If she seized the moment now, she could insist on heading home. Lyra could demand they leave the garden and he offer her a way to the woods she’d come from.

      Yet the sinking feeling in her gut warned her, same as it had yesterday. Lyra couldn’t explain the instinct she followed, but here in this foreign land, she wasn’t about to abandon her gut impulses. Even though her father might’ve returned home at this point, since she had no idea how time passed here, Lyra needed to chance another night. Before making any sudden decisions, she needed answers.

      The wind whistled through the garden, creating a beautiful, chilling sound, like the flute, as it blew past the icicles descending on either side of them. They followed the stone pathway to where the beginning crags of the mountainside framed this section. This mountain peaked somewhere in the tufts of clouds above them, the first of a range spanning to the West as far as she could see when she’d looked from the castle window. The unfamiliarity of this domain enhanced her desire to leave.

      By the time they’d looped along the path and back to the castle, the sun had reached a tawny color as it descended to the horizon. The shadows stretched longer, like claws trying to find their footholds on any spare surface they could manage. Longing seized her as the reds and yellows cascaded onto the icy tundra, and she couldn’t dispel the ache in her heart. The sunsets she’d watched through the trees in her spot belonged to another person in another lifetime. Even though she hated so much about the trailer park, about living with Melinda and the jerks at school, Lyra missed everything, even the bad.

      Moro’s mouth opened, but she could see in his eyes what he’d say. Instead of waiting, she pre-empted, because this time she had a plan.

      “I hate to be a burden like this, but it’s getting dark,” she said, clasping her hands behind her back. “Would you mind if I stayed one more night?”

      “Why, dear lady, you may stay as long as you like. Consider this your home.”

      While the words were innocuous, when he spoke a hunger lurked in his gaze that all the control in the world couldn’t hide. A shiver rippled down her spine with the way his eyes glittered as he regarded her. He didn’t view her with soft appreciation or the heat of desire—this was greed, and she saw past the gilt glaze.

      “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, I’d love to eat something when we get back,” she suggested. “I’m famished.” His pattern grew predictable, his tricks becoming transparent.

      He nodded, a slow smile reaching his unblinking eyes at last. Moro quickened his pace, guiding them along the pathway that led to the staircase inside. Lyra lifted her chin and set her jaw. Let him think he had the control because after tonight, she’d get to the bottom of the mysteries here.
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      Lyra was stuffed by the time Moro walked her to the room. He’d delivered yet another feast he couldn’t possibly have managed to make in the time he stepped out and returned, this one consisting of a beefsteak with gravy over roasted turnips. As she expected, the saccharine taste clung to the meal, like with everything she’d eaten here thus far. They’d swapped casual conversation, and yet again he had glossed over any specifics, avoiding any more answers to the mountain of questions she’d accumulated.

      Moro kept the conversation focused on the wondrous treasure room he planned on showing her tomorrow. Though she could admit curiosity, her growing sense of fear overrode any plans to stay another day. Besides, if she happened to indulge, she had the feeling he’d find some way to stall until night descended.

      She hadn’t been able to leave without finishing her food after her foray into the hallway last night. He’d watched her, and when she’d tried to stop midway through, he gave polite protestation until she succumbed and finished her plate. As she’d expected, once she placed the emptied plate down on the floor, her eyes began to droop and the exhaustion crashed in. Her mounting worries turned the savory flavors stale on her tongue, churning her stomach.

      When at last the door clicked shut, Lyra didn’t move until his soft footfalls echoed along the corridor. Two mirrors resided in her room—a small one by the bed stand and a long one on the far wall. She took care to remain out of sight as she headed for the bathroom.

      While this wasn’t her first choice, since he’d pushed her into eating, she didn’t have another. She sank to her knees because if she waited any longer, sleep might steel her chance. The cold tile steeled her resolve. Lyra jammed two fingers down her throat and retched into the medieval style toilet.

      The contents of her stomach plummeted into the porcelain as she gagged, her throat spasming in the wake of the violent heaving. If the food left her stomach, she might not be lulled to sleep. After her stomach stopped convulsing, she gripped the sides of the toilet and pushed herself up. Her legs were shaky as she made her way over to the sink, which didn’t have the obligatory mirror above, to her relief. Lyra wiped the corner of her mouth and sipped at some water to clear out the terrible taste. Whether her body had been shocked awake from heaving or her idea worked, the effects of the dinner had subsided for the time being. Her hands trembled from the effort, but she regained her mental acuity.

      Night descended upon the castle, and with it came the crawling shadows and an unerring sense of caution. Lyra perched on the side of the bed, wide awake and wrestling with the one problem she had to overcome before exploring the castle: all of those damned mirrors. She glared at the one on the far wall—long, rectangular, and as tall as her, and she squeezed the sheets in frustration.

      Unless she could use his tool against him.

      Careful to not let her reflection catch in the tall mirror facing the edge of her bed and the nightstand, she crept around to the side. The framed piece hung by wire and a nail. Her heart beat a little faster in her chest as she grabbed it from the edge and off the wall with all the precision she could manage. She gripped it at an awkward angle as her fingertips dug into the metal frame until she stepped behind the mirror. With one quick motion, she grabbed the other side, carrying the long rectangle in front of her like a shield. Let’s see if he could spy on her if he only saw a mirror reflecting back.

      Each step was careful, since too much movement or shaking would draw attention, and she’d planned her destination. Out of all the majestic rooms Moro had whisked her away to, the throne room, outdoors, and the ballroom, he’d never brought her in the direction of the hallway, the one that bred darkness and cold.

      She turned the mirror in a different direction, extricated her hand, and opened the door. Time to find out what secrets the corridor hid.

      Bringing her mirror in front of her, she took the first, tentative step into the hallway. To the right lay a familiar route, but to her left lay the unexplored corridor, which without fail managed to give her the creeps. This stretch only consisted of four close-together mirrors before she could step down the corridor with so few. A shaky breath slipped past her lips. She could do this. She had to do this.

      The first steps she took, she thought her legs would shake right off her body. So far she hadn’t heard any sounds of his arrival, but she’d believed she was in the clear last night, and he’d slunk up behind her. A shudder rippled down her spine, and she cast a quick glance back.

      Empty.

      Approaching the first mirror, she turned to face it, trying to keep her fingertips out of view as much as possible. Her palms had begun to sweat, and she struggled to keep a tight grip. If she didn’t get answers soon, she’d have to try leaving, and based on the careful protestations he’d made so far, she wasn’t sure how Moro would respond.

      One step, two steps. She bypassed the first mirror and let out a breath. Lyra stood still, letting the cool shadows wash over her as she paused and waited. Walking through the hallway holding a mirror wasn’t something she could explain away if caught.

      On the opposite side lay the next mirror, a round one, so she pivoted quickly to face the other wall, hoping he wouldn’t notice the brief disruption. She continued to inch her way down this corridor. Another held breath, another mirror bypassed, and no sign of Moro. The castle during the day held such splendors, and even filled with mystery, the golden rays of the sun banished some of her fears. At night however, the deep blue of her surroundings, the darkened shadows clinging to the crevasses, and the hollow, shifting mirrors heightened her paranoia.

      She swiveled around again, turning the mirror to face the third and then the fourth one. Lyra continued her measured pace until she reached the right turn she’d been dreading to make. A door lay at the end of this hall, and two mirrors kept her from it. Though she’d walked through the place feeling little of winter’s cold, the closer she got to this door, the more the chill caused her flesh to prickle with goosebumps. Her tongue dried, making it difficult to swallow. Even though she took care to keep her footsteps light, every breath she took sent a shock of worry that she made too much noise and might draw him here.

      The final mirror hung a couple of footsteps before the door. She sucked in a breath and turned again. As she slid to the right, her boot scuffed the floor. Lyra stumbled forward, and a surge of adrenaline burst through her, flooding to her fingertips. Hefting the mirror up, she caught her balance, hoping Moro hadn’t caught the lapse. After several moments of silence passed with no sign of him, she let out a shaky breath and continued onward to the door, a tall, black monstrosity inhaling more shadows than the rest of the place.

      Her hand rested on the cold iron doorknob carved with intricate knotwork. This held the same gravity as the other important rooms they’d wandered to, but the biting cold radiating from this one seemed appropriate.

      With a twist of the knob, she opened the door.

      Her chest sank. She hadn’t known what she hoped for, but it wasn’t this. On the far right wall sat a single, wire-rimmed chair, and a large gray-and-white patterned rug covered the center of the floor. A small chandelier comprised of pale crystal droplets, a couple candleholders on the walls with unused candles in them, and a long, stretch mirror on the far left were the only decorations in this room. Lyra took several steps forward and closed the door with a gentle creak behind her, careful to stay out of the mirror’s field of view.

      A chill clung to this room, but certain spots grew Arctic, numbing her toes. She paced back and forth on the carpet, trying to figure out what she was missing. After propping the mirror up, Lyra ran her fingertips along the flat surface of the icy walls in an attempt to find some bump or secret door. There had to be some reason why the unnatural cold emanated from this room and why being in here made her skin crawl.

      No luck. She tried moving the candleholders, but they didn’t budge either, and the chair in the corner didn’t unlock a secret entrance. In the middle of walking toward the mirror, cold washed over her like a mainline of ice water, so strong she stopped in her tracks. The rug lay under her feet, same pattern as the others, except the one corner stuck up as if it had been pulled on a regular basis. She squatted on the floor and rolled the rug forward.

      After all, who would hide their secrets in plain sight?

      Moving the carpeting revealed an iron rectangle with a handle in the exact spot she’d stepped. As she put her hands on it, the cold burned her fingers, and she yanked them away. Lyra squeezed her hands together to bring back the warmth. Now or never. Whatever lay underneath the door remained hidden for a reason, and since her host refused to give her answers, she’d have to seek them herself. Steeling for the shock, she gripped onto the rung and tugged the door open.

      A set of steps led the way into a pit of darkness. The air tasted sharp and stagnant. Fear gripped her by the throat, but if she didn’t take the plunge, she’d have much bigger problems. With a glance to the door and then one to the mirror, she balled her hands into fists before descending into the shadows.

      After carrying the mirror through the corridor to here, she felt unprotected without it—after all, who knew what might wait for her at the bottom of these steps. However, if he used mirrors to keep watch, perhaps he wouldn’t install any down here. She halted mid-step. What if he wasn’t the real danger in this place? Before the dark, insidious thought took root, she pushed herself to continue down the stairs.

      Goosebumps prickled along her arms, either from the cold or the immersive darkness as she made her way down the stairs. Her boots scraped against the rough grain of the steps, but her feet had frozen to the point she could barely feel them. The further she descended, the more her eyes adjusted, and similar, dimly-lit globes to those she’d seen outside cast the room in bluish light.

      Upon reaching the base of the steps, she stopped and looked around.

      Lyra wished she hadn’t. She wished she’d never found the door or wandered through the halls. If she’d stayed in bed, shut her eyes, and hadn’t indulged in her curiosity, she could have kept herself from this place.

      Against the far wall stood ice statues. Except these looked nothing like the ones in the ballroom, all polished with vacant faces. Agony lived in these frosted gazes, and the ice hardened the lines of pain and fear etched with permanence into these sculptures. A pit grew in her stomach, one that twisted more fiercely by the second. Dim lighting glanced off the statues that stared back at her like she was a monster. Maybe she’d stumbled into the section where the rejected pieces were kept.

      However, the statues closer to the steps weren’t nearly the same.

      No. It couldn’t be.

      Moro might be off, but he couldn’t do this.

      Ice hadn’t encapsulated these yet, and though some people’s legs and arms had been frozen, the rest of their bodies were real. Human. And many hadn’t been finished yet.

      He was making ice statues of live people.

      Along the wall, over a dozen people of differing ages were chained up, some encased from the waist down, and others almost reaching frosted completion. The permeating ice turned the exposed skin ashy and pale, as if they were being changed from the inside out. Eyes stared at her, seeing but not moving. Lips had turned blue from the cold or glazed over as they transformed. She couldn’t pull her gaze away even if she wanted to, and oh god, she wanted to. The cold burned her skin, as if the ice threatened to devour her too.

      The room smelled like decay, metal, and ice, all of which made her nose sting, and she couldn’t help the bile rising in her throat. Monster. That creature roaming the halls was a monster. The soft bluish lighting did little to illuminate the room, pale rays in comparison to the bitter revelations of the truth. The coldness slithered across her skin, and their gazes bored into her as she approached. At the sound of her footsteps, one girl who could’ve been her age looked up from where she was chained and let out a sharp gasp.

      With slow, hesitant steps, she approached the ice figures. The one girl watched her, dark eyes glinting in the low light. When Lyra stepped in front of her, she caught the glisten of tears in the girl’s eyes.

      “I knew there was a reason he hasn’t been down.” The girl’s voice came out feeble and spiderweb thin, as if she struggled to breathe. Chains suspended her arms to the wall, and her legs had already frozen over. Tendrils of ice spread up her body like the tide’s crawl up the shore. The girl’s skin had a pale blue pallor, the blood drained away in lieu of the slow freeze that encroached. Even though her eyes were stark and vivid from crying, the cold had begun to outline the trails of her tears.

      “Moro did this.” Lyra said, not a question in her mind.

      The moment she voiced it out loud, everything clicked into place, all the lingering doubts, the shifting shadows, and the slow, trickling inkling that something wasn’t right here. And with that realization came a fear so dizzying the room swirled around her.

      The most important question sprang to her lips. “Why?”

      The girl’s lip cracked as she opened her mouth to respond. Ragged breaths escaped from her throat. “Wants to leave. This is his prison, and the one way for him to escape is if someone willingly takes his place.”

      Lyra’s lips formed a thin line as the final piece of information settled in her mind. Clarity descended. “And these are all the people who said no.”

      The girl fell silent, looking at her with big eyes widened by pain and fear. The pleading expression broke Lyra’s heart because she didn’t know how she’d ever manage to escape, let alone reverse the magic done to the poor girl. Or any of the other people here. My god, she would die here. She would be sentenced to this hellish fate, forced to watch her own limbs turn to ice until she could no longer move, no longer breathe, and then she’d be trapped here with him for an eternity. For a moment, Lyra forgot how to breathe.

      She swallowed, forcing herself to take a deep breath, and then another one in an attempt to rein in the terror. The girl didn’t seem to have much energy to expend, so if she wanted more answers, she’d have to choose only vital ones.

      “He takes you when you want to leave…” The girl trailed off, her lips barely moving. “If the mirrors don’t catch you, then the blizzard will.”

      Lyra’s stomach sank. She had known deep in her gut that if she insisted on leaving, he would find a way to stop her. Now she understood why. Even if she managed to thwart the mirrors, once he discovered her gone, he would do anything in his power to make sure she didn’t escape. If he didn’t accomplish the task, the blizzard would do the rest of the work. Who knew how many had met their final fate in the snow drifts she’d waded through. Her throat tightened, and a sickening wave of despair swept over her. Home had never felt further away.

      A few ice statues rattled, blocky movements and sliding eyes as they tried to form words. Heat stung her eyes at their struggle, at how little remained of them. Their agony sliced right through her, sharp enough that she lost her breath. These people were too far gone. The ice must’ve penetrated their insides. The girl didn’t have much longer either from the looks of it—she must have been the most recent attempt before Lyra had shown up.

      Lyra’s shoulders shook until her entire body trembled. All of his feigned loneliness and sympathetic airs hid the real monster of this castle, a creature waiting to kidnap and destroy anyone who refused to take his place here. Lyra had believed Melinda was bad, but that woman paled in comparison to the charming sociopath roaming this castle.

      “Is there a secret exit I could take? One where he might not find me?” she asked, running on instinct.

      Out of all the questions surfacing, this was the only one that mattered. If she could find a way to melt the statues, she’d bring whomever she could along with her. At least if she faced the blizzard, she could hope—this tortuous, slow demise made her skin crawl.

      “On the far wall is a tunnel leading to the main floor by the front door. He brought me down that way after I’d tried to run.” The girl shivered, but whether from the cold or memories, Lyra couldn’t tell. She opened her mouth to ask another question when goosebumps prickled across her arms in silent warning. If Moro caught her here, he would chain her up with the rest of them.

      “I have to get back.” Lyra glanced to the steps. “I’ll return.”

      If he happened to wander her hallway to check in on her and found her missing—well, she didn’t have an excuse in the world that would hold up. The idea of the slow, agonizing transition into ice bottomed her stomach out. She nodded in the direction of the girl and headed for the stairs.

      “Remember, the castle protects its own.” Her faint voice followed. Lyra didn’t have time to mull the statement over when she stepped out from the stairwell and returned to the hushed room. As terrifying as below was, the dungeon down there had been the first real thing she’d witnessed in this castle, a glittering palace of charades.

      From down the hallway, the shadows lightened to gray, meaning she needed to return as soon as possible. She closed the iron door, shaking her numbed fingers before rolling the carpeting back over. The entire time, she took care to stay out of view from the mirror on the wall and the one she’d set down. Sneaking around the backside of the tall mirror, she regained her grip on her long, rectangular shield. She opened the door a crack, but apart from the faint, remaining rays of moonlight gliding through the halls, no shadows lurked. Moro was nowhere in sight.

      With each hesitant step forward, Lyra repeated her process to stay out of sight from the mirrors, her pivots taken with utmost care. Whereas before she’d had imagined fears, now that they’d been realized, dread settled deep in her bones at what fate awaited if he caught her. She would be just another statue in the lonely ballroom, imprisoned for eternity in this castle of ice. Not like she had any way of telling, but she hoped and prayed that when the ice infiltrated completely, they were killed outright. The alternative was too horrible.

      The fervor of her thoughts compensated for the vacant silence of the corridor as she bypassed all the mirrors on the way to her room. Her heartbeat pounded at a deafening pace, the throbbing pulse so loud she feared Moro would hear it halfway across the castle. She sucked in a breath, trying to rein in her panic as she edged closer and closer to her room. Upon reaching the door, she glanced in—no sign of him. She backed in through the entrance, keeping the mirror focused on the wall.

      She tiptoed into the room, her legs threatening to shake at this point as she made her way to the space adjacent to the entrance where the mirror had been positioned before. With each step closer, she continued to glance toward the hall. Apart from the still shadows, she caught no signs of anyone. Shaky relief coursed through her as she backed into the wall and repositioned her hands to hang the mirror. Her arms dropped at last, and the shakes began after holding the mirror aloft for so long.

      With a trembling sigh, Lyra walked over to sit on her bed.

      “Up so early?” that silken smooth voice came from the door. Moro stood in the doorframe, arms crossed and golden eyes watching.
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      The truth cast Moro in a different light. While the man had classically handsome features, chiseled and symmetrical, their sharpness twisted into cruelty in the wake of her discovery. His skin was pale as the surrounding snow, betraying no emotion he didn’t choose, and his dark hair belonged with the shadows he’d emerged from.  What Lyra once mistook for mischief in his eyes, she now understood had been malevolence all along. When she’d first arrived, she thought his smiles were strained due to loneliness or deep sadness. However, now she knew the truth. His black hole of a gaze consumed.

      And here stood the man who’d snuffed out hundreds of human lives at a whim. What terrified her the most as he stood in the doorway was the subtlety of his sadism. The monstrous side of him bubbled beneath the surface, and she could have believed him good and kind until he shackled her to the wall in the basement.

      Despite the discoveries she’d made, Lyra Greystone had a part to play.

      “I slept through the night,” she said, tucking back strands of her hair and hoping he didn’t notice the sweat glistening on her palms. “But once I woke up a little bit ago, I had a hard time falling asleep again. I was going to go search for you—but it looks like you were already awake?”

      “Plagued by insomnia, dear lady. I tend to roam the halls at night when trying to quiet my mind.” He leaned against the doorframe, the picture of effortless grace.

      Lyra nodded as if she digested the bullshit he sought to spoon-feed her. Either he didn’t sleep or he wouldn’t sleep while she stayed here in order to protect his secrets. Now that she knew his true aim—someone to take his place in the castle prison—she’d have to choose her words with caution. One small slip and she might become the new monster of this castle, never getting to see her own world again.

      “Since we’re both up for the morning, can we explore?” she asked, hoping to distract him from further questioning. “I remember mention of a treasure room.”

      Going anywhere with this creature made her skin crawl, but if she opted to spend the day locked in her room, she’d draw his suspicion for sure. Besides, she’d never find a chance to escape while he knew she was awake and could stumble onto the rooms he kept secret. Night was her chance to roam, and even with minimal sleep, exhaustion only claimed her when she ate his meals—more of the magic of this castle.

      “Trust me, you could spend an entire lifetime in this place and never finish exploring.” He stepped into the hallway, his movements silent as he swept his hand out to gesture for her to follow. The odd comments of his that had sawed at her intuition now made sense—he fished for exclamations of longing to live there forever.

      “That sounds rather daunting,” she murmured, scratching the nape of her neck as she stepped to the doorway. “I’ll be content with whatever excursion you have planned.”

      “To the treasure room we’ll go—trust me, you’ve never seen the like of the wonders contained there.” He took off at once, strolling in the same direction they always went. Never to the room with the hidden passage filled with all his vile secrets.

      As they stepped out of the bedroom, the chill from that direction and the memories from a mere hour ago demanded her attention. Despite the urge, she forced herself to keep her eyes on him, even if the sight made her stomach bottom out. One glance toward the corridor and he might notice. Moro hadn’t ensnared this many people through negligence. The creature wove his web like a spider, slowly, patiently waiting until the right time to snap upon his prey. His precise movements resembled an arachnid’s with a careful crawl and premeditated approach. His patience made him far more dangerous than a monster on the chase.

      Even though the bright sunlight beamed on her, cold penetrated her from the inside out like the dozens of ice statues she’d seen below. Those had been innocents who’d stumbled here unaware, folks who just wanted to get away from bad situations and ended up encased in ice. Her heart twisted into knots as she sucked in a sharp breath.

      Moro didn’t bother with as much casual conversation this time, instead setting a fast pace as they maneuvered the twisting hallways. While they walked, she marked her surroundings. Even though they’d never passed the front door, Lyra could make an educated guess as to where it might be. Trying to escape through the main door without attracting his attention seemed a fool’s errand, but she needed to find a way soon. After a while he’d grow impatient of her noncommittal responses, and when she gave him the firm and final no—well, she’d seen that fate.

      The girl’s last words echoed in her mind, over and over.

      The castle protects its own.

      Before she could speculate any longer, Moro stopped in front of another door, this one’s silver veneer glowing in the sunlight.

      The charming smile that flourished on his face never reached his eyes. “Now, I warn you once you’ve seen the wonders in here, you may never want to return home.”

      As she’d been doing, Lyra deflected. “I can’t imagine anything more spectacular than the gardens from yesterday.” She hadn’t been paying attention enough to notice before, but his smile froze. Though almost imperceptible, now the cues leapt out at her. All his attempts to sway her to stay and she’d been averting them without realizing. Her throat tightened. She had walked one slippery rope from the moment she arrived.

      Moro swept the door open with the same ridiculous flourishes he’d been using from the start. Maybe some ladies found his extravagance charming, but each time her gaze slipped his way, she could only see the girl chained up in the dungeon, slowly turning to ice. Compared to the hellish future she faced, she’d take her harmless stepmother or the jerks at school any day.

      “This, my dear, is the treasure room.” He led the way inside.

      Despite the paranoia running through her veins, Lyra couldn’t help but gape. Like every main room in this castle, everything from the finished floors to the décor was flawless. She would never find anything so grandiose back home, but at this point, she’d give anything for a bowl of microwaved mac and cheese in her cluttered, mildew-scented bedroom.

      The multi-level space spanned so far back she couldn’t quite distinguish the end. Yet, unlike the open, tiled floors where they’d danced, jewels, gold trinkets, and statues cluttered every inch, a veritable dragon’s hoard. Ice arches cast shadows over the piles of treasure, and in each alcove on the second floor, more lacquered chests and carved stone fountains held the sort of iridescent crystals she’d never seen in her life. Opals the size of fists and other gems glowed like fire under the massive chandelier lighting. Gold coins lay strewn across the floor as if they were idle pennies.

      Moro strolled through the room with the same blasé look he reserved for every splendor he showed her. After all, not only had he seen these rooms a thousand times, but based on all the ice sculptures here, he had done this song and dance for more unwitting humans than she could count. The castle wasn’t a home for him, but a prison.

      Despite her hesitation, she reached forward and began rummaging through some of the open chests. If she’d only get to see these once, she might as well explore rather than watching her host so intently. Her fingertips glided over necklaces beaded with enough rubies to buy the whole trailer park she lived in. She skimmed over a large silver vase with carved filigree rosebuds lining the base and an opalescent rim. What better way to secure these unique treasures than leave them in a prison?

      Lyra dug through a pile of gems, the surfaces glittering under the light of the chandelier. She stopped when she came upon one—round, smooth, and dark as midnight. Pinpricks of light danced within the depths like a thousand stars, and if she squinted, she could almost see a faint glow like moonlight. When Moro strode ahead of her with the least bit of interest and nudged aside a toppling statue in his path, she pocketed the stone. Something about it beckoned to her.

      “Tell me,” his voice broke through the hush of the room, almost making her jump. “What made you so lonely back home?”

      Since his ploys of baiting her with wonders weren’t working, he’d switched tactics. Of course. She’d play along.

      “My stepmother, mostly. She’d always made it clear she’d rather I wasn’t around, and when my father married her, he started working long trucking routes. He’s gone for weeks at a time while I’m left with a woman who hates me.” She let out a shaky sigh, airing her issues under the false pretense. “Doesn’t make the place feel much like a home.”

      “Well, you’ve always got a home here,” he offered, turning to face her. Clever, clever man.

      She gave him a half-smile. “I don’t deserve that sort of kindness.”

      Again, his grin tightened for a second. He pivoted around again to peer into another archway. Sooner rather than later, he’d grow tired of her deflections, and based on the strain of his responses, she neared the end of his rope. Lyra hoped his patience didn’t dry up today because tonight she would seize the chance to escape this realm.

      “While we could sort through this room all day long, why don’t we enjoy a cup of tea?” Moro suggested, the smoothness in his voice crawling across her skin like bugs. She didn’t trust ingesting anything he offered.

      “Or if I might impose?” she asked, regretting her quickness as she interjected. Her mind raced for any diversion, any way to keep from drinking anything too early that might ensure she’d sleep through the night. Sweat pricked across her temple as his gaze flicked her way, whip-quick.

      “Nothing’s an imposition.” Moro feigned interest as he flipped a coin in his hand. She couldn’t try to appeal to his empathy, so she tried his narcissism instead.

      “When I first arrived here, you played the flute. That song was so beautiful, and I don’t think I’ve ever heard anything quite like it, or will again. Would you be willing to play for me?” She stumbled over her words, praying they came out as hesitation to ask rather than the spur of the moment whim to distract. Moro crossed his arms as he appeared to mull over her request.

      “Follow me to the throne room. I think I can indulge you,” Moro said, a smile as sharp as a razor blade returning to his face. “Though you do put an awful lot of pressure on me to match up to my first performance.”

      Good. Better he think her entranced than suspicious. Like she’d learned with Melinda, if she faked ignorance, she could avoid the fury.

      They left the glittering contents of the treasure room behind and stepped into the sunlit halls of the castle. She kept her hands in her pockets as she walked, and she couldn’t help but brush her fingers over the glossy stone weighting down her one side. Lyra remained at least three paces away from him the entire way over. Even though she pretended to be oblivious to the goings on in the castle, standing too close to him made her throat seize. If she could put at least a couple of inches between them, she would.

      “Do you miss your parents, Lyra?” he asked.

      The question came out of nowhere, but she hadn’t missed the edge to his voice. Another veiled question where the wrong answer could land her below with the others, freezing from the inside out.

      “I miss my mother, sure,” she said, her tone growing bitter as she tried to focus on anything but the countless mirrors watching her. “She passed away years ago, so it’s not like I can do anything to get her back. As for my father, given the choice, he’d pick Melinda over his own flesh and blood.”

      Voicing her worries out loud, the ones that had eaten her apart from the moment she’d witnessed Melinda cheating on her dad, cleared all the confusion. The answer had been simple all along. Lyra worried if she told her father, he’d choose his relationship over her, but she now realized how dumb those worries had been. Even though the time they’d gone camping was a distant memory, when he was home, he still took her to grab strawberry ice cream because of a bad day. He’d even gone on an impromptu hike while bone-tired from his last shift. Though she rarely saw him due to work, he pulled those long hours because of love too. Her father cared for her, and no matter who came into their lives, that wouldn’t change.

      Moro stopped mid-stride to turn her way, his face twisted in a farce of compassion. Those pale eyes were devoid of real, human emotion. “I’ve seen so many cases of neglect. Humans can be quite cruel to one another. No wonder you want a reprieve from it all.”

      She didn’t trust herself to respond, so she nodded, her tongue dry. Like he had room to talk of human cruelty. To Moro, humans were a means to an end to be used and discarded when they refused to live out the rest of his sentence in this immaculate prison.

      “I would understand if you never wanted to return,” he said, his voice carefully light. His gaze pierced right through her, and ice traveled through her veins.

      That was the direct question, the one to shoehorn her into the response he’d been trying get from her this entire time. Sweat beaded her temple, and any quick or clever reply abandoned her in the wake of fear. His eyes sharpened—jagged as broken glass.

      “Here I am weighing you down with my tales of woe, when you’ve been nothing but a gracious host. Why don’t we ignore my melancholy and get to the song you promised,” she forced a smile to her face and faked the lightness in her voice, hoping he didn’t detect the slight tremble.

      Something dark and ugly flashed beneath his features at her response. Nothing detectable to the average observer, but Lyra’s life depended on gauging this man’s moods. The temper he’d restrained thus far had begun to peek out, and what lay beneath terrified her.

      “How could I forget my promise?” Even his tone of voice held an impatience that hadn’t been there. The spider had bound her in his web, snared her to the castle, and after waiting days to devour, he prepared to strike. He crossed the final steps to the throne room doors and flung them open.

      Marching inside, he snapped his flute from the gilt holder he kept beside the throne. These movements revealed the violent temper brewing behind the facade. She stood there, hands clasped behind her back to keep her trembling fingers from sight. Lyra didn’t dare make another comment or push his temper any further because she knew what he was capable of.

      Moro sucked in a deep breath before placing his lips on the flute, and with the motion, the mask snapped into place. All the elegance, loneliness, and despair returned to his features as if he’d never abandoned them. Lyra donned her own mask of wonder, offering a false smile so different from the knots in her stomach or the beads of sweat on her brow.

      If she didn’t escape tonight, she never would.
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      The day faded as fast as they all had, except this time, Lyra waited for the night. He’d brought her dinner in the same room with the hearth, and again, the meal of roast pork and fried potatoes left a saccharine taste that now twisted her stomach with the knowledge he’d enchanted the food to make sure she stayed asleep. Lyra didn’t let her breath escape until he closed the door and his soft footsteps sounded down the hall.

      She rushed over to the bathroom, repeating the same process as yesterday. With the nausea mixing with her resolve for what she’d be attempting tonight, she easily heaved the meal she’d eaten. After the displeasure crossing his face and the terseness in his tone earlier, she couldn’t have avoided the dinner tonight. Besides, she wanted him to believe without a shadow of a doubt that she slept soundly in her room. Otherwise she’d never be able to roam on her own. Wiping her mouth with a damp cloth, she maneuvered around the mirror on the far wall and sat back on her bed.

      Out past her window, the blizzard raged, a hurdle she hadn’t figured out how to overcome. Even in the dark of night those thick flakes clouded everything, forming a maelstrom that promised trouble. She’d barely made it to the castle after fighting her way through the blizzard—Moro had helped. But if he couldn’t leave the castle, then how had he retrieved her?

      Her hands curled into the cold frame as she stood by the window, scanning the grounds. When she’d first arrived, she’d gotten close—passed out right near the doors. All around the castle grounds, the blizzard had lightened to faint flurries, as if some force kept it at bay. She must’ve fallen within the perimeter.

      The castle protects its own.

      Her eyes widened with the realization. That’s what the girl had been trying to tell her. She glanced over at the thick blanket on the bed, dark blue and long enough to wrap around her shoulders. Maybe an item from the castle might shield her from the storm out there. Even though the magic of this place didn’t follow the logic from home, it had certain patterns. Not like she’d be able to move with any grace while using the blanket as a cloak, but if the fabric kept the blizzard from burying her, the risk would be worth it.

      With the way time worked in this place, she couldn’t afford to waste a minute. She slipped her peacoat from the chair it’d hung on since she’d arrived, the starchy fabric settling on her skin. Her pack weighed heavy on her shoulders once she slipped it on, as if she’d passed the point of no return. She tied her boots and pulled the blanket off the bed, folding the fabric into a manageable square for now. After all, she still needed to deal with the mirrors.

      Using the same caution as yesterday, Lyra pulled the long rectangular mirror off the wall and positioned it in front of her. With the armor of her peacoat and the shield of the mirror she wielded, Lyra approached the door. Her adrenaline stepped into overdrive. Nothing she wielded or wore would save her if Moro happened to be prowling around tonight, and as she fumbled for the doorknob, she froze.

      Even though this was her best chance of escape—maybe her only one—Moro could be waiting right outside her door.  The malevolent monster could have seen through every faked smile of hers, every attempt at distraction, and once he caught her trying to escape, she’d join the frozen prisoners below.

      Lyra sucked in a deep breath to summon her resolve. She had to try.

      She gripped the knob and turned, entering a corridor filled with the breadth of night’s shadows, the slip of illumination coming from the silver moonlight streaming through the arched windows. These hallways, which had once filled her with a sense of wonder and awe, now weighted her bones with dread. Every corner contained a potential nightmare, and each of the mirrors glinting along the path carried the danger of discovery.

      After a couple of steps, she paused and glanced behind her, unable to shake the phantom sensation that someone watched her. Moro would be roaming these halls. And when he wanted to, he could sneak up on her so quietly she’d never see him coming. Those windows offered a view that beckoned her, even if she couldn’t survive the drop to the ground. That sprawling distance out there offered the hope that she’d find a way to slip between until the snow faded away and those familiar pines of her home returned to view. However, she had to escape the castle first.

      She maneuvered around the first mirror, her fingers slippery with sweat as she swiveled to tackle the next. One step, two steps—she prepared to bypass the next one.

      A distant noise echoed through the corridor.

      Lyra froze, her fingernails digging into the wooden frame of the mirror. Slow, sonorous steps with the regularity of pacing resounded through the hall, heading in her direction.

      No, no, no.

      She had barely passed her room, and it lay close enough to sprint toward. Lyra could be inside, tucked under her blanket before Moro was any bit the wiser.

      The chill from the end of the corridor flooded her veins with the finality of her destination the longer she stayed. If she wanted to reach the front doors undetected, the secret passage down in the dungeon was her only hope.

      With one final glance to her room, she bypassed the second mirror and turned again to face the next. Desperation called for bold action, not indecision. She threw caution out the window and passed the third mirror, pivoting to face the fourth. Those footsteps grew louder, echoing in her ears with the pulse of an alarm. A droplet of sweat trickled through her hair, winding down her cheek.

      She lifted her mirror to deflect the fourth one on the opposite side of her and darted through the corridor leading to the secret room. The two remaining mirrors along the way took minimal time. Choosing her path delivered the necessary determination to see this through. When she reached the door, the knob imprinted her palms with the cold. She slipped inside with ease and edged in from behind, careful to not make a sound.

      Backing up to the wall, Lyra shifted the mirror to rest on the ground, and leaned it beside her. Out of the mirror’s line-of-sight, she crept to the center of the room and rolled up the carpeting like the night before. She found the latch for the iron door, and paused. The sound of footsteps, though faint, still echoed through the corridor. Moro roamed out there, and any second her window of escape could be shut for good.

      No more hesitation. She yanked open the door and closed it over behind her as she descended. Even though the rumpled rug would give a clear indicator of where she’d gone, the creak of the iron door would give her an alert.

      Hesitation tossed to the wind, Lyra raced down the steps. At the bottom, she turned in the direction of the dimly-lit dungeon, the cold blue globes casting faint illumination over the freezing prisoners. Those intense shadows deepened the pain in their features. Even with her peacoat on, the cold burned her skin and pinched her cheeks, part of the unnatural magic that turned people to ice. In spending her waking hours accompanying Moro, Lyra hadn’t been able to figure out a way to save them. The spell he’d cast was beyond her comprehension, and she had passed the point of investigation.

      Lyra approached the girl she’d spoken to the previous night. However, over the span of a day, the ice traveled faster than expected.

      The girl’s skin had been a pale blue yesterday, but now the gloss of ice marred her cheeks, skated across her lips, and even individual eyelashes had taken on the glaze. She stared at Lyra with milky, unseeing eyes as the spell took further hold.

      Liquid coursed past the girl’s cheek—a tear. Lyra sucked in a sharp breath, and her heart splintered at the sight. The girl had suffered for who knew how long, and Lyra had never even learned her name. Apart from the monster patrolling the halls and the silent statues beside her, she had been alone, and now she would be another of the countless victims of this ice prince. Lyra’s throat squeezed tight. This future awaited her if caught.

      “What can I do?” Lyra’s words came out hushed. The sight of the frozen girl filled her with agony that scored her insides, the sort to make her mind buzz until it reached a deafening roar. Beyond everything lay terror because this fate—this was a worse fate than she could’ve ever imagined.

      “Kill…me.”

      Lyra blinked, not registering the sound at first. The girl struggled to move her lips, and though Lyra watched the words form, her mind refused to process the request. Another tear slipped down the girl’s cheek and froze in place.

      She stepped back, the sound echoing through the hushed room. The crisp cold burned her nose, enhancing the sharp scents of the metal chains here, of the tools used to chip and carve into the icy features of statues who’d once been alive and breathing.

      How could she kill someone who’d been through horror at the hands of the ice prince? Her lip trembled, and she backed into the railing of the steps leading to the room. The already frozen statues stared at her with lifeless eyes. They could be watching her back, trapped for an eternity in ice.

      Lyra didn’t have the ability to melt the ice—she barely had the chance to escape and might not survive in the blizzard outside. If she was turning into a permanent fixture in this place, she’d want to die too. Lyra swallowed, hard, and a shudder rolled through her, as fierce and final as a wave crashing to shore. With the downturn of the girl’s lips and the tilt of her brows, pleading gripped her features even as the ice began to steal her voice away.

      A worktable on the opposite side of the room held the line of iron carving tools on display, some lying scattered about the surface. Once these people froze, Moro probably altered the features to his liking and filed away the pain and terror etched into their faces. After all, the expressions in the ballroom had been empty, vacant.

      The soles of Lyra’s boots gummed to the ground with her reluctance, but she forced herself forward to the bench where a long chisel glinted under the dim blue lighting of the globes. She plucked the tool off the table and gripped the handle tight. With each step she took toward the girl, she chipped away another ounce of her composure.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, her lips trembling so hard she could barely form the words. Her fingers numbed around the handle of the chisel, and she was grateful for that, as if the limb prepared to work separate from the rest of her body.

      “Je-n-na.” the faint response came, scraping above silence.

      She met Jenna’s gaze, but her eyes had turned opaque and hardened. Lyra’s hands shook as she lifted the chisel, aiming the point near the girl’s stomach. Patches had turned glossy with thick ice, but a few spots of cloth remained starched but pliable. Lyra angled the chisel there, and her throat tightened. Tears pricked her eyes. She didn’t want to do this. She didn’t want to end this girl’s existence. But no one else could put Jenna out of her misery, and the alternative was far, far worse.

      Lyra pushed the chisel in.

      The tip sunk through too fast, and a choked gasp emerged from Jenna’s freezing lips. A sob cut through the silence, reverberating through this too-quiet room. It took her a minute to realize she had made the sound. Lyra’s shoulders trembled, and tears trickled down her cheeks as the chisel slipped from her shaking hands. Blood didn’t blossom from the spot she’d shoved the chisel in, but the girl stopped responding. In mere moments, Jenna grew as empty and hollow as the other statues lining the room.

      Bile rose in Lyra’s throat, and she slid to the ground, her shins pressing against the freezing floor.

      Though her fingers trembled, she wiped away the tears from her cheeks and forced the deep breaths that didn’t want to come. What she’d done left her shattered like broken glass, and the cold sliced into her further. Whatever magic permeated the castle seeped in through the floor until she couldn’t feel her shins. Even though she wanted to curl in the corner of the room and hide from the world, she didn’t have the option. If she were to escape, she needed to leave now.

      Jenna had told her about the secret passage, and now she would put the knowledge to use. Unwrapping the thick blanket she’d tucked away in her backpack, she tugged it around her shoulders and knotted it like a cloak. On one side of the dungeon, the dozens of ice statues were shackled to the walls, but she wanted to head to the other end, the black-as-pitch section that would lead to the side tunnel.

      Lyra rose to her feet and sucked in a deep breath to steel her resolve. The weight of what she’d done settled over her with an overwhelming finality. She forced one foot in front of the other. Time would betray her, and if she allowed herself to dwell on what she’d done, she would never leave this place.

      With each shaky step, Lyra persevered. She bypassed the stairs leading to where she’d come from and plunged into the dark, unlit section of the room. Her shins met a couple of sharp edges, causing her to wince as she fumbled around half-blind. Lyra groped in front of her to follow the wall as best she could. Her palms slid from the cold, smooth surfaces of the walls or furniture, but a second later, she’d hit bumps and edges. If he’d left mirrors lying around this section, she was screwed.

      Lyra moved her hand forward, only for it to sink past the wall. A cold breeze swept by her, and she stumbled, pausing to wave her hands around the space.

      The passageway.

      Lyra dipped her toe into the darkness before stepping through the open doorway.  Although she couldn’t distinguish much more than gray blobs without any light, she slid her palms along the wall to follow the pathway. She’d have to proceed in the dark—couldn’t risk any light giving her away once she reached the end of the tunnel. Lyra stretched her arms out in both directions until her fingertips brushed the walls. This had to be the tunnel she searched for. A subtle shiver raced down her spine as she took step after careful step along the sloping passageway, the blanket trailing behind her. Lyra hoped beyond hope this led to the main door.

      The stale air clung to her, but not as fiercely as the film of guilt across her skin. The image of Jenna’s frozen tears would stick with her for a lifetime, and her own tears pinched the skin of her cheeks as they dried. Each breath shuddered from her, and the murky shadows shifted, causing her to halt and assess every few steps. When nothing jumped out, Lyra continued onward through the tunnel.

      Deafening silence filtered through the narrow passage, making her ears tingle. Adrenaline coursed through her veins at the slightest sound, even her own footsteps. At any moment, Moro could appear.

      The slope upward grew steeper—she could tell by the slight tug of resistance at her calves and the way her breaths came more ragged and sharper as she continued. Lyra bit her lip to quell her nerves and tasted metal as blood welled up. Still, she forged ahead. The longer she took, the slimmer her chances of escape grew, and with the way time lapsed in this place, morning could arrive at any moment.

      The toe of her boot thudded against something solid. She crouched and ran her hands along the ground in front of her—steps. The staircase leading to the front foyer.

      After stumbling up the first couple, Lyra found her footing. As she ascended with more and more steadiness, she pulled her palms from the walls to ball into fists by her side. The blanket trailed behind her along the floor, tangling around her ankles. Even as she tried to quiet her breaths, she couldn’t help the ragged edge to them. Sharpness threaded through the stagnant air the further she climbed. Her heart thumped in her ears, but as the air grew clearer, she forced away the throb of guilt. Time to focus on the task at hand.

      Lyra bumped into the door before groping for the handle. Her throat tightened as prickles of adrenaline buzzed through her. She waited in silence, listening for the tolling sound of footsteps as he patrolled the halls. If Moro swung by her room and found her bed empty, he could be searching the castle for her any moment.

      With a deep breath, she forced herself to turn the knob and pushed the door open a crack.

      Moonlight cut lavender patterns onto the icy floor, mingling with the shadows that clung to the corners of the foyer. Yards away lay the massive iron door, the looming exit. The cool light of the moon clung to the iron carvings, turning them to molten silver. To reach the door, she’d have to cross yards of open floor across the foyer, which provided clear views down two different main corridors. If Moro happened to be strolling through either, she’d have nowhere to hide.

      Lyra’s mind buzzed too loud to listen, and as she peered through the crack in the door, she could swear the shadows shifted. Her chest lanced at the several mirrors in line of sight from the door. Once she made the dash, he’d know she tried to escape. She closed her eyes and cycled her breaths, trying to concentrate. Lyra shut out her senses until she focused on the pregnant hush through the castle. If only she’d remembered the mirror from her room. At least if he were in the opposite part, she might be able to get past the doors.

      Once she did this though, she could no longer hide behind a pretense. No going back.

      However, she’d crossed the line the moment she found Jenna and the others freezing into statues below, when the ugliness hidden behind the veneer of glittering ice revealed itself. And if she didn’t take the chance tonight, she might never get another one. Eyes closed, she listened with all her might, but even with the extra focus, she couldn’t hear his footsteps through the halls. Not like she would. The man approached silently when he chose to.

      She clutched the blanket around her like a cape and sucked in a shaky breath. Now or never. Lyra opened the door and took the first two steps out into the foyer. Dead silence greeted her along with no sign of Moro.

      She broke into a flat run.

      Her footsteps boomed through the place, echoing a thousand times over. If the mirrors didn’t alert Moro first, this racket would as it reverberated to a deafening sound. Her heartbeat pulsed in her ears, but her focus never left the door. She sprinted toward the exit, trying to close the gap faster and faster. Pins and needles coursed down her arms and her legs, and panic threatened to push past her defenses. She needed to reach the door.

      Closer.

      Closer.

      The door loomed within grasp, and she lunged forward. No time to listen, no time to look behind her, she had to focus on getting out. She’d break into the arctic blast and never look back. Lyra gripped those cold handles and tugged.

      The doors didn’t budge.

      Locked. The door was locked.

      She whirled around, panic seizing her chest. Her one shot and she’d wasted it.

      A slow clap came from the corridor on the right, breaking through the quiet.
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      His jagged shadow approached first, followed by the man who had appeared so charming, so isolated, and so understanding when she’d first arrived. However, she’d never seen him like this. In the darkness and sharpened by moonlight, his knife-like features twisted him into the creature dwelling beneath the surface in every tightened smile, in every terse word. The one behind the mask. Fury radiated off him in droves, but he kept a terrifying calm as a too-wise smile curved his lips.

      Those eyes which once had appeared so lonely or hopeful, now blackened, devoid of emotion. Though he’d had the guise of a human before, the creature bred from twisted darkness rose in all its glory. The smile on his face reeked pure malice, but his features weren’t the only things that had changed. His form had as well. His neck had distended, pushing his face forward and forcing the rest of his body into a sort of crouch. His limbs had grown longer than average, ganglier and stretched out like those of a spider.

      Hunched over like this in the liquid darkness with knowledge of her icy fate burning in his gaze, Moro was the most terrifying sight she’d ever witnessed.

      “Stupid girl.” The dark and loathing voice that came out held none of his former silken charm. “You thought I’d let you escape this place?” One glimpse of his face was enough, the way his features burned with hatred and the taut, pale skin turned ashen under the moonlight. The pretense had crumbled to reveal the monster inside. Those eyes, black as pitch and widened in fury, would follow her for the rest of her days.

      The sound of his voice shattered the frozen moment between them.

      Adrenaline shot through her veins, and instinct took over. Behind her lay the locked door. He approached from the right hallway. To the left lay the other corridor.

      And an open door.

      Instinct kicked in.

      Before he could close the distance between them, she bolted for the open door. The blanket fluttered behind her, her breaths caught in her throat, and she tore across the smooth floor.

      Escape. Escape. Escape.

      Panic gripped her in a fierce hold she couldn’t shake, but after looking her own future in the eye, a pristine clarity descended.

      Her mind numbed. She had to reach the door before him. Her surroundings flashed around her, shades of lavender moonlight, deep cerulean ice, and torched shadows. His footsteps pounded from behind, the intense sound echoing to the rafters of this place. Moro was faster, stronger, and lethal. He would overtake her within seconds.

      She bit her lip until it bled and hurled herself into the room.

      Lyra whipped around to kick the door shut. As it slammed against the frame, she groped around the darkened room for anything solid to keep the door closed. Her fingers latched around the back of a chair, right as a thump quaked the doorframe.

      Arms and legs trembling, she shoved the chair underneath the knob to wedge the door shut.

      “You think the door will keep you safe?” his quiet voice wheedled. The door shook violently, splinters drifting to the ground as it creaked under the force.

      “No one has escaped here,” he continued, his voice deepening with rage. “You’ll join the rest as part of the décor, but first, you’ll suffer. You were supposed to be my way out.”

      Lyra’s hands shook as she held the chair to the door. She’d escaped him for a moment but to what end? She’d trapped herself inside the room, and in a matter of seconds he would break the door down. The mirrors inside the room blackened, and his voice reverberated around her. Surrounded her. Consumed her. The remaining threads of her sanity began to snap, and her knees threatened to buckle. Once he destroyed this door, she’d join the others.

      Moonlight spilled through the arched window behind her, drawing her attention.

      “Another ice sculpture for my collection, when you could’ve owned this place. I could’ve been free.” His voice vibrated with fury. The miasma inside the mirrors shifted around, growing more and more turbulent. The walls and the floors all trembled with his might, as if the castle responded to his whims.

      This was the first floor. It’d be a long jump, but maybe she stood a chance at making it to the ground in one piece. The door quaked again with a creak as he slammed into it, and the hinges trembled. A couple more blows like that and he’d be inside.

      Lyra needed to act now. Letting go of the chair, she bolted for the window and peered to the ground. It lay below in a dizzying swirl, but with the deceptive coating of snow, she couldn’t grasp how much of a distance she had to jump.

      She had to try.

      Lyra grabbed a fleur de lis ornament from the nearest desk and raised it in front of the window.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” His voice rose in volume and intensity, but she detected the thread of concern, the first unraveling of his iron-gripped control.

      She smashed the ornament into the surface. The glass splintered, and the cold breeze sliced in as fierce as the fragments that flew past, biting into her hands. Pieces sprinkled to the ground everywhere around her.

      The door quaked again with a newfound insistence. One more blow and he’d be inside.

      Lyra climbed over the broken glass, ignoring the scrapes as her skin grazed the sharp edges and bled while she crouched on the sill, clinging to the sides of the window. Cold, bitter winds snapped at her cheeks, and her trembling arms barely kept her steady, but she prepared for the jump.

      The final slam shook the door, followed by a bang. She didn’t dare glance behind her and didn’t witness the monster rushing inside, coming to claim her for his collection.

      Lyra leapt.

      Her boots slammed into the ground, and reverberations splintered up her shins. Snow sprayed around her, and the blanket around her shoulders tangled behind. For a moment, the world swirled, but she threw her arms out for balance. Moro’s shouts and howls traveled all the way from the broken window, the sort of unearthly sounds she would hear in her nightmares. He’d be coming after her.

      She plunged forward past the spray of white coating the area and toward the maelstrom that awaited. Even though her legs burned and the wind and snow whipped around her, Lyra didn’t hesitate.

      Moro leaned out the window, a cragged, spidery beast drowning in shadows as he roared at her. “Don’t you dare,” his voice boomed, so thunderous it rolled all the way to the mountains. “You will never escape this place.”

      Lyra tugged the blanket tighter around her as she passed the threshold of the castle where idle snow drifted. Time to face the blizzard and hope upon hope she’d made the right call.

      Within seconds of stepping past the castle perimeter, the snow reached her knees. The cold bit at her exposed nose, and the winds stole strands of her hair, lifting them with the breeze. However, unlike the first time when she’d spotted the castle in the distance and the cold penetrated her core, stealing energy with every step, the blanket kept her warm and the snow glided right off rather than soaking in, except for the uncovered front of her peacoat.

      She chanced a look back but wished she hadn’t. Moro rushed through the front doors of the castle, standing out front with those wicked eyes blazing. Even in the early morning darkness where gray streaks crawled across the sky, he stood out with his stark skin illuminated by the moon and the shadows threatening to consume him whole.

      Gone was the disdain. Gone was the charm. Gone was the lonely ice prince.

      The mask had crumbled in the wake of the monster who stood there, disjointed shoulders heaving at the entrance. The one waiting to ensnare solitary souls and prey upon their sadness. As she stared at his wild, hateful gaze, a shiver rolled down her spine. She pulled her blanket tighter around her, letting some of the fabric hang forward like a hood.

      Lyra had to find her way home. She had to get away from this nightmarish man and his solitary confinement.

      White surrounded her from the piles of snow to the fat flakes descending from the sky. She trudged forward through the blizzard, unable to gauge any sense of direction. As long as she put distance between herself and the castle, she clung to the hope that she headed toward a better path. Even if she died in the blizzard, it would be better than perishing in the dungeon under the slow, inevitable crawl of ice.

      Moro swept his arms out by the doors in violent flourishes. Each movement caused the surrounding winds to churn and the snow to swirl, as if he controlled it all. The effects of his magic grew apparent as the flakes around her fell faster, spiraling into a frenzy.

      He planned on burying her, and in this darkness with the snowfall increasing, he had the chance. If she couldn’t figure out a way past this, she’d freeze in one of these drifts and never be found.

      Lyra jammed her hands into the pockets of her peacoat as she continued to trudge forward. Her fingertips skimmed over a round, smooth object: the stone she’d stolen from the treasure room. Even though she could barely see one step in front of her, and even though her lips burned from the cold and snow clung to her lashes, she lifted the stone out of her pocket.

      It was glowing.

      Beams burst forth from the stone, as radiant as the way those flecks gleamed in the light. She clutched the gem in her palm and thrust it forward to shed faint light amidst this blizzard. Where before she couldn’t distinguish one step in front of her, now she could see several feet ahead, despite the way she stumbled on the slick and deceptive drifts.

      The sheets of snow disoriented her. If she made one wrong turn, she could drift back to the castle, a place she never wanted to return to. At least while holding the stone, she could spot her disappearing footsteps behind her. Lyra sucked in one shuddering breath to gather her resolve as she continued.

      Even though the blanket deflected some of the bone-numbing cold and the flakes of snow weren’t melting into the fabric, her boots weighed heavier with every step forward. Her eyes stung, and her nose numbed. Yet each step forward was for Jenna and the others trapped inside the dungeon. For each and every soul she couldn’t save. Her footsteps wavered, and her muscles ached, but Lyra drove forward. For all of those people trapped inside icy tombs for an eternity.

      She wouldn’t give up.

      Moro wouldn’t defeat her.

      Lyra gritted her teeth and squinted as she pushed on through the tundra and the surrounding storm. Across the horizon, the sky began to lighten in anticipation of dawn.

      Her breaths rasped out, and her limbs seized with big, uncontrollable shakes, but she focused on putting one foot in front of the other. She needed to keep moving away from the castle. Early morning rays spilled onto the glittering white carpets, and the torrent of snow, the thick gasps that whipped around her, subsided to falling flakes.

      Her trailer park seemed a lifetime away, and not for the first time, Lyra wondered if she’d ever make it home. Even though she’d collected sour memories along the way, she had good ones too. Friends like Jess had made sure she had a place to escape to, and some dinners with her dad and Melinda hadn’t ended in fights. Her secret corner of the forest always made bad days bearable. Her life had been far from perfect, but she could still change it.

      After witnessing the people who’d lost their lives down in the monster’s dungeon, she couldn’t help but grasp onto life. If she made it home, she’d fight harder to carve out a better future. She would live for the innocent souls trapped in the castle.  As dawn trickled across the horizon, bringing a parade of gold, ruby, and deep, deep magenta, her heart surged. Newfound hope burned in her chest with all the intensity of the sun. Perhaps she would reach her forest after all.

      Lyra blinked the flakes out of her eyes and lifted the glowing stone for extra light, since the sun’s rays were feeble as it peered over the horizon.

      Pine trees sprawled ahead of her, growing thicker the further back they stretched. For the first time in hours, she spotted landscape beyond the blanket of white. Though she trudged through the snow drifts and more piles covered the stretch ahead, rocks protruded and sections of mud and needles created a patchwork of color along the ground.

      Lyra’s heart skipped a beat, and renewed energy flushed through her. The mounds of hip-deep snow reduced to ankle height until each step was no longer an immense strain. She picked up her pace, cutting across the distance much faster. The hope that she’d stumbled home squeezed tight in her chest, and a burst of adrenaline fluttered through her. Her body ached and her energy flagged, but she couldn’t help the giddiness welling in her chest at the sight.

      Her boots sank into the mud, and a grin broke out on her face as she breathed in the pine-laden air, the sort that filled her with nostalgia for her woods. More and more trees spread out, and the snow receded to flurries, many of which melted once they hit the ground. As she walked through the forest, the beaten down dirt path came into view—the one she knew.

      She increased her pace, the skip in her step bouncing her forward faster. The grin on her face strained at the seams, and she couldn’t contain her excitement. She ached for her home with a strength that gripped her by the chest, and she was so, so close.

      To the right, the pathway to her secluded hiding place wove through the trees. Familiar, familiar, familiar. Lyra bypassed it, not wanting to slow in the slightest, even with the resistance of her sodden boots. Early morning slipped golden rays through the dense pine boughs overhead, casting enough light so she no longer needed the stone.

      Lyra followed the path to the trailer park, one she would recognize anywhere. She slipped the blanket from around her shoulders and let the fabric float to the forest floor. While it had served her well through the ferocious blizzard, she didn’t want to keep it. The blanket only reminded her of the castle and of the bed she’d crashed into in an enchanted sleep.

      As the first trailers came into view, a rush of nostalgia flooded her so strongly she almost stopped in her tracks. After what felt like an eternity trapped in that castle with the monster, she had defied the odds. Lyra found her way home. She licked her cracked lips as she slowed upon approach. She had no idea how much time had passed—what if it had been years?

      A couple of trailers down, her own came into view with the sullen sky-blue siding and rusted drainage pipes looking the same way they had when she’d left that afternoon.

      Standing on the porch outside, Melinda leaned against the front door in a tight tank top and slippers, ripping through a cigarette. Tufts of smoke filled the air and trailed upward from Lyra’s chimney of a stepmother. Relief and irritation warred in her chest, but comfort mingled there too at the sight of Melinda looking not a day older. She swallowed, hard. Lyra hadn’t lost years of her life in the castle.

      Her stepmother’s gaze zeroed in on Lyra, and the woman’s face turned ghost-white as she dropped her cigarette. “You…” She trailed off.

      “Let me guess, only been an hour since I last saw you?” Lyra hazarded, scratching the nape of her neck. Her stepmother’s look of shock didn’t sit well with her.

      “You run off for two weeks, don’t contact anyone, and expect to stroll in like nothing happened?” Melinda’s voice rose octaves.

      If the folks in the nearby trailers hadn’t yet woken up for the morning, they would now. Anger twisted the woman’s painted features, but compared to the raw wrath of the monster Lyra had faced, her stepmother no longer frightened her. Behind the anger, Lyra noticed the fear dwelling there. Fear of what Lyra knew.

      “Hon, what are you screaming about?” Her father stuck his head out the door.

      In a robe and pajama pants, he must’ve just rolled out of bed. Strands of his salt and pepper hair bent astray, and he slid his palm along the side of his face. His head almost scraped the top of the doorframe, and with his broad shoulders he had to squeeze through, her giant lumberjack of a father. Once his gaze swung to Lyra though, his eyes widened. Pushing Melinda out of the way, her father raced down the steps and tossed his arms around her.

      Crushed in her father’s embrace, the scents of diesel and coffee overwhelmed her. Lyra couldn’t help the tears springing to her eyes.

      “Where were you?” His voice was harsh, upset, and filled with love all at the same time.

      Melinda stared at her, jaw clenched. Lyra stepped out of her father’s embrace. She’d run away because she’d believed if she told the truth, her dad might not listen—that he might choose a life with Melinda over his daughter. Standing in front of him, witnessing the fear and pain stark in those soft brown eyes, she realized she’d been wrong.

      “Melinda chased me out of the house while you were gone.” Lyra lifted her chin to stare at her.

      Her stepmother’s frown grew, and she took a couple steps closer. “We had a mild disagreement,” Melinda argued. “You know how sensitive your daughter can be.”

      Lyra didn’t miss the edge to her voice, the underlying threat. However, she had faced the ice prince—compared to him, her stepmother held little menace. “Oh yeah, the threat on my life had nothing to do with it.”

      Her father’s brows furrowed as he glanced between the two of them. “That’s why you ran off, Lyra?”

      She shook her head in response, determined to stand her ground this time.  “I saw something she didn’t want me to—she’d brought another man to your bed. I stayed away until I knew it’d be safe to return. Hid in the woods.” She might’ve mixed the truth with lies, but she couldn’t bring herself to explain the fantastical journey she’d been on. Nor did she want to re-live it.

      A rush of emotions crowded her father’s face. At first he didn’t say a word. His hand rested on her shoulders, but his gaze rolled from one emotion to the next—until anger claimed him. He whirled around to where Melinda stood.

      “You told me you hadn’t seen my daughter all day, and now you’re claiming you had a disagreement that scared her away?” he said, his voice low. “Whose story do you think I’m likely to believe?”

      “Jeff, she’s lying,” Melinda argued, crossing her arms over her chest. “She’s trying to get out of trouble for running away, and pinning the blame on me.”

      He sucked in a deep breath, the anger blazing in his gaze as the truth dawned on him. The muscles of his neck tightened as he faced the woman who’d been Lyra’s nemesis for far too long.

      “That’s not like my girl. But the behavior she’s talking about—I’ve noticed the extra cup out on the table when I’ve returned home. The cigar stubs when I know you don’t smoke those. Lends her story a little more credence, doesn’t it?” His voice remained hushed as he restrained his temper.

      Melinda’s features crinkled as tears began to stream down her face. “Baby, I made a mistake,” she pleaded with him. “You were gone so often, and I got lonely.”

      He shook his head, resolute as he tilted his chin up. “No, I’m the one who made the mistake. I’ve held onto you for far too long when it’s been clear for some time this relationship isn’t working. You don’t give a damn about my girl, and I’m tired of trying. Get out, Melinda.”

      Lyra swallowed hard at the words she’d longed to hear for so long, her eyes growing hot with tears. Still, she watched in silence as Melinda stomped on the ground.

      “You can’t just kick me out,” her stepmother exclaimed.

      Yet her dad wasn’t faltering. The man she’d known as a little girl had returned. “I can, and I am. We’re finished, Mel.”

      Melinda spat on the ground. “Don’t come crawling to me when you realize you’ll spend the rest of your life alone.” When her father didn’t respond or move from where he stood, Melinda got fed up and stomped toward her car.

      He wrapped an arm around Lyra’s shoulders and pulled her in tight. “Honey, I’m sorry. I am so, so sorry.”

      Tears flowed down Lyra’s cheeks as all the events of the past few days came crashing down—all she’d seen and all she’d experienced. Her lip trembled, and her body quaked as she leaned into the crook of her father’s arm, letting the warmth of his embrace soak her to the core. She had come home at last, and this time, she wouldn’t leave. A staggering wave of relief rushed through her, and her knees threatened to buckle.

      Her father guided them over to the steps, and they took a seat. Minutes later, Melinda’s car peeled out of the park, and Lyra didn’t miss the middle finger out the window. While the woman would be back to collect her things and have a less than civilized talk with her father, the knowledge the harpy’s looming presence would be absent from the house released a burden Lyra had carried for too long.

      She hunched forward, elbows digging into her thighs as she stared at the ground, barely daring to believe she’d survived. Her time in the ice castle hadn’t been a dream. She pulled the stone out of her pocket, looking at the glittering brilliance under dawn’s light.

      Her father’s eyebrows lifted, even though he kept his arm tight around her shoulders. “Where’d you find something like that? A gem that perfect has to be worth a fortune.”

      “Out in the woods,” she stated.

      Even though she could launch into the tale of where she’d been, she knew better. The strange magic of that realm didn’t belong here and would sound like some sort of fairy tale. She flipped the stone over in her hands, her reminder of what had happened. The knowledge would stay with her because, even though it seemed a distant dream, every moment spent in the castle had been real.

      Lyra had been born in the cold, a child of winter, and beckoned by the ice prince’s lure, she’d arrived at a castle fit for the richest of rulers. So much treasure and so much wealth, but she’d given it all up for something greater. For home and family. Though the ice prince might beckon and though the distant ringing might filter through the forest, Lyra was wiser now.

      She’d heed the warning of the bells.
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