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CHAPTER I: CALHAN

The last time my father hit me was the first time I realized he was afraid of me. I
thought that would give me more power over him. A sense of freedom. But I had no idea
how much more powerful his words and title were over my life. Even despite the power

flowing through my veins, I would be forever condemned to his will.

He made sure of that with every public condemnation. Every exposure of my
failures. Every formal court reprimand. He made my reputation what he wanted it to be.

To him, I was weak, foolish, imprudent. And they listened to him. They believed him.
And this was my last chance to prove them wrong.

I never understood why my father cared so much about his image. Not until the
painting was lifted above the threshold of the tavern, claiming yet another town as his.
Ours, he told me to satiate my brewing anger. But it wasn't my picture in the center of
town. It was his dark eyes that surveyed the square along the bustling, ocean washed
harbor of Samodra. It was his golden crown perched atop his head that would label him
as their king. And It was his approachable and complacent smile the townspeople would
know him by. Not his sharp words and biting tone. No, that was just for me and my

grievances toward him.

Of course, this was all presupposition, they hadn’t agreed yet. Without a doubt, I
knew the governor of Samodra would gladly surrender to share the wealth that Tarsus
would bring them. They had to, I wasn’t prepared for my father’s wrath if they didn’t. I
also wasn’t prepared for the neighboring kingdom’s Berean flags already defiantly
perched from the windows. Berea needed this harbor town as much as we did and I
knew they would do whatever they could to obtain it. Whatever they could. They weren’t
an honest people. No, they were brutal. Forceful. Vengeful. Bothering with no other laws

but their own mountainous traditions.

If I had to guess, I'd say they were as desperate as I was for this town. My father’s
shadow was growing colder and longer by the day and the kingdom’s patience with me

was wearing thin. Samodra was the only harbor town left that the southern pirates



hadn’t seized, even this far north up the coast. And this town knew both kingdoms were
desperate for its connection to the overseas kingdoms. They knew they had their pick.

Berea or Tarsus.

What they didn’t account for was that I was also desperate and determined to

make that choice for them by force.

I hung my snow dusted cloak on a rack by the tavern door and was greeted by the
overwhelming scent of ale and cider. Humidity clung to the air, made worse by the
bodies crowding the small space. No one paid me a second glance as I made my way

through the crowd and settled down at the bar.

“I traveled through a storm because you asked. I attended a meeting because you

asked. And the one request I ask of you, you don’t do. You leave me to represent Tarsus,
alone. Instead, you show up a whole day late. ” My brother sat next to me, his brown
hair ruffled and his cheeks flushed red. His freshly pressed Tarsus uniform glistened in
the dimming lights of the tavern. The soaring phoenix emblem flashed gold, reminding
me of the weight I held at stake on this deal. The smile he gave me was more of a
grimace than a joyful welcome. “Calhan, I might be persuasive, but I do not have your
intimidating ability to command the room. And they saw that. They expected Calhan

Borassi, and I couldn’t give them that.”

“Thralo.” I stopped him and leaned back while reaching for the cider the blonde
barmaid set in front of me. I flashed a smile at her in thanks, slightly satisfied by the
blush that rose to her cheeks. It might be my father’s portrait that hung over the town,
but it was my face the people would truly remember. Some called me handsome, others

called me troublesome. Either way, their gaze lingered.

“Thralo nothing.” He slammed his hand on top of mine. I glared at my brother
and yanked my hand away, snatching the cup, the drink sloshing on the table. “You're

the Borassi prince. Not me. I shouldn’t be doing these deals without you.”

“It doesn’t matter. You and I both knew that the meeting would be a waste of
time.” I took a long drink, letting the cider warm my body on its way down. A second

man in a Tarsus uniform joined us at the bar on Thralo’s right. Nadir, my brother’s



guard. He nodded to me, offering a much warmer smile than my brother and ordered

his own drink.
“Berea was there.” Thralo muttered and cast a glance around the room.

“Ah, were they now?” I leaned closer to my brother, but kept my eyes on the
people milling around us. Mostly townspeople or merchants stopping from their journey
at sea. Almost every nation was represented in this tavern. Jewel adorned and brighter
clothes marked the ones from the southern nations. Blonde hair and heavy furs marked
those mostly from nations near Berea, or even Berea itself. Thankfully I didn’t recognize
any of them. If their council members or army generals were here, I would know. With
all of the commotion in the room no one paid the three of us Tarsan soldiers a second

glance.

“I couldn’t do what I needed to to persuade the town elder. He wants us and

Berea to submit a formal proposal to them tomorrow at dawn.” Thralo replied.

“I'll show them a formal proposal.” I scoffed. “We find the Berean soldiers here
and kill them. They’ve done worse in the past and I'm not below getting rid of a problem

before it arises. Decision made.”
“We agreed to a peaceful treaty.”

“You and I both know the Berean ways, and keeping promises is not one of
them.” I pointedly looked at Thralo. Nadir nodded behind him, remembering those

dealings.

“The town won’t willingly oblige to follow our rule if we display that kind of
grotesque force of power.” Thralo looked to Nadir for support who also nodded at him.
Even if he agreed with me, Nadir was more or less forced to follow Trhalo. Each Borassi
heir received a soul sworn guard at thirteen who would live their life in service to their
Borassi heir. If anything happened to us, physically putting us close to death, our soul
sworn guards would physically reap the effects of their failure. And Nadir was Thralo’s,

soul sworn for life to serve my brother.



“You have your job and I have mine.” I finished off my drink, holding it up to the
barmaid. She skirted from the people she was serving to quickly fill my drink again,
shooting me a bashful smile. “Since you were unable to persuade them, I’ll follow up on
my end and enforce father’s command. And I promise, it won’t be a grotesque display of
power. It will be subtle. Silent. Calm, even. We’ll hunt them throughout the night and

take them out one by one.”

“You can’t do that.” Thralo objected. “One, they’re hunters. And you know their
laws about them catching spies. Two, they have a night shifter with them. The beast was

at the meeting.” My brother leaned closer.

“If you’re going to sit at my bar, I'd prefer if you bought a drink.” The barmaid
leaned toward Thralo, arms resting on the counter and golden blonde hair spilling over
her shoulder. Her beauty was radiant, but my brother didn’t offer her a second glance.
She offered my brother a close lipped smile with hazel eyes that sparkled gold in the
lights of the tavern.

“I'm fine.” He barely glanced at her. She lingered close by, looking down her nose

in disapproval at my brother for dismissing her.

“I'll cover his share.” I dropped a few extra silver coins on the table and she
pushed another cup toward me. I turned back to Thralo, raising my eyebrows at him. “A
night shifter? That should be fun.” Bereans didn’t gain their title as hunters by skill
alone, but by the prowess of nature that chose them to be the selected few who
embodied the hunt. The panther. I'd only witnessed a shifter once and it was a light
shifter, which were not nearly as notorious as the night shifters. Known for their cold,
strong powers that warped the darkness and light, amplifying their hunt. The one good
thing though was that their powers were fueled by the darkness of night, which didn’t

settle well in my gut with the slowly sinking sun on the horizon.

“Look at this handsome crew!” A voice boomed behind me and a hand clapped
my shoulder. Madoc Hanan, my own soul sworn guard, nudged a drunk man out of the
seat to my left and joined us. His dark eyes gleamed as called to the barmaid and

ordered a drink for himself. “Although, none as handsome as the man in the portrait



outside. Except maybe Thralo, poor Calhan didn’t get any of his father’s good looks.”
Madoc’s laugh filled the room.

“Everyone in place?” I turned away from Thralo’s brooding to talk to Madoc.

“Yes, sir.” Madoc held his hand up flat to his forehead. “And this time, with little
to no complaining.” Being the crowned prince’s soul sworn guard not only put Madoc in
a precarious situation of guarding me night and day, but also leading the knights that
would take station as my guard when I was crowned king. Some more or less willingly
followed Madoc, others didn’t. It didn’t help that Madoc was thrown into his position as
much as I was. At thirteen it was hardly his decision and more of his parents’. Some
grumbled, some outright rebelled and fled. The latter was usually found dead a couple of

days later as a warning to the former.

“I hope you've reviewed the Berean laws.” Thralo leaned around me to speak to
Madoc.

“I hope you have more faith in your crowned prince than that.” Madoc snapped
back at him.

“We’ve got it covered, brother.” I turned to Thralo to ease his worries.

“Calhan Borassi!” My name echoed through the tavern. Spoken with a fluid

accent, a northern accent, from the mountainous region of Berea.

Madoc drew his dagger and shot to his feet before I even moved. I stalled. We
needed more time. My soldiers needed more time. I examined my empty cup for a
moment before extending it to the barmaid, who was tense, eyes trained on the Berean
in the doorway, fingers pulling at the ends of her hair. She noticed my extended cup,
silently filled it, not taking her eyes off the man. I threw my head back, draining the

cider in one gulp.

I turned around to meet my fate. My time was up. I thought I’d have more,

judging by Madoc’s tense stance, he thought so too.



A broad shouldered, tall Berean man stood in the doorway. He dawned the usual
Berean army attire, thick furs with an axe strapped on one side and a sword at the other.
His long blonde hair was braided down one side, showing off an old claw mark scar
across his cheekbone. That scar was the only element about him that jogged my
memory. I knew him. Vaguely. His name was Lucien? Larson? Whoever he was, he held

one of my men by the collar in his large, stocky hands.
We’d been caught.

But I wasn’t going down without a fight. They might be hunters, but I had one
more weapon in my arsenal they didn’t have. I was a verspira, blessed with the breath of
the earth. They wielded the hunt, but I wielded the earth, more specifically, fire and
water. Elements that could level a town. Especially a town situated as a harbor for

seafaring trade.

There wasn’t much heat in the air, but I could feel the waves of it beating off of the fire
in the hearth. I felt the call to that element deep in my veins and I pulled. Fire raced
through my veins, ignited my arms as an orange hue traced down my fingertips into my

forearms and my hands erupted in a small blue flame.

His flared pupils and gaping mouth was all the assurance that I needed that time

or not, our plan would work, albeit not exactly as I had planned, but it would do.

“Calhan Borasssi,” I said as I stood and mockingly curtseyed with my flaming

hands. “At your service.”



CHAPTER 2: CALHAN

“Put it away, nasty earth breather.” His grip tightened on my soldier’s shirt collar,
Isaac, whose eyes were wide, silently pleading to me. The whole tavern had gone still.
Each person looked between the Berean and I, braced to run or braced to fight. No one

dared to make a sound. The only noise came from the crackling fire, fueling my veins.

“As you wish, Lucien.” I needed him to trust me. Even for just a second, I needed
him to believe that I would comply. So I let that comforting flame die at my finger tips,
but the orange still traced through my veins and the burning in my arms lingered,

reminding me of the power only a breath away.

“It’s Lucas. Lucas Larsen. We've already had the pleasure of meeting.” Lucas
scowled at me, closing the distance between us with three easy steps across the entire

tavern, dragging Isaac behind him.

Madoc angled himself in front of me, making sure his dagger glinted in the

firelight. Lucas tracked the movement and stopped short of us.

“Why are you sending your rats to hunt us?” Lucas pulled Isaac in front of him,
his feet dangling inches off the ground. “We agreed to a peaceful proposal submission

tomorrow morning.”

“We?” I cocked my head at him and crossed my arms. My hand dangled just

above my sword sheathed at my hip. “I believe my brother agreed to that, not me.”

“Your brother speaks on behalf of Tarsus.” He pointed a stout finger at Thralo
who still sat behind me, leaning against the bar. “And you are from Tarsus.” He turned

that same stout finger to me.

“I speak for myself.” I held a hand to my chest. “Which is why I didn’t bother with
the meeting. I already know they’ll prefer an arrangement with Tarsus over Berea.
Because anyone with half a brain would know that they wouldn’t want to be ruled by

incestuous, brutal Berean mountain dwellers.”



“You clearly know nothing about us mountain dwellers or you wouldn’t have been
hunting us in broad daylight. Especially not when the consequences of being caught is a
swift and clean beheading. Unless you truly care nothing about your eight other soldiers
to put them in that situation.” He raised an eyebrow at me, challenging me. He was
bluffing. He couldn’t have caught all of them. Not yet. “Would you like to see the cost of
your mistake? Or should I spare you the shame and allow my men to clean their bodies

off the street when we’re done?”

I kept my face neutral and turned to refill my cup again. The barmaid was gone. I
grabbed Madoc’s half empty cup and downed it before pushing past Lucas and rushing outside.
Madoc, Thralo, and Nadirfollowing closelybehindme.

The cold air cascadedintomyfaceandagainstmy bare arms, cooling the burning

in my veins. I stoppedjustoutsideofthetavern,toasight that sent my gut plummeting.
Eight men and women,alldressedinTarsanregaliaknelt in the middle of the square.
My eight soldiers. EachshadowedbyaBereansoldierwith a blade pressed firmly into
the backs of their necks.Theyfoundallofthem.Already. We’d been here less than an
hour trailing them, andtheyalreadyfoundthem.Wedidn’t even fully make it to night.
The setting sun dippedfarbelowthehorizon,castingtheir long shadows across the
square, touching the tipsofmytoes.Thralowasright.They had the advantage at this
hour with a night shifter.

I slowly scannedthearea,lookingforsignsofthe black panther among the
crowd, but there was nomovementintheshadows,only fearful townspeople keeping
away from the inevitablebloodbath.Theonlysoundcame from the water lapping

against the harbor dock,feetbehindthelineofBereansoldiers.

“Shall we do thisallatonce?Oroneatatime?”Lucas stopped next to me and
dropped Isaac at his feet.Lucasdrewhisownswordand pointed it at the young soldier’s

neck.

“How about we come to a different consensus?” I clasped my hands behind my

back and turned to Lucas. I turned my body away from the gust from the harbor, willing



the air to cool my still burning veins. “After all, it was my overly ambitious mistake. My

men shouldn’t pay for that.”

“You should’ve thought about that before you sent them on the hunt for us.”
Lucas pointed his sword up to my chest, to which Madoc cleared his throat, stepping
forward. “You don’t need eight men to submit a proposal. Just one. This won’t hinder

you at all.”

“What if we surrendered?” I shrugged, leaning away from the tip of his sword. “In
exchange for the life of my soldiers, this town would be yours to take for Berea. Besides,
we both know who would be able to offer this town an irresistible deal. We have
verspiras. We're abundantly supplied. Fresh water, an assortment of food, heat through
the winter, protection against the elements.” With my hands behind my back I reached
for my other element. The water in the harbor was far, but not too far for my abilities to
reach. The rush of water mixed with the stale burn of fire in my veins. “What can you
offer that we can’t? A couple of panthers? Some freshly mined gemstones? What do you
really want Lucas? Do you want to kill my men and lose this town? Or do you want us to

surrender and leave?”
Lucas looked to his soldiers, eyes narrowed, weighing his options.

My veins were now fully fledged with the power of the water and undoubtedly a
vibrant blue against my arms. I angled my back away from them, hiding my veins from

sight.

“If you leave, there’s no coming back.” He turned back to me, but kept his sword
firmly planted against Isaac’s skin. He gulped, digging his skin further into the sword,
sending a trickle of blood down his neck. “If any Tarsan steps foot here in this town, we

have every right to kill them.”

“Of course.” I bowed my head to him, an unruly lock of hair falling in front of my
eyes. “I swear, upon my nation, my crown, and my life that we will oblige to your request

for the sparing of my soldiers.”



Lucas held out his non sword wielding hand and kept his eyes locked with mine. I
flexed my fingers behind my back, pulling more water from the harbor, positioning it
where I needed it. The eight shards of frozen water, precariously poised behind each of
the soldiers. No one noticed with their backs turned. No one except for Madoc, who
showed no sign of recognition. His attention wasn’t on Lucas, not anymore. Not with the

real danger looming feet away from us.

My blue veined hand slipped from behind my back and quickly clasped Lucas’s
hand. His thick arm veiled my blue veined arm and his eyes stayed locked with mine,

not noticing the difference in color.

It wasn’t the blue I noticed when I looked down, but the red. The splatters of it.
And the slight lunge that Lucas made when he reached for my hand. The thud happened
seconds later. Isaac’s body fell forward and his head rolled backwards. A trail of blood
following it. My stomach twisted and guilt ripped through me, almost making my knees

buckle beneath me.

“Per our agreement, I have every right to kill a Tarsan that steps foot in this
town.” Lucas pointed his bloody sword at me. Isaac’s blood. A soldier who’s family I'd

have to explain to what happened. How their son lost their life at my mistake.

Madoc was between Lucas’s sword faster than I could turn to the rest of our
soldiers. The power of the water rushed through my veins and I pulled each shard
toward me. Each point met its mark, slicing cleanly through the neck of the Bereans
standing over my soldiers. They flinched at the movement behind them, until they
realized it was bodies crumpling to the ground. They quickly grabbed their swords and

took up formation against Lucas.

“You clearly know nothing about Tarsus if you think we’d agree to a deal with just

a handshake and no legally binding documents.” I flashed a smile at Lucas, at the fear in
his green eyes, and the trembling of his hand as he sheathed his sword. I kept my eyes
up, trying not to look at the body at his feet. “We’re not mountain dwellers. We're

civilized. And since you took my soldier’s life, I think it’s only fitting—"



The words were pushed out of me with the force of a beast barrelling into my
chest. My body crashed on the ground and a weight pushed me further into the stones of
the square. Claws digging into my armored shirt, breaking through the weak layer,

grazing my skin.
The night shifter.

Black fur consumed my vision and the beast’s breath huffed over my face. The
light of the setting sun shone into the beast’s hazel eyes, giving it a glimmer of gold. The

pupils dilated into a single slit, readying for the kill.

I desperately tried to pull fire to my veins, but they were still frozen over from the
water in the harbor and there was no heat here to pull from. Each labored breath
brought me closer to the realization that I was at the mercy of the beast. My soul sworn
guard could do nothing with a beast inches away from my exposed neck. Where was my

brother? Where was his guard? While I laid here at the mercy of this beast?!

Footsteps echoed through the tense silence in the square. Lucas was running.

One of my men yelled.

The beast lunged. Razor sharp teeth grazed my neck, not plunging like I'd
thought, but grazing the skin fresh off. Sending a shout of pain from my mouth. Searing
fire raced through the base of my neck, spreading to the rest of my body. Blood pooled

along my collar.

A yelp pierced the air and the weight left me, light flooding my vision. Too much
light. My eyes fluttered trying to balance my vision. The ground spun beneath me. But

there was no solid ground to hold me steady.
I slipped into oblivion.
The sounds of shouting in the square turned to a muffled hum.

And I submitted to the darkness.



CHAPTER 3: ELORA

I hesitated. The prince should’ve been dead. That town should’ve been Berea’s,
but I hesitated. So many of my problems would’ve been solved with just one deeper bite.

Instead, I just grazed his skin. Like a coward.

The three day journey back to Berea was spent in silence between me and Lucas. I
stayed in my beast form dangerously long to avoid that conversation. The one I knew we
would have the minute he saw me. And to ward off the cold of the journey. The panther
had better furs against the mountainous wind and snow. Not to mention, the panther
healed quicker and I was afraid to address the wound in my human form. But mainly to

avoid Lucas.

“I'm not taking the fall for you again, Elora.” Lucas muttered from outside the

council chambers where we waited to be summoned.

When we returned to Berea they called an immediate hearing before all twelve of
the Berean council members, including the Elder. My stomach dropped just thinking
about facing him. I failed him more than anyone. He was trying to help me and I

couldn’t just simply obey one of his orders.

“You're the one who killed the prince’s soldier.” I snapped at Lucas. “You
provoked him.” Tarsans were brutal, cutthroat soldiers, literally, that spared no man.
They left a trail of blood and burned villages in their wake of conquest. Lucas knew that.
He’d witnessed them take whole villages and towns right from under the nose of our

kingdom, sparing no one who dared to stand against them.

“And you’re the one who couldn’t kill the prince.” He faced forward, but I felt the

anger radiating off him. “Soldiers were killed, Elora. Or do you just not care about that?”
“Of course I—”

The doors creaked open, rendering us to silence. I straightened my shoulders and
held my head high. Lucas took the lead and I followed steps behind him. The council sat

in a semi circle in tall backed thrones and dawned their dark blue, velvet robes with



celestial patterns traced along the edges. Sunlight filtered in behind them, washing the
room in an ethereal glow. I avoided looking at the disappointment or shame on their

faces and kept my gaze focused straight ahead on the man seated in the middle.

The Elder offered me a somber smile and nodded once to me. Although his title
implied a weak and withered man, he was one of the strongest night shifters in Berea

with barely a touch of grey in his hair.

“Lucas Larsen.” A man stood, reading the official report. “We report on your most
recent mission on the eighth day and third month of the year, under your watch, eight
Berean soldiers were killed and none of their weapons or bodies retrieved. Do you deny
this?”

“No, sir.” Lucas answered, his voice strong and his head held high. Along the line
of council members, Lucas’s father sat tall among them. The army general. Balor Larsen.
Watching his son, the army deputy taking his punishment. There was no disdain or
regret or anger in his eyes. Just calculating indifference. Although I avoided Lucas when

I could, his father was a man you wished to never be face to face with.

“Your charge is the payment of one hundred pieces of gold to each family for the
lack of a body to bury and fifty pieces of gold for the missing equipment, equalling

twelve hundred pieces of gold in total or you will receive a formal mark of violation.”

My stomach soured at the number. Twelve hundred pieces of gold. I've never

seen that much gold in my entire life. My family’s land wasn’t even worth that much.
Lucas had to pay that or receive a mark of violation. My own mark of violation I received
seven years ago burned on the back of my neck, reminding me of my sins against my

nation.

“I'll pay the fine.” Lucas said without hesitation. His father nodded from his

throne.

Of course he would. That amount was nothing to him. A bare scrapping of his
family’s troves. His years and years of ancient family money built up for him. Each

ancestor poured their wealth into one trove, thinking they’d be blessed with multiple



offspring, just for it all to funnel to him. I swallowed my annoyance just in time to hear

the announcer say my name.

“Elora Iver.” He continued. “We report on this mission you had a task to secure
the town at whatever cost. To which, the cost was the life of the Tarsus prince, which you

spared, resulting in the loss of the town. Do you deny this?”

I looked at the Elder who sat silently on his throne, his dark blue eyes already

swimming with sympathy. He gave me no signal of what to expect.
“No, sir.” I answered.

“Your charge is four hundred pieces of gold for the resources lost from the

securing of the vital harbor town or you will receive a second formal mark of violation.”

Bile laced my tongue. I couldn't pay that. My family couldn’t pay that. I looked up
to Lucas for any sign of help. Any notion that he could provide a small semblance of help
for me. But his beady green eyes were focused dead ahead and his jaw clenched shut. I
looked back to the Elder in a panic, he shut his eyes and bowed his head. I'd asked the
Elder before about legal charges against the council and he told me he wasn’t allowed to

intervene.
There was no other option.
Not for me. There never was.

“I will receive the mark.” My voice shook. Tears pushed at my eyes but I blinked
them away. I was supposed to be a warrior, but I was in shambles. Two marks. Two. And
I was barely twenty three. One more mark and I’d be legally executed for failing my

nation.

I walked forward to the Elder’s throne and knelt before him. With my face to the
ground I pulled my hair from my neck, exposing my first mark already branded on my

skin.

I felt their stares. Their disapproval at my mistake. As if they would’ve been able

to handle the situation any better. They couldn’t. I knew that. They knew that. None of



them have been active in kingdom defense in years. Just sitting cozy on their council
throne, making the hard decisions for the betterment of our kingdom and letting me

take the fall for Berea’s failures.
The sizzling of iron being pulled from fire filled the silent room.

“I didn’t intend for this to happen, Elora.” The Elder whispered, true pity in his

voice, before the heat blazed into my neck, burning my flesh.

I ground my teeth, shutting out the groan that pushed at my throat. Burning flesh
filled the air, turning my stomach even more. The pain pushed tears to my eyes. A
hushed mummer rippled through the room. Pity, shame, criticism. Whatever it was, it

didn’t matter. I was truly nothing to them but a pawn to be moved and told to obey.

The second the pressure released off my neck, I wiped my tears and stood. The
crinkle of my skin sent a throbbing pain through my spine, but I ignored it. Or at least

tried to. I returned to my spot next to Lucas, who avoided my gaze.

“The council is dismissed.” The announcer struck the gong, sending everyone

silently standing and leaving the room.

No one looked at me. No one offered me condolences or pity. That would be
worse honestly. I kept my gaze down, letting the room move around me while I waited.
Lucas was the first to leave thankfully. If he would’ve tried to speak to me, there’s a good

chance the beast would break through and leave its own mark on him.
Two marks of violation. The room floor tilted beneath me. Two.

“Elora.” The Elder’s soft voice summoned me from the front of the quickly
emptying room. The large stone doors latched shut, echoing through the chamber and

leaving me alone with him.

I stilled myself, blinking away a few of the remaining tears before I looked up at
him. The hurt I endured radiated like a mirror from his face, almost pushing me to tears
again. He motioned to the vacant throne next to his and I trudged over and gently sat

down, my feet firmly planted on the ground.



There was a time when feet didn’t reach the ground. When my legs used to swing
back and forth while I hung onto every word the Elder told me from his throne next to
me. He spent hours of his own time teaching me about the Berean court system,
teaching me about the blessed Berean abilities, teaching me everything my own father
didn’t. Freshly exposed to the pains of the world, this spot was my solace. Even now,
enduring new pains, this spot still offered a semblance of peace and stillness amongst

my churning emotions.
“What happened?” His voice echoed through the heavy silence surrounding me.

Another deep breath traveled through me before I worked up enough courage to
look at him. The same comforting, dark blue eyes that worried about the ten year old girl
with no father, an overworked mother, and siblings to care for looked at me today with
the same worry. His trimmed blonde beard and braided hair had more strands of grey

than it did before, but the caring look was all the same.

“I am an inadequate soldier and I failed the council’s order and lost the town for

Berea.” My shaking whisper echoed through the chamber.

“I'read Lucas’s report.” He leaned back and rested his arms on the stone throne.

“What really happened.”
“I_”
“Elora.” His gruff reprimand rattled through my bones.

I shut my eyes and swallowed a fresh wave of tears that pushed at my throat.
“Lucas angered the Tarsan prince. I protected Lucas, but I didn’t kill the prince as I
should have.” I couldn’t. Not when I saw the fear he inflicted in Lucas. The way he
recoiled. How his hands shook. The Tarsan prince did that to him. A man who is an
immovable force, brought down by nothing, who fought beasts with his bare hands.

Shaking. In the presence of the Tarsan prince.

Tarsan or not, I couldn't kill someone like that.



The Elder looked outside at the fresh snow swirling against the chamber
windows, the last remnants of winter. Day was quickly fading outside, washing the

mountain range around Berea in hues of blue.
“And Lucas didn’t pay the fine for you.” The Elder shook his head.
“No, sir.” I sighed. “But it’s not his to pay. I was the one who failed.”

“Yes, but your job was made more difficult by Lucas.” He sat forward, fully
looking at me, his braided hair falling over his dark blue cloak. “Elora, why didn’t you
report that?”

“I didn’t want to make him mad!” I snapped, tears burning my eyes. My sharp
voice echoed through the chamber, stilling us both. “I can’t afford to make him mad.” I

said, a tone quieter.

“He still should have paid the fine. It’s the least he could do.” The Elder shook his
head, a scowl imprinted deeply across his face. “General deputy or not, that’s not how he

should treat his promised betrothed."

“Well, betrothed or not, I can’t afford to upset him.” My lips shook when I spoke

and my vision blurred. “He’s the only one who agreed to pay the price for me.”

I couldn’t hold it in anymore. The shame. The dark future. The failure burned
into the back of my neck. The weight of life. I crumbled beneath it all.

“Ineed to go.” I muttered as I pushed off the throne, ducking my face away as I

ran to the door.

The Elder didn’t stop me, even though it was proper courtesy to be dismissed
from his presence than dismissing yourself. But I couldn’t hold it in. A few knights
lingered in the hall and I ducked past all of them, praying none of them were Lucas. I

couldn’t handle a conversation with him right now.

The palace halls closed in on me, threatening to suffocate me even more. I had to
get out of here. I pulled the strength from my beast form and shifted in a flash of light,

my black paws thudding on the stone floor and my senses sharpened. The lingering



servants and knights hurriedly pushed out of my way as I ran. I ran through the halls,
out the first door I could find, and far into the rolling hill of the mountain. It wasn’t until
the palace was a speck in the distance that I shifted out of my beast form. The crisp

mountain air blasted against my uncovered skin, sending a shiver through my body.

I didn’t care. I sank to my knees, letting the fresh snow seep into my pants. I

deserved this. The discomfort, the cold, the pain, the sorrow. I deserved all of it.

Why didn’t I just kill the prince? That was all I had to do to secure Berea with

promised resources. That was all. I had every right to kill him. But I couldn’t.

I screamed and punched my hand into the snow, letting the furry melt through
my bones. I punched again. And again. And again. Until my hands met the stone floor.
But I kept going until my fingers were frozen and bruised. I kept going until I didn’t
know if it was blood or melted snow that coated my sleeves. I kept going until I felt
nothing. Until my anger, sadness, regret, fear had melted from my body and mixed into

the snow beneath me.

I eventually stopped, cradling my hands to my chest. My knuckles sang out in
pain, my heart cracked open leaking out every emotion I so tightly held, and my body

sunk deeper into the snow. Surrendering to my grim fate, I sunk into the snow and wept.

I deserved this.



	The Curses We Carry By Alison Josleyn
	Chapter 1: Calhan
	hadn’t seized, even this far north up the coast. And this town knew both kingdoms were desperate for its connection to the overseas kingdoms. They knew they had their pick. Berea or Tarsus.
	What they didn’t account for was that I was also desperate and determined to
	make that choice for them by force.
	I hung my snow dusted cloak on a rack by the tavern door and was greeted by the
	overwhelming scent of ale and cider. Humidity clung to the air, made worse by the bodies crowding the small space. No one paid me a second glance as I made my way through the crowd and settled down at the bar.
	“I traveled through a storm because you asked. I attended a meeting because you asked. And the one request I ask of you, you don’t do. You leave me to represent Tarsus, alone. Instead, you show up a whole day late. ” My brother sat next to me, his brown  hair ruffled and his cheeks flushed red. His freshly pressed Tarsus uniform glistened in the dimming lights of the tavern. The soaring phoenix emblem flashed gold, reminding me of the weight I held at stake on this deal. The smile he gave me was more of a  grimace than a joyful welcome. “Calhan, I might be persuasive, but I do not have your intimidating ability to command the room. And they saw that. They expected Calhan Borassi, and I couldn’t give them that.”
	“Thralo.” I stopped him and leaned back while reaching for the cider the blonde
	barmaid set in front of me. I flashed a smile at her in thanks, slightly satisfied by the blush that rose to her cheeks. It might be my father’s portrait that hung over the town, but it was my face the people would truly remember. Some called me handsome, others called me troublesome. Either way, their gaze lingered.
	“Thralo nothing.” He slammed his hand on top of mine. I glared at my brother
	and yanked my hand away, snatching the cup, the drink sloshing on the table. “You’re the Borassi prince. Not me. I shouldn’t be doing these deals without you.”
	“It doesn’t matter. You and I both knew that the meeting would be a waste of
	time.” I took a long drink, letting the cider warm my body on its way down. A second man in a Tarsus uniform joined us at the bar on Thralo’s right. Nadir, my brother’s
	guard. He nodded to me, offering a much warmer smile than my brother and ordered his own drink.
	“Berea was there.” Thralo muttered and cast a glance around the room.
	“Ah, were they now?” I leaned closer to my brother, but kept my eyes on the
	people milling around us. Mostly townspeople or merchants stopping from their journey at sea. Almost every nation was represented in this tavern. Jewel adorned and brighter clothes marked the ones from the southern nations. Blonde hair and heavy furs marked those mostly from nations near Berea, or even Berea itself. Thankfully I didn’t recognize any of them. If their council members or army generals were here, I would know. With  all of the commotion in the room no one paid the three of us Tarsan soldiers a second glance.
	“I couldn’t do what I needed to to persuade the town elder. He wants us and
	Berea to submit a formal proposal to them tomorrow at dawn.” Thralo replied.
	“I’ll show them a formal proposal.” I scoffed. “We find the Berean soldiers here
	and kill them. They’ve done worse in the past and I’m not below getting rid of a problem before it arises. Decision made.”
	“We agreed to a peaceful treaty.”
	“You and I both know the Berean ways, and keeping promises is not one of
	them.” I pointedly looked at Thralo. Nadir nodded behind him, remembering those dealings.
	“The town won’t willingly oblige to follow our rule if we display that kind of
	grotesque force of power.” Thralo looked to Nadir for support who also nodded at him. Even if he agreed with me, Nadir was more or less forced to follow Trhalo. Each Borassi heir received a soul sworn guard at thirteen who would live their life in service to their Borassi heir. If anything happened to us, physically putting us close to death, our soul sworn guards would physically reap the effects of their failure. And Nadir was Thralo’s, soul sworn for life to serve my brother.
	“You have your job and I have mine.” I finished off my drink, holding it up to the
	barmaid. She skirted from the people she was serving to quickly fill my drink again, shooting me a bashful smile. “Since you were unable to persuade them, I’ll follow up on my end and enforce father’s command. And I promise, it won’t be a grotesque display of power. It will be subtle. Silent. Calm, even. We’ll hunt them throughout the night and take them out one by one.”
	“You can’t do that.” Thralo objected. “One, they’re hunters. And you know their
	laws about them catching spies. Two, they have a night shifter with them. The beast was at the meeting.” My brother leaned closer.
	“If you’re going to sit at my bar, I’d prefer if you bought a drink.” The barmaid
	leaned toward Thralo, arms resting on the counter and golden blonde hair spilling over her shoulder. Her beauty was radiant, but my brother didn’t offer her a second glance. She offered my brother a close lipped smile with hazel eyes that sparkled gold in the lights of the tavern.
	“I’m fine.” He barely glanced at her. She lingered close by, looking down her nose
	in disapproval at my brother for dismissing her.
	“I’ll cover his share.” I dropped a few extra silver coins on the table and she
	pushed another cup toward me. I turned back to Thralo, raising my eyebrows at him. “A night shifter? That should be fun.” Bereans didn’t gain their title as hunters by skill  alone, but by the prowess of nature that chose them to be the selected few who  embodied the hunt. The panther. I’d only witnessed a shifter once and it was a light shifter, which were not nearly as notorious as the night shifters. Known for their cold, strong powers that warped the darkness and light, amplifying their hunt. The one good thing though was that their powers were fueled by the darkness of night, which didn’t settle well in my gut with the slowly sinking sun on the horizon.
	“Look at this handsome crew!” A voice boomed behind me and a hand clapped
	my shoulder. Madoc Hanan, my own soul sworn guard, nudged a drunk man out of the seat to my left and joined us. His dark eyes gleamed as called to the barmaid and ordered a drink for himself. “Although, none as handsome as the man in the portrait
	outside. Except maybe Thralo, poor Calhan didn’t get any of his father’s good looks.” Madoc’s laugh filled the room.
	“Everyone in place?” I turned away from Thralo’s brooding to talk to Madoc.
	“Yes, sir.” Madoc held his hand up flat to his forehead. “And this time, with little
	to no complaining.” Being the crowned prince’s soul sworn guard not only put Madoc in  a precarious situation of guarding me night and day, but also leading the knights that would take station as my guard when I was crowned king. Some more or less willingly followed Madoc, others didn’t. It didn’t help that Madoc was thrown into his position as much as I was. At thirteen it was hardly his decision and more of his parents’. Some grumbled, some outright rebelled and fled. The latter was usually found dead a couple of days later as a warning to the former.
	“I hope you’ve reviewed the Berean laws.” Thralo leaned around me to speak to
	Madoc.
	“I hope you have more faith in your crowned prince than that.” Madoc snapped
	back at him.
	“We’ve got it covered, brother.” I turned to Thralo to ease his worries.
	“Calhan Borassi!” My name echoed through the tavern. Spoken with a fluid
	accent, a northern accent, from the mountainous region of Berea.
	Madoc drew his dagger and shot to his feet before I even moved. I stalled. We
	needed more time. My soldiers needed more time. I examined my empty cup for a moment before extending it to the barmaid, who was tense, eyes trained on the Berean in the doorway, fingers pulling at the ends of her hair. She noticed my extended cup, silently filled it, not taking her eyes off the man. I threw my head back, draining the cider in one gulp.
	I turned around to meet my fate. My time was up. I thought I’d have more,
	judging by Madoc’s tense stance, he thought so too.
	A broad shouldered, tall Berean man stood in the doorway. He dawned the usual
	Berean army attire, thick furs with an axe strapped on one side and a sword at the other. His long blonde hair was braided down one side, showing off an old claw mark scar  across his cheekbone. That scar was the only element about him that jogged my  memory. I knew him. Vaguely. His name was Lucien? Larson? Whoever he was, he held one of my men by the collar in his large, stocky hands.
	We’d been caught.
	But I wasn’t going down without a fight. They might be hunters, but I had one
	more weapon in my arsenal they didn’t have. I was a verspira, blessed with the breath of the earth. They wielded the hunt, but I wielded the earth, more specifically, fire and water. Elements that could level a town. Especially a town situated as a harbor for seafaring trade.
	There wasn’t much heat in the air, but I could feel the waves of it beating off of the fire in the hearth. I felt the call to that element deep in my veins and I pulled. Fire raced through my veins, ignited my arms as an orange hue traced down my fingertips into my forearms and my hands erupted in a small blue flame.
	His flared pupils and gaping mouth was all the assurance that I needed that time
	or not, our plan would work, albeit not exactly as I had planned, but it would do.
	“Calhan Borasssi,” I said as I stood and mockingly curtseyed with my flaming
	hands. “At your service.”
	Chapter 2: Calhan
	“You clearly know nothing about us mountain dwellers or you wouldn’t have been
	hunting us in broad daylight. Especially not when the consequences of being caught is a swift and clean beheading. Unless you truly care nothing about your eight other soldiers to put them in that situation.” He raised an eyebrow at me, challenging me. He was bluffing. He couldn’t have caught all of them. Not yet. “Would you like to see the cost of your mistake? Or should I spare you the shame and allow my men to clean their bodies off the street when we’re done?”
	I kept my face neutral and turned to refill my cup again. The barmaid was gone. I
	grabbed Madoc’s half empty cup and downed it before pushing past Lucas and rushing outside. Madoc, Thralo, and Nadirfollowing closelybehindme.
	The cold air cascadedintomyfaceandagainstmy bare arms, cooling the burning in my veins. I stoppedjustoutsideofthetavern,toasight that sent my gut plummeting. Eight men and women,alldressedinTarsanregaliaknelt in the middle of the square.  My eight soldiers. EachshadowedbyaBereansoldierwith a blade pressed firmly into  the backs of their necks.Theyfoundallofthem.Already. We’d been here less than an hour trailing them, andtheyalreadyfoundthem.Wedidn’t even fully make it to night. The setting sun dippedfarbelowthehorizon,castingtheir long shadows across the square, touching the tipsofmytoes.Thralowasright.They had the advantage at this hour with a night shifter.
	I slowly scannedthearea,lookingforsignsofthe black panther among the
	crowd, but there was nomovementintheshadows,only fearful townspeople keeping away from the inevitablebloodbath.Theonlysoundcame from the water lapping against the harbor dock,feetbehindthelineofBereansoldiers.
	“Shall we do thisallatonce?Oroneatatime?”Lucas stopped next to me and
	dropped Isaac at his feet.Lucasdrewhisownswordand pointed it at the young soldier’s neck.
	“How about we come to a different consensus?” I clasped my hands behind my
	back and turned to Lucas. I turned my body away from the gust from the harbor, willing
	the air to cool my still burning veins. “After all, it was my overly ambitious mistake. My men shouldn’t pay for that.”
	“You should’ve thought about that before you sent them on the hunt for us.”
	Lucas pointed his sword up to my chest, to which Madoc cleared his throat, stepping forward. “You don’t need eight men to submit a proposal. Just one. This won’t hinder you at all.”
	“What if we surrendered?” I shrugged, leaning away from the tip of his sword. “In
	exchange for the life of my soldiers, this town would be yours to take for Berea. Besides, we both know who would be able to offer this town an irresistible deal. We have verspiras. We’re abundantly supplied. Fresh water, an assortment of food, heat through the winter, protection against the elements.” With my hands behind my back I reached for my other element. The water in the harbor was far, but not too far for my abilities to reach. The rush of water mixed with the stale burn of fire in my veins. “What can you offer that we can’t? A couple of panthers? Some freshly mined gemstones? What do you really want Lucas? Do you want to kill my men and lose this town? Or do you want us to surrender and leave?”
	Lucas looked to his soldiers, eyes narrowed, weighing his options.
	My veins were now fully fledged with the power of the water and undoubtedly a
	vibrant blue against my arms. I angled my back away from them, hiding my veins from sight.
	“If you leave, there’s no coming back.” He turned back to me, but kept his sword
	firmly planted against Isaac’s skin. He gulped, digging his skin further into the sword, sending a trickle of blood down his neck. “If any Tarsan steps foot here in this town, we have every right to kill them.”
	“Of course.” I bowed my head to him, an unruly lock of hair falling in front of my
	eyes. “I swear, upon my nation, my crown, and my life that we will oblige to your request for the sparing of my soldiers.”
	Lucas held out his non sword wielding hand and kept his eyes locked with mine. I
	flexed my fingers behind my back, pulling more water from the harbor, positioning it where I needed it. The eight shards of frozen water, precariously poised behind each of the soldiers. No one noticed with their backs turned. No one except for Madoc, who showed no sign of recognition. His attention wasn’t on Lucas, not anymore. Not with the real danger looming feet away from us.
	My blue veined hand slipped from behind my back and quickly clasped Lucas’s
	hand. His thick arm veiled my blue veined arm and his eyes stayed locked with mine, not noticing the difference in color.
	It wasn’t the blue I noticed when I looked down, but the red. The splatters of it.
	And the slight lunge that Lucas made when he reached for my hand. The thud happened seconds later. Isaac’s body fell forward and his head rolled backwards. A trail of blood following it. My stomach twisted and guilt ripped through me, almost making my knees buckle beneath me.
	“Per our agreement, I have every right to kill a Tarsan that steps foot in this
	town.” Lucas pointed his bloody sword at me. Isaac’s blood. A soldier who’s family I’d have to explain to what happened. How their son lost their life at my mistake.
	Madoc was between Lucas’s sword faster than I could turn to the rest of our
	soldiers. The power of the water rushed through my veins and I pulled each shard toward me. Each point met its mark, slicing cleanly through the neck of the Bereans standing over my soldiers. They flinched at the movement behind them, until they realized it was bodies crumpling to the ground. They quickly grabbed their swords and took up formation against Lucas.
	“You clearly know nothing about Tarsus if you think we’d agree to a deal with just  a handshake and no legally binding documents.” I flashed a smile at Lucas, at the fear in his green eyes, and the trembling of his hand as he sheathed his sword. I kept my eyes  up, trying not to look at the body at his feet. “We’re not mountain dwellers. We’re civilized. And since you took my soldier’s life, I think it’s only fitting—”
	The words were pushed out of me with the force of a beast barrelling into my
	chest. My body crashed on the ground and a weight pushed me further into the stones of the square. Claws digging into my armored shirt, breaking through the weak layer, grazing my skin.
	The night shifter.
	Black fur consumed my vision and the beast’s breath huffed over my face. The
	light of the setting sun shone into the beast’s hazel eyes, giving it a glimmer of gold. The pupils dilated into a single slit, readying for the kill.
	I desperately tried to pull fire to my veins, but they were still frozen over from the
	water in the harbor and there was no heat here to pull from. Each labored breath brought me closer to the realization that I was at the mercy of the beast. My soul sworn guard could do nothing with a beast inches away from my exposed neck. Where was my brother? Where was his guard? While I laid here at the mercy of this beast?!
	Footsteps echoed through the tense silence in the square. Lucas was running.
	One of my men yelled.
	The beast lunged. Razor sharp teeth grazed my neck, not plunging like I’d thought, but grazing the skin fresh off. Sending a shout of pain from my mouth. Searing fire raced through the base of my neck, spreading to the rest of my body. Blood pooled along my collar.
	A yelp pierced the air and the weight left me, light flooding my vision. Too much
	light. My eyes fluttered trying to balance my vision. The ground spun beneath me. But there was no solid ground to hold me steady.
	I slipped into oblivion.
	The sounds of shouting in the square turned to a muffled hum.
	And I submitted to the darkness.
	Chapter 3: Elora
	celestial patterns traced along the edges. Sunlight filtered in behind them, washing the room in an ethereal glow. I avoided looking at the disappointment or shame on their faces and kept my gaze focused straight ahead on the man seated in the middle.
	The Elder offered me a somber smile and nodded once to me. Although his title
	implied a weak and withered man, he was one of the strongest night shifters in Berea with barely a touch of grey in his hair.
	“Lucas Larsen.” A man stood, reading the official report. “We report on your most
	recent mission on the eighth day and third month of the year, under your watch, eight Berean soldiers were killed and none of their weapons or bodies retrieved. Do you deny this?”
	“No, sir.” Lucas answered, his voice strong and his head held high. Along the line
	of council members, Lucas’s father sat tall among them. The army general. Balor Larsen. Watching his son, the army deputy taking his punishment. There was no disdain or  regret or anger in his eyes. Just calculating indifference. Although I avoided Lucas when  I could, his father was a man you wished to never be face to face with.
	“Your charge is the payment of one hundred pieces of gold to each family for the
	lack of a body to bury and fifty pieces of gold for the missing equipment, equalling twelve hundred pieces of gold in total or you will receive a formal mark of violation.”
	My stomach soured at the number. Twelve hundred pieces of gold. I’ve never  seen that much gold in my entire life. My family’s land wasn’t even worth that much. Lucas had to pay that or receive a mark of violation. My own mark of violation I received seven years ago burned on the back of my neck, reminding me of my sins against my nation.
	“I’ll pay the fine.” Lucas said without hesitation. His father nodded from his
	throne.
	Of course he would. That amount was nothing to him. A bare scrapping of his
	family’s troves. His years and years of ancient family money built up for him. Each ancestor poured their wealth into one trove, thinking they’d be blessed with multiple
	offspring, just for it all to funnel to him. I swallowed my annoyance just in time to hear the announcer say my name.
	“Elora Iver.” He continued. “We report on this mission you had a task to secure
	the town at whatever cost. To which, the cost was the life of the Tarsus prince, which you spared, resulting in the loss of the town. Do you deny this?”
	I looked at the Elder who sat silently on his throne, his dark blue eyes already
	swimming with sympathy. He gave me no signal of what to expect.
	“No, sir.” I answered.
	“Your charge is four hundred pieces of gold for the resources lost from the
	securing of the vital harbor town or you will receive a second formal mark of violation.”
	Bile laced my tongue. I couldn't pay that. My family couldn’t pay that. I looked up
	to Lucas for any sign of help. Any notion that he could provide a small semblance of help for me. But his beady green eyes were focused dead ahead and his jaw clenched shut. I looked back to the Elder in a panic, he shut his eyes and bowed his head. I’d asked the Elder before about legal charges against the council and he told me he wasn’t allowed to intervene.
	There was no other option.
	Not for me. There never was.
	“I will receive the mark.” My voice shook. Tears pushed at my eyes but I blinked
	them away. I was supposed to be a warrior, but I was in shambles. Two marks. Two. And  I was barely twenty three. One more mark and I’d be legally executed for failing my nation.
	I walked forward to the Elder’s throne and knelt before him. With my face to the
	ground I pulled my hair from my neck, exposing my first mark already branded on my skin.
	I felt their stares. Their disapproval at my mistake. As if they would’ve been able
	to handle the situation any better. They couldn’t. I knew that. They knew that. None of
	them have been active in kingdom defense in years. Just sitting cozy on their council throne, making the hard decisions for the betterment of our kingdom and letting me take the fall for Berea’s failures.
	The sizzling of iron being pulled from fire filled the silent room.
	“I didn’t intend for this to happen, Elora.” The Elder whispered, true pity in his
	voice, before the heat blazed into my neck, burning my flesh.
	I ground my teeth, shutting out the groan that pushed at my throat. Burning flesh
	filled the air, turning my stomach even more. The pain pushed tears to my eyes. A hushed mummer rippled through the room. Pity, shame, criticism. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. I was truly nothing to them but a pawn to be moved and told to obey.
	The second the pressure released off my neck, I wiped my tears and stood. The
	crinkle of my skin sent a throbbing pain through my spine, but I ignored it. Or at least tried to. I returned to my spot next to Lucas, who avoided my gaze.
	“The council is dismissed.” The announcer struck the gong, sending everyone
	silently standing and leaving the room.
	No one looked at me. No one offered me condolences or pity. That would be
	worse honestly. I kept my gaze down, letting the room move around me while I waited. Lucas was the first to leave thankfully. If he would’ve tried to speak to me, there’s a good chance the beast would break through and leave its own mark on him.
	Two marks of violation. The room floor tilted beneath me. Two.
	“Elora.” The Elder’s soft voice summoned me from the front of the quickly
	emptying room. The large stone doors latched shut, echoing through the chamber and leaving me alone with him.
	I stilled myself, blinking away a few of the remaining tears before I looked up at
	him. The hurt I endured radiated like a mirror from his face, almost pushing me to tears again. He motioned to the vacant throne next to his and I trudged over and gently sat down, my feet firmly planted on the ground.
	“I—”
	The Elder looked outside at the fresh snow swirling against the chamber
	windows, the last remnants of winter. Day was quickly fading outside, washing the mountain range around Berea in hues of blue.
	“And Lucas didn’t pay the fine for you.” The Elder shook his head.
	“No, sir.” I sighed. “But it’s not his to pay. I was the one who failed.”
	“Yes, but your job was made more difficult by Lucas.” He sat forward, fully
	looking at me, his braided hair falling over his dark blue cloak. “Elora, why didn’t you report that?”
	“I didn’t want to make him mad!” I snapped, tears burning my eyes. My sharp
	voice echoed through the chamber, stilling us both. “I can’t afford to make him mad.” I said, a tone quieter.
	“He still should have paid the fine. It’s the least he could do.” The Elder shook his
	head, a scowl imprinted deeply across his face. “General deputy or not, that’s not how he should treat his promised betrothed."
	“Well, betrothed or not, I can’t afford to upset him.” My lips shook when I spoke
	and my vision blurred. “He’s the only one who agreed to pay the price for me.”
	I couldn’t hold it in anymore. The shame. The dark future. The failure burned
	into the back of my neck. The weight of life. I crumbled beneath it all.
	“I need to go.” I muttered as I pushed off the throne, ducking my face away as I
	ran to the door.
	The Elder didn’t stop me, even though it was proper courtesy to be dismissed
	from his presence than dismissing yourself. But I couldn’t hold it in. A few knights lingered in the hall and I ducked past all of them, praying none of them were Lucas. I couldn’t handle a conversation with him right now.
	The palace halls closed in on me, threatening to suffocate me even more. I had to
	get out of here. I pulled the strength from my beast form and shifted in a flash of light, my black paws thudding on the stone floor and my senses sharpened. The lingering
	servants and knights hurriedly pushed out of my way as I ran. I ran through the halls,  out the first door I could find, and far into the rolling hill of the mountain. It wasn’t until the palace was a speck in the distance that I shifted out of my beast form. The crisp mountain air blasted against my uncovered skin, sending a shiver through my body.
	I didn’t care. I sank to my knees, letting the fresh snow seep into my pants. I
	deserved this. The discomfort, the cold, the pain, the sorrow. I deserved all of it.
	Why didn’t I just kill the prince? That was all I had to do to secure Berea with
	promised resources. That was all. I had every right to kill him. But I couldn’t.
	I screamed and punched my hand into the snow, letting the furry melt through
	my bones. I punched again. And again. And again. Until my hands met the stone floor. But I kept going until my fingers were frozen and bruised. I kept going until I didn’t know if it was blood or melted snow that coated my sleeves. I kept going until I felt nothing. Until my anger, sadness, regret, fear had melted from my body and mixed into the snow beneath me.
	I eventually stopped, cradling my hands to my chest. My knuckles sang out in
	pain, my heart cracked open leaking out every emotion I so tightly held, and my body sunk deeper into the snow. Surrendering to my grim fate, I sunk into the snow and wept.
	I deserved this.

