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Chapter One

Sarielle

When dawn breaks in wide, amber streaks across the ocean, we are still alive.

I am already awake and standing at the bow of the Golden Hawk. Sleep had abandoned me hours before, what little of it I managed. Alone in the small bed in the room we’d bartered for, while my new husband slept in the chair across the room. Rather, my guardian. Husband is a word I’m still not comfortable with.

I’m not sure what won the battle for robbing me of the most sleep: fearing for our lives, or warring with my broken heart.

“We’re heading into port,” the captain says, striding up behind me, his sudden appearance and gruff voice making my shoulders tense.

Across the upper deck at the bow of the ship, I catch sight of Zyren leaning against the railing, staring in the opposite direction. He’d followed me when I’d risen from bed and come above deck, but he hadn’t spoken a single word or so much as looked at me. The truce we’d made the night before seems more fragile than spun sugar.

“What city?” I ask, ripping my gaze from Zyren and turning to face the captain.

He flicks his green eyes to mine, a slight frown on his sunburned lips. “Tor Tyrnien. I assume you’ll be disembarking there.”

My brow furrows. “Why do you…”

Zyren appears abruptly at my side. “Yes, we will,” he says to the captain.

I clamp my mouth firmly shut as the captain nods and strides off. Maybe if Zyren would speak to me, I’d have a better idea of what our plan is. Which would be nice considering our lives are very much in danger, with warriors from House Septarus hunting us.

But before I can voice my thoughts, Zyren moves away from me again, down to the middle deck of the ship amidst the crewman who are busy preparing the ship for harbor. Tears sting my eyes, but the icy morning air rips them away, not gently in the least. My black cloak whips out behind me, and the gray silk dress I’d been wearing since yesterday—my wedding dress—clings to my ribcage, my thighs, my ankles.

Everything that happened in the last two days is still a maelstrom in my mind.

I’m so deep in the churn of my thoughts, it’s not until the crewmen drop anchor and connect a gangplank from the ship to the dock that I blink and realize we’re already in port. Seabirds with long green tail feathers swoop back and forth overhead, and the smell of salt and smoke floods my nose. The crew call back and forth to each other and the captain reappears, welcoming me to Tor Tyrnien and offering his arm to walk across the gangplank.

“Unless your husband prefers to escort you,” he says hastily as Zyren approaches again.

Zyren’s face is impassive. “By all means,” he says stonily.

My heart sinks. Our marriage was one of necessity, and it’s clear he wants as little to do with me as possible.

When we reach the dock, the captain bids us farewell and Zyren steps up behind me as I continue down the long wooden walkway toward the city. Tor Tyrnien rises before us, and for a moment, my awe consumes the other thoughts swirling in my head. I have seen only one other city in my life, Selaye, where my abandoned throne now lies. A throne that Avonia is now sitting on, if she’s not hunting us herself.

Tor Tyrnien makes Selaye look like a tiny township in comparison.

It rises from the shoreline like a giant wave washing over the land, stretching high into the hills beyond. Buildings of pale gray stone with azure-tiled roofs, or domes of clear glass or pale green crystal, streets of white tile. Small trees here and there, and gardens of deep purple flowers, the occasional pop of yellow. Silver wind chimes glimmer at almost every house, their music filling the air. Vast and beautiful and wondrous, stretching nearly to the horizon.

Staring at it, it hits me forcibly: I am among the fae now. And I, myself, am fae. Which feels so strange and unnatural. So many things about Valaron feel like home to me, but in this moment, with this huge city before me, strange magic stirring in my core, and Zyren not speaking to me, I’ve never felt so alone.

I must have stopped walking without realizing it because Zyren’s hand cups my elbow and he presses me forward. “We shouldn’t stop here,” he says with a low growl. “And stop looking around at everything. You’re drawing attention.”

My words come out with a snarl to match. “Perhaps you’d like to share where we’re going?”

He ignores the accusation in my tone. “We’re heading to the home of an ally. We’ll be safe there. For a time.”

We’ve reached the end of the dock, and I open my mouth to retort, but my words are swept away as Zyren steers me into the busy street. There are people bustling everywhere, some walking, some riding horses, others atop carriages, and more lined up along the edges of the dockyard selling fish and other wares from the sea. The noise of the crowd presses in around me: voices and hoofbeats and wagon wheels and something hammering against metal.

Zyren waves down one of the carriages, a tall one with a roof and a door in the side, painted shiny black. I’d seen carriages like this coming and going from the Amethyst Palace back in Eldare, usually when the High Priest traveled. Never did I imagine I’d be the one riding in such a thing. The driver hops down from his seat at the front and opens the door for me, and I climb awkwardly inside, trying not to step on my dress and fall. Zyren climbs in behind me, graceful as usual, and then we are moving through the bustling city.

We travel for around a quarter hour. Zyren doesn’t speak, so I stare out the small window in wonder, watching the enormous city pass us by. I wonder how this city compares to the capital city of Eldare in size and splendor. And thinking of Eldare makes me think of Lilette and wonder what has transpired in the Amethyst Palace since I left. It’s only been a little over two weeks, but it seems a lifetime. Who was chosen as High Priestess in my stead when Zyren spirited me away? I truly hope it’s not Lilette. I would never forgive myself if I caused such a fate for her. Despite the dire situation I now find myself in, my vow to return to her and end the reign of the High Priest still burns furiously in my core.

“You can pull over here.”

Zyren’s stern voice and his loud knock on the interior wall of the carriage makes me jump, and the carriage driver pulls over along the side of the street. We get out of the carriage, and Zyren slips the driver some coins before he drives away again. I look up at the huge house we’ve stopped in front of.

“You have allies here?”

“No,” Zyren says. “We still have a few blocks to walk. But I don’t want the driver to know where we’re actually going.”

I raise my brows. “You think he would tell someone?”

“For the right amount of coin or coercion, most would.” Zyren glowers and strides off, pulling me along with him.

“Surely the Septarus would have a hard time finding us in a city this large,” I say. “Plus, they don’t even know we’re here.”

“I make it my job to never underestimate my enemy,” Zyren says, his voice a low rumble. “Especially when they’re as desperate as Avonia is to find us.”

“But we completed the spell to keep out the nightmares, to lock them back behind the border of their territory. And she can’t try to merge Valaron with the rest of Aureon for another twenty-two years.”

Zyren’s voice grows even darker. “All spells can be undone.”

We turn down a street to the right, my mind spinning at his words. “So, if the Septarus capture us—”

“Stop saying their name,” Zyren says. “You never know who could—”

A carriage pulls up alongside us and several warriors jump out. Simultaneously, four warriors emerge from an alleyway between buildings, weapons drawn.

We’re rushed from both sides.
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Chapter Two

Zyren

Icount seven attackers, making note of their weaponry in a matter of moments, a combination of sword, mace, and axe. They’re hired mercenaries, all wearing assorted clothing, no House Septarus emblems to be seen. Another thing is instantly evident from the way they move on us: they are here to kill, not abduct. Avonia apparently has no qualms with someone else doing the job.

My black blade emerges from beneath my cloak and my magic explodes outward. A roiling storm of shadow swirls around me and Sarielle. With a cry, my shadow ravens dive toward our attackers, and my sword cuts through the darkness that has now turned the alleyway from morning sunlight to deep midnight.

Two warriors fall beneath my blade in the first sweep as I spin in a circle, keeping Sarielle pinned tightly against me. My ravens distract the others as they deflect the talons and beaks of the tangible darkness. I lunge in and out, taking my blood payment. Our enemies fall one by one. I catch fragments of images as my deadly dance continues: the gleam of a pendant through the fluttering fabric of a tunic my blade has torn open, a spray of crimson on the white coat of the carriage horse, Sarielle’s golden eyes flared wide with panic.

From the shadows surrounding us, one of the warriors charges through, bellowing like a wild animal. I have only an instant to act, shoving Sarielle away as he plows into me. We hit the cobblestones of the alley floor with a resounding thud. I use the momentum to keep moving and fling him sideways as we land, rolling on top of him and shoving the edge of my sword into his throat. His eyes go blank, his life cut off just like that, breathing one moment and on his way to see his ancestors the next.

The tally in my head tells me there’s one more, and I don’t need to turn to see where she is. The last warrior advances on Sarielle, twirling her mace in her hand. Sarielle has her back to the alley wall, frozen in fear. As I pull a dagger from my belt, aim it, and hurl it for the mercenary’s throat, I see Sarielle’s eyes go from gold to black. A pulse of magic shakes the alley, and the monster inside me shivers, in awe and in fear.

But then my dagger buries itself into the warrior’s throat and she falls lifeless to the ground. Sarielle turns that dark gaze to mine, and a low growl climbs from her throat, an animal deprived of its kill. A shimmer of power moves between us, and I let my shadows fall. As light floods into the alley once again, Sarielle draws in a long, shuddering breath, blinking her eyes. They shift from inky black to gold again, and confusion rolls across her face.

“What just happened?”

“Later,” I say, climbing to my feet and grabbing her by the elbow. “You are far too recognizable. We need to get inside.”

The house of my friend is just another half-block away. Once there, we can regroup and decide the next phase of my plan. I’d watched my brother murdered in front of me the day before, and I cannot let that happen to Sarielle. The Septarus have clearly put a price on our heads, so not only do we have to contend with Avonia’s vast armies, but now we have to watch out for every sell-sword in the land.

The idea of Sarielle dying in front of me…

I hammer my thoughts of her back into the deepest corners of my mind where they belong. It was thoughts like that, feelings I shouldn’t be feeling, that created the crisis we now find ourselves in.

If I hadn’t let my feelings for Sarielle get so out of control, I never would have let myself lose control in the meadow. Never would have ended up wrapped in her embrace, skin to skin. I can still smell her hair, still feel our limbs entangled. A betrayal which led to my brother displaying a monstrous side of himself I’d never seen before. The things he’d said to me and Sarielle are seared across my soul, the last words he’d ever spoken to me.

Which is why I’d been so distracted at the wedding ceremony. Out of my mind from losing Sarielle, haunted by the threats my brother spat at us. If I hadn’t been so distraught, I would have felt what was happening in the crowd. Sensed Avonia’s warriors creeping up on us. Would have blocked the arrows that impaled my brother’s heart.

If I weren’t such a dark and selfish creature, my brother would still be alive.

I’ve now locked my thoughts of Sarielle deep, deep within the recesses of my mind. I cannot afford them any longer. And the idea that she’s now my wife—because of all my folly and misguided desires—the very thought of it feels like a spear driven through my gut.

A white stone wall rises on my right, marking the boundary of the courtyard of the house I seek. The tiniest bit of tension leaves my shoulders. I follow the wall, keeping Sarielle tightly against my side, until an ornate archway opens, designed with scalloped edges like a seashell or a flower edged with blue sea glass. We duck through and into the courtyard beyond, crossing with quick strides, passing through a lush garden filled with flowers and butterflies. A grand door rises before us, twice my height and framed in a design like the archway but set with shiny bronze in addition to the sea glass.

I rap the matching metallic knocker three times loudly.

As I wait for someone to let us in, I glance behind to ensure we’re still alone in the courtyard. My gaze sweeps the second floor of the building also, for a second time; I’d already surveyed it once as we approached. It seems for the moment we are free of any tails. The first set of attackers had clearly followed us from the harbor, they must have been watching the incoming ships. If there were other mercenaries following us, it seems they’re hanging back for the moment.

The door finally swings open, and a man I don’t recognize greets us.

“I need to see Naryo,” I say. “Tell him Shadow Storm is here.”

Sarielle cuts her eyes over to mine but says nothing. The man nods and gestures for us to enter the foyer of the house.

I turn to latch the door behind us as the man strides away. Sarielle’s eyes move around the interior of the space, seeming to soak in every detail. She’s so very new in the world compared to my centuries. I can feel the wonder in her gaze palpably as she takes in the two-story entry hall, the entirety of which is tiled in mosaic patterns. They depict stories of the sea and the fae who venture there. Wars and quests and love found and lost.

“It cannot be!” a voice booms from across the huge space. “The most wanted man in all of Valaron, right here on my doorstep.”

A tall man enters the room with all the presence of a god. Black hair to his shoulders, bronze skin, silver eyes. I’d been told many a time we looked like brothers, and I’d always felt closer to him than I did to any of my blood kin. The thought sends a stab of guilt through my core.

But when he grins and pulls me into a back-thumping embrace, I momentarily forget what a cursed soul I have. “It’s good to see you, Naryo.”

Naryo steps back and looks me in the eyes. “I’m sorry we must meet under such grave circumstances.”

“I’m sorry that I always seem to bring trouble to your doorstep.” I shake my head, a gesture of remorse and apology.

“I am honored that I am the kind of friend you trust when you are in the worst of predicaments,” Naryo says. He turns to Sarielle and takes her hand, bowing and dusting a kiss over her knuckles. “And you must be our new queen. You honor me with your presence.”

“No formalities needed,” Sarielle says hastily, looking uncomfortable.

“I suppose you have a lot to tell me. We only caught the rumors from those who fled Selaye yesterday,” Naryo says, his eyes burning into mine. “But first, let me just…”

He raises his arms and a flare of magic moves across the room. There’s a sound at the front door like a huge invisible bolt sliding into place, and it continues around the perimeter of the house, a succession of rapid clicks that fades and then grows louder again.

“A protection spell I had ready,” Naryo explains. “I figured there was a chance you’d make your way here since Selaye isn’t so far.”

He gestures for us to follow him as he turns and heads deeper into the house, across the entry hall, down a corridor, and into a large study on the left. It overlooks a much smaller courtyard at the center of the compound, this one featuring a fountain surrounded by yellow flowers and cascades of dark green vines. Naryo gestures for us to take seats, and after we’ve selected chairs, takes a seat himself.

Naryo’s gaze sweeps from me to Sarielle. “My deepest condolences for the loss of your brother. And your new husband, my queen.”

He must see something in the way we tense and avert our gazes. “I am missing something…” Naryo begins. Then his eyes widen. “You…Zyren, was it you who fulfilled the spell to keep the nightmares at bay?”

I nod slowly. There are few in all of Valaron who know my true identity. As a guardian, I gave up all rank and title and family connections centuries ago. But Naryo is one of my oldest friends, so he knows the truth of my Lyonian bloodline.

Naryo’s eyes pin to mine. “So, I have both the queen and the king under my roof…”

“I am not king.” The words come out with such bite that Sarielle and Naryo both jump. I lower my voice, and through a clenched jaw, say again, “Sarielle is queen. We wed out of necessity when my brother was killed by Avonia’s warriors, to make sure the spell was completed to send the nightmares back to their territory. Her Otreyas blood and my Lyonian blood, as required. But I am not, and will never be, King of Valaron.”

“I see,” Naryo says. His tone tells me he has opinions on the matter, but thankfully, he keeps them to himself. “So, the nightmares are contained once again, but the Septarus have taken the crown and are hunting you, and no doubt have other devious plans. What’s your move, then? And how can I help?”

I open my mouth to speak, but Sarielle beats me to it. Her words, when she speaks, carry more venom than I knew her capable of.

“We need to muster a force to fight back against them. An army that can help us defeat the Septarus once and for all.”
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Chapter Three

Sarielle

Idon’t know where the sudden surge of rage comes from, only that one moment I am sitting in the home of a stranger feeling very overwhelmed, and the next a black storm of heat and shadow unfurls in my gut.

I want Avonia to pay for what she’s done.

She killed my entire family. Caused me to be raised as an orphan in a far-off land. And now she’s stolen my throne and killed Zyren’s brother, causing a rift I doubt I can ever repair between me and my husband. Anger is an emotion that I was never allowed to express in the Amethyst Palace growing up, an emotion I suppressed for so long. But now, coming to Valaron and learning the truth of my family, not to mention everything that happened the last two days, it’s as if the desire for revenge is a beast that will consume me from the inside out.

Zyren blinks as he looks at me, clearly taken aback, too. After a moment, he says, “Yes, Sarielle is quite right. We need allies, people we can trust completely and absolutely. How many escaped Selaye yesterday?”

Naryo shakes his head, lips drawn back in a grim expression. “A dozen maybe, that I am aware of. I am told that not many made it out. The warriors of the Court of Nightmares were put to death. The citizens of the city have been spared, for now.”

I suck in a sharp breath, and Zyren wears a look of rage that matches mine from a moment ago.

“Most of Valaron despises the Septarus,” Naryo says. “But most also fear them, and that will make those allies hard to come by, now that Selaye has been taken. After the fall of House Otreyas, House Lyonian was the only thing standing in their way this whole time.”

“I know.” Zyren hangs his head a moment. “There is a small force remaining back home at the Court of Lions, and some members of my house scattered across Valaron on their own estates, but most of our might was in Selaye, to protect the throne. There are not enough left elsewhere to defeat Avonia’s forces.”

“Will Avonia attack the Court of Lions next?” I ask.

Zyren nods. “I imagine she will. To ensure any loyal to us are defeated.”

“We must warn them, then.” My hands are clasped together so tightly in my lap, it’s almost enough to break my bones.

“I already did, last night on the ship. The captain had a spare messenger wyvern.”

I nod numbly. I would have known, of course, if Zyren had been speaking to me. It makes me shiver, the idea of House Lyonian being annihilated like my own house, House Otreyas, was wiped out by Avonia twenty years ago.

Zyren is silent for several moments before speaking. “With the Court of Nightmares and the Court of Lions all but wiped out, there is only one court left who may have the strength to rival the Septarus.”

Naryo’s eyes widen. “The Court of Memory? They have long forsaken the politics of the south. You think you can convince them?”

“I don’t know whether I will succeed or fail,” Zyren says. “But I don’t see any other options, and I can’t just do nothing.”

“What if we could somehow make a pathway to Aureon?” I ask. “Find allies there?”

Zyren doesn’t even pause a breath before responding gruffly. “That’s not an option. No one can create a rift between the realms.”

“It’s possible.” I lift my chin stubbornly. “It’s been done before.”

His eyes flash. “Possible, but only barely so. Almost no one has managed such a feat.”

“My mother did it.”

“That doesn’t mean that you can.”

I recoil at the harshness of his words. “Do you forget that you told me you’d help me find a way? To save my best friend and the others at the Amethyst Palace?”

“That was before,” he snaps. “Before everything changed. Our priorities are different now. Surely, I don’t need to explain that to you.”

Silence falls between us, thick and heavy. I refuse to let the tears that prick at the corners of my eyes spill over. Zyren is right. Everything has changed. Including his feelings for me.

Naryo clears his throat, and my cheeks flame. “Perhaps food and rest are needed before further plans are made. You have both been through an intensely harrowing experience.”

Zyren blinks and nods. “Your hospitality is most welcome.”

Naryo summons a servant to prepare refreshments. A short while later we are escorted into a dining room that also overlooks the central courtyard. Plates of fresh fruit and little cakes with icing and flowers sit along the table, along with pots of hot herbal tea. I say nothing as Zyren and his friend discuss everything else that’s transpired since they last saw each other, the ice around my heart thickening once again.

The day passes in a daze of numbness. I take a nap around midday and don’t awaken until close to dinner time. I’m shown a bathing chamber where I take a long and luxurious bath with scented soaps, the scent of which is something floral and exotic I’m not familiar with. So many things are new here. Zyren was the only thing familiar when I came to this realm. I’d known him from all those years he visited my dreams. He’d been my anchor, despite our rocky start.

But now he’s like a stranger, and I have nothing.

Naryo’s servants supply me with clean clothes after my bath. Where they came from, I don’t know, but I’m too wrapped up in my own thoughts to ask. They offer to launder the pewter gray dress I’d worn the day before—my wedding dress—but I thank them and decline. After they leave the room and I’ve changed into a clean pale blue dress, I throw the old one into the fire that burns in the corner of my room. I sit and watch the flames take it, curling into black petals of ash.

I don’t speak at dinner, except to answer a few questions Naryo asks me about my youth in an attempt to foster conversation. Zyren doesn’t so much as look at me, and the urge to scream builds slowly within my core until I feel certain I’m going to explode, right here at the dinner table in front of this kind man who has taken us in. After eating a few bites of the roasted fish and vegetables prepared for us, I excuse myself and go back to my room.

I’m lying in bed upright, not asleep, when there’s a knock on the door. It opens, and Zyren and Naryo stand in the hallway. Zyren’s eyes widen in surprise when he sees me.

Naryo looks back and forth between us. “I assumed you wanted one room…”

“Two is fine,” Zyren says tersely, flicking his gaze away from mine.

“My other guest rooms are under renovation, I’m afraid,” Naryo says with a frown. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll see what I can do to have my staff prepare my room for you.”

Zyren lifts a hand to object. “I couldn’t possibly impose on you any further. Sarielle and I can certainly share a room.”

Naryo’s gaze swivels to mine, and I hesitate only a moment before nodding. Zyren hastily steps inside the room, and Naryo bids us both goodnight and departs.

When the door closes behind him, Zyren meets my gaze a moment, his body rigid. “I will sleep on the floor.”

I stare at the massive bed around me. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re my husband—even if—if circumstances—it’s fine to share the bed.”

Zyren’s jaw rolls. “Sarielle…”

When he trails off and doesn’t continue, I prompt him. “Yes?”

“Our marriage…it was only to save Valaron and the rest of Aureon, to enact the spell that sent the nightmares back to their part of the realm. I think it would be best if we don’t consider it anything beyond the necessity that it was.”

My heart slows to a crawl within my chest. “What are you saying exactly?”

“I do not think we should use the titles of husband and wife. I do not think we should act as if anything has changed in that regard. I am still your guardian. I am here to protect you. You must focus on your new role as queen. And saving our realm.”

It’s not that I’m surprised by his words, but I’m not going to just let this go quietly. We’d been too exhausted and distraught the night before, but it’s clear unless I force it, Zyren isn’t going to discuss this. “It’s not as if we don’t have real feelings for each other.” I nearly choke on the words as they come out of my throat. I’m still angry with him for withholding the truth about King Jonavus being his brother, but I don’t just want to give up entirely.

“We’ve been through this already,” Zyren says, his words tight. “The night we shared should never have happened. I dishonored you in a moment of weakness. We were never meant for each other. You know that.”

“I don’t know that,” I growl. “On the contrary, I told you how I felt about things after the meadow. And now… now things have changed, and we can be together, if we want.”

I realize instantly the incredible error my words. It’s as if a storm cloud envelopes Zyren’s body. His shadows roil off him.

“Because my brother is dead.” His eyes, pinned on mine, smolder with fury.

“That’s not what I meant…”

“What did you mean?”

I open and close my mouth twice, but I can’t find words to make this right.

“You know the worst part?” Zyren says, his words black flame. “He died hating me. He died knowing I betrayed him in the worst possible way. And you only saw that cruel and twisted part of him, the part that I brought out because of my actions.”

“Zyren, I’m so sorry…”

He goes utterly and completely still. “We will not speak of this again. You are not my wife, and I am not your husband. You are free to love whomever you wish, and I will not think ill of you. We did what we needed to do. That is all.”

And he crosses the room to the glass doors that open onto the courtyard, closes them behind him, and vanishes into the moonlit darkness beyond.
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Chapter Four

Zyren

Ifeel as if I’m being pulled apart by a herd of horses galloping in different directions.

Sitting in the moon-streaked darkness of the courtyard, I listen to the hum of crickets, and in the distance, the song of a night bird. I focus on the sounds to drown out the whirlwind in my head. And in my heart. So many opposing thoughts and feelings.

Now that my brother is dead, I have no family. Our parents have long since gone, and now, after yesterday, it is just me. The eldest and last son, and the least worthy of us all. The one with the darkness inside, the monster always clawing for the surface.

How can I, a disgraced guardian who failed at his one duty, possibly have any hope of saving Valaron?

The idea of Avonia and her ilk ruling Selaye makes that deep, dark part of me so rageful, I fear if I lose control, the monster will be all there is. The man I am will never return. I’m not even sure there’s any part of him that is the same as before—these last weeks have changed me, have made me irrevocably different.

There is one reason for all of this, and she lies asleep in the bed just a few feet away.

Pain stabs through my chest. None of this is Sarielle’s fault, yet it’s undeniable that she is the cause. She didn’t ask for me to fall in love with her—she doesn’t even know how I feel. I can’t admit it to her, because that truth is the most shameful proof of my failure as her guardian. To sleep with her was bad enough, but to love her? I cannot, in a thousand lifetimes, redeem myself for letting this happen.

It is all because of my decisions, my weakness. All of it. And now Sarielle is the one suffering.

I don’t know how to make any of this right.

When dawn breaks, I am no closer to an answer. I hear Sarielle awaken, and I fight the urge to turn and look at her. How the sun no doubt hits her golden eyes, how it makes her silvery hair glow. I would give anything to be at her side when she wakes, each and every day. But I cannot give in to my desires now, not after the damage they caused.

My brother is dead and my realm in ruin because of me.

And I’m terrified I’m going to fail Sarielle, too.

I wait a few minutes, until I know she’s out of bed and dressed, and then I go back into the room. “I hope you rested well,” I say from the doorway.

She shoots me an indiscernible look from where she’s standing a few feet away and then nods, once.

“Good. We will stay here until nightfall, and then, by cover of dark, leave the city and travel north to the Court of Memory. It will take three weeks, if we are lucky.”

“And if we arrive, and they won’t help us? What then?” Sarielle asks, her eyes and tone hard.

“You are their queen. They cannot turn you away.” I infuse my voice with confidence. “Three of the guardians I grew up with are stationed there. They are strong allies. It’s our best chance at building a resistance.”

“What of the warriors who fled Selaye? And the ones at the Court of Lions? Surely, few as they are, we should rally them. We need all the help we can get.”

She’s right. She has natural instincts as a leader and queen. “Agreed. We will arrange a meeting point for all refugees and anyone who wants to join our resistance.”

“At the Court of Memory?”

I shake my head. “It’s too risky to spread the word of our destination. But I can talk to Naryo, and have his network get word to any survivors. We can have them rally at an abandoned castle, and await news from us.”

“Which castle?”

“It is called Valor’s Keep. It’s about a week’s ride from the Court of Memory.”

Sarielle is quiet for several moments, and then her eyes meet mine, pain reflected in them. I can hear the tears in her voice. “And… my court? I know there were no survivors of Otreyas blood, but is anyone else still loyal to House Otreyas?”

My gaze meets hers. “The Court of Bone,” I say softly. “No one lives there now. Avonia killed not only your family, but everyone else she found there, then burned the castle. Many escaped, but they did not return to the site of the tragedy.”

A single tear escapes and runs down her cheek, a stark contrast to the sudden simmering fury in her expression. “We will rally a force at Valor’s Keep, like you said, and once the Court of Memory has joined us, we will have two armies to fight House Septarus. I will not rest until I have Avonia’s head on a spike above Selaye, where not even the crows will mourn her.”

Wisps of shadow hover around Sarielle like a pair of dark wings, and I suck in a sharp breath, taking a step closer to her. “Sarielle…”

A tremor moves over her, and flecks of black flood her golden eyes. She does not look like a queen, she looks like a goddess of wrath and midnight, a bringer of death. The air in the room grows scarce, and a hum rattles the furniture as her shadows spin faster and faster.

“Sarielle!” I bark, lunging forward and grabbing her shoulders.

Her eyes lock onto mine and she places both palms on my chest as if to shove me away. A pulse of power moves between us, and Sarielle’s shadowed wings arch forward, encircling us both in a wreath of darkness. Where her fingers rest against my heart, it feels like a crack of thunder and lightning, heat and magic. And that darkness inside of me, the nightmare that lives deep within, it hears her call, and it surges forward. The monster within does not know grief or guilt or pain. It only knows hunger and desire.

And it desires only one thing right now…

A growl climbs from my throat, and my hand laces around Sarielle’s back, pulling her closer…

There’s a crash and a scream from the hallway outside the room, and it’s that sound that breaks through the maelstrom of shadow that surrounds us. Sarielle’s eyes widen in shock, and I pick her up and set her forcibly away from me, sucking in a deep breath to clear the dark magic surging through me.

Everything goes still.

Another shout from outside. I stride to the door and whip it open. Naryo is coming down the hall, face stricken. “Are you okay? And the queen?”

“We’re fine.”

Naryo shakes his head. “It’s been ages since we had an earthquake in Tor Tyrnien.”

I feel Sarielle step up behind me. Naryo is a dear friend, but even he does not know my deepest, darkest secret. The nightmare blood that runs in my veins. Only one person living knows, someone who shares that same secret. Well, Riya, and now Sarielle. “Thank goodness it was brief,” I say, genuine relief in my voice.

“I don’t think we had any structural damage,” Naryo says. “If this urn is the only casualty, I’ll call that excellent luck.” He points to the shattered ceramic pieces littering the tile floor.

“Indeed.”

“We may be a bit late preparing breakfast, but I’ll send one of the servants once we’ve checked the rest of the house for damage.”

I nod stiffly. “Of course. Thank you, as always.”

Naryo strides off again, and I shut the door. Sarielle is looking at me in abject horror. “I…I did that?”

“Your powers have been getting stronger since you arrived in Valaron.” My jaw rolls. “I think being in close proximity to the nightmares has amplified them. That, along with anger.”

“But how do I control it? I can’t just go around causing earthquakes every time I lose my temper.”

Not just earthquakes, but she nearly made me lose control of my own inner nightmare. If my magic had joined hers… I shudder at what might have happened.

“No, you cannot,” I say. “You need a proper magical tutor. But lacking that, I have another idea.”
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Chapter Five

Sarielle

Ilook down the length of the narrow courtyard Zyren led us to, which runs along the backside of Naryo’s compound. Per his instructions, I’ve changed into a pair of loose-fitting pants and a form-fitting top, courtesy of the servants. The midday sun shines down on us, the warmth of it amplifying the smell of the flowering vines climbing each wall.

“Are we going to practice magic?” I ask, cocking an eyebrow at Zyren, who is standing a few feet in front of me.

“No. We’re going to spar.”

“Spar?”

“Yes…it’s a way to teach you not only to defend yourself, but to release pent up emotion. Which can be valuable when you get angry.” He gestures to me, curling his fingers to come closer. “Come over here and try to hit me.”

It’s been several hours since the incident this morning, but I still feel… raw. As if at any moment, my magic is going to take over, my anger blasting out of me.

I’m still coming to terms with the fact that I’m part nightmare, like Zyren is, that something dark lives within me. In a way, I’d always known. I remember being chastised as a girl at the Amethyst Palace for causing shadows and dark skies when I was in a foul mood. I’d shoved it away all those years ago, hidden it deep down in my core. But being here, in the realm I was born in… that darkness started climbing for the surface the moment I stepped foot in Valaron.

The moment my guardian touched me, in the flesh, and his own inner monster spoke to mine.

“Come on,” Zyren says. “Don’t be shy.”

I stride forward, closing the distance between us. I curl my fingers into a fist, tensing my shoulder and sending my power outward from there. Momentum carries it forward, so when my fist hits Zyren’s palm, it makes a satisfying smack. His eyes flare ever so slightly.

“This isn’t the first time you’ve thrown a punch.” It’s a statement, not a question, and he casts me a look as if he’s seeing me for the first time.

I try to keep the smug tone out of my voice. “One of the palace guards used to teach us.”

“Us?”

“Me and Lilette. In secret, up in our meadow.”

He shrugs. “Okay, well good. Can you evade a punch just as well?”

Without waiting for a reply, he throws his own punch. I can tell he’s holding back, just in case I’m not ready, but I easily duck out from under his blow, pivoting to the side so his arm meets nothing but empty air.

“Good. Let’s do kicks next.”

We spend the next hour going through a variety of combat techniques. After a sweep through the basics for Zyren to test out my skills, he begins to critique and pick up the pace. I’d never thought all those hours with Lilette and Dain would be useful for anything but a fun distraction. I’d certainly never known then, in those long-past days that seem years ago, eons ago, that I was destined to be queen of another realm and would someday wield magic that caused earthquakes. Sweat dews along my spine and my brow before too long, but Zyren seems like he’s just getting warmed up.

“Let’s work on how to get out of holds,” he says.

He takes my shoulders and pivots me away from him, then wraps his arms around me from behind like iron bands. I can feel his heartbeat against my back, and his breath is warm in my ear. I struggle against him, but he’s got me locked in tight, arms pinned to my sides.

“You’re not strong enough,” he growls. “What else can you do?”

I stomp down hard on his foot, but that only causes a momentary shift in weight.

“What else can you do with your foot?”

My cheeks flush as I realize what he means. “A groin kick.”

“Yes. What else? What other part of your body can move?”

I think on it a moment, then roll my head back into his jawbone in slow motion, a backward head butt.

“Exactly.”

For a half moment, Zyren keeps me wrapped tightly in his arms, and then he lets go. We turn to face each other.

“So, is this really going to help me control my magic?” I ask, a little breathless. I tell myself it’s not because of his close proximity to me. He’d made it clear there is never going to be anything romantic between us, so I can’t be getting distracted every time Zyen is near me. It’s better this way anyway. He’d lied to me, and I don’t know that I can trust him not to do it again.

“It diverts your energy to a physical expression,” he responds. “If you feel yourself getting angry, move through the exercises I showed you, placing all your focus on your body, and not your mind or your emotions.”

“I will certainly try,” I say dubiously.

“It works for me. I can only hope it works for you.” His expression is deadly serious as he watches me. “But you’re much more powerful than I am, so it remains to be seen.”

“You think I’m more powerful than you are?”

“Your magic is. I can feel it.” He wipes a barely existent beading of sweat from his brow with his forearm.

I fall silent for several moments. My voice is soft, tenuous, when I speak. “Why do you think the two of us have nightmare blood?”

Zyren is silent for even longer before he answers. “I do not know,” he finally says. He turns away from me, the lesson seemingly done, but after taking a couple strides, he turns back around. “I thought, for many years, that I was the only one. And then I met Riya. And now… you.”

“We’re the only ones?” I ask, a tremble running along my skin.

“That I have met, yes.”

Our eyes meet for several moments, and then he looks away. “The important thing to remember is that the darkness within wants to be set free. And you must not give in to that urge.”

I nod, slowly.

“Let’s go get cleaned up,” Zyren says. “At nightfall, we ride north.”
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Chapter Six

Zyren

Naryo procures two horses for us, and I have them saddled and waiting in the courtyard before dinner. My friend has also provisioned us with saddlebags full of bread, fruit, and cheese, which should last a week.

If we do.

By now, Avonia’s forces will no doubt be spread across all of Valaron, hunting the escaped queen and her guardian. I wish I could hide Sarielle away somewhere until all of this has passed. Taking her on the open road seems like lowering ourselves into a dragon’s jaws. But I know the northern wilderness better than anyone, its valleys and bogs and ice plains and magic. If anyone can travel undetected across the north, it’s me.

I suggested to Sarielle that she rest through the afternoon, since tonight we’ll be riding hard. If we cover good ground for three days, we’ll be beyond most of the cities and towns and into wildlands that can hide us better. If we can make it that far without incident, our chances of reaching the Court of Memory are vastly improved.

When we meet in the dining room for dinner, Sarielle looks not only refreshed, but resplendent. My eyes meet hers as she approaches the table across from me. She’s wearing a simple dress in the style of Tor Tyrnien, bright turquoise silk gathered at one shoulder, leaving the other bare. The fabric cascades to the floor, hugging her body slightly. But what catches my eyes most is her hair, which has gone from silvery to darkest midnight. She has it pinned above her head, strands of it loose around her face. One of the servants must have dyed it for her, a disguise for the road.

It’s hard to believe that a few hours ago, she was holding her own in our sparring session. She looks so fragile at times, and other times so fierce she could burn the whole world.

I get up and pull her chair out for her, which earns me a puzzled sideways glance. Naryo sits at the head of the long table, and he rises and offers her a small bow also. Her cheeks blush slightly as she takes her seat, settling her silks about her. A servant steps forward and pours us all wine, a pale varietal with just the barest touch of pink. It sparkles faintly in the lights of the candles dotted around the room.

“I trust you rested well, Highness?” Naryo asks Sarielle.

Her blush deepens. “Yes. But please… no need for formalities.”

“Well, it’s not often—and by not often, I mean never—that I have a queen at my dinner table.” Naryo lifts his wine glass for a toast. “If we can’t toast to that, then I will simply toast to delightful company and very old friends.”

I raise my glass, and after a moment’s hesitation, Sarielle raises hers as well. Then we drink, and we feast. Whether it’s because of the aforementioned royalty visiting, or perhaps because this could be the last good meal we ever enjoy, Naryo has had a sumptuous meal prepared, consisting of many courses. Rich soups, savory cheeses, multiple varieties of vegetables and meat, fresh-baked bread, and for dessert, a cake so decadent I can only eat a single bite.

“You’ve outdone yourself, friend,” I say as we finish up. “It’s a good thing we’re hitting the saddle soon, so I can work off that meal.”

Naryo chuckles. “You guardians are so austere. But even you deserve a bit of luxury from time to time.”

“I’ve never had such a meal,” Sarielle says softly. “At the Amethyst Palace, we were served simple fare, and warned not to overindulge.” Her eyes glow. “It was wonderful, thank you.”

“You will have many feasts far more glorious than this in your future,” Naryo says with a smile and a bow of his head.

“Speaking of our future,” I say, “We must be getting on our way. The sun has set, so we can make a quiet and unobserved escape from Tor Tyrnien.”

Naryo’s smile dims, and he nods. “I’ll have my staff bridle the horses.”

Sarielle and I make our way back to our room. I wait outside while she changes into attire more suitable for the road: breeches, boots, a tunic, and a long, dark cloak. I provide her with two daggers as well, strapped to the outsides of her thighs.

“Are you ready?” I ask when she opens the door.

She nods, face serious. We both know, the moment we step outside that door, we’ll be hunted once again.

We make our way to the stable on the far side of Naryo’s compound, which has its own entrance onto a side street perpendicular to the main road by which we’d arrived. Naryo is already waiting for us, as well as two servants who hold the horses ready. I check the girths on the saddles and the straps on the bridles to make sure everything is tightened properly. With a nod, I turn to Naryo. “Thank you for your hospitality, and for the risk you took in helping us.”

Sarielle echoes her own thanks.

“You are like family, Zyren,” Naryo says, resting a hand on my shoulder. “No thanks is necessary.”

I nod and smile, though it’s a grim smile with the touch of a goodbye.

“I will find those who escaped Selaye and send word to rally at Valor’s Keep,” Naryo continues. “When the time comes, they’ll be waiting for you.” He sweeps his gaze from me to Sarielle. A small smile lights his face. “Travel well and take care of each other. Zyren may seem hard as steel to the core, but he needs someone to watch out for him just as he watches over others.”

Sarielle nods, returning the smile. She takes the reins of her horse, and I take mine, and the servant swings open the external door. Night and lamplight from the alley beyond swirl around us. I reach over and pull the hood of Sarielle’s cloak up over her new inky locks of hair. My knuckle brushes her cheekbone, and a shiver moves over her. Our gazes meet for one long moment.

“May the dark goddess watch over you,” Naryo says. “Until we meet again, my friend.”

We mount up and turn the horses around for a final wave of farewell.

And then we begin the perilous journey north.


[image: ]

Chapter Seven

Sarielle

The first night of travel passes uneventfully, as does the second. We sleep in a cave one night and a forested glen the other, only for a handful of hours before moving on again. Zyren seems to know this land just as well as he knew the Forever Mountains to the south.

Silence hangs between us so palpably it’s like a living, breathing thing. Now that Naryo isn’t here to spur conversation, Zyren barely speaks to me, or even look at me. In that void, my mind has nothing to do but turn over a million racing thoughts. I think on the enormity of the task that faces us, on the fact that three weeks ago I was a lowly priestess in training with no inkling that in another realm, a realm I didn’t even know existed, I would soon be queen. A queen married to someone I love, but someone who is still a stranger to me in so many ways. A queen with a core of shadow and flame, waiting to break free at any moment.

And I think about Zyren. He’s alluded to being centuries old. And it seems, from how familiar he is with this land, that he’s walked every corner of Valaron. I can only imagine all the things he’s seen and done. I think also of his grief for his brother, both of them now, and I wonder if he blames me for it all. Surely, he must. If I had not come here, to Valaron, Jonavus would still be alive. Zyren would not live with the shame of what we did in the meadow beneath the lights of Selaye.

The bigger question, however, is whether he will ever be able to forgive me.

Or I forgive him for keeping the truth from me.

On the third day of travel, Zyren wakes me at sunset and we mount up and ride on. Far, far behind us, to the south, the Forever Mountains rise in purple peaks that look tiny on the horizon. Ahead is an endless stretch of plains dotted by the occasional cluster of trees. To the east is an inky smudge that must be a vast forest. The air has grown colder each day, but not as cold as when we traveled in the peaks of the mountains. Once or twice, with a strong wind, I’ve caught the salty scent of the ocean, so I know we’re not but a few miles from the coastline still.

I wait until a smattering of stars have popped out against the velvety sky before making my daily attempt at conversation. “Where are we heading tonight?”

Zyren’s head turns ever so slightly over his shoulder toward me, where I ride a couple of feet behind him. “If we ride hard, we can make it to the Court of Bone by dawn.”

My heart flutters in my chest. “My home.”

His jaw rolls, a minor flex of the muscles. “What’s left of it.”

A barrage of emotions moves through me. A desperate longing to see something of my true heritage, a feeling of homesickness for a place I’ve never been, and a deep wave of sorrow for the family I will never meet. All my life I’d wanted to know the truth of my heritage, and now that I do, I’m not sure it brings me any peace or closure.

The shadows inside me stir, a not-so-quiet rage that flickers like black flame in my stomach.

“Let’s pick up the pace,” I say.

Zyren does turn fully this time, apparently hearing the strain in my voice, his eyes searching mine. He doesn’t question me, but just nods once and urges his horse into a canter across the plains. My gray gelding sprints out ahead of Zyren’s horse, feeling the urgency in my core. I focus on the movement of his powerful body beneath the saddle, and the wind whipping his mane into my face as I lean low to his neck, the coarse strands of his mane and the thick leather of the reins beneath my fingers. Moonlight illuminates the path as I gallop him faster and faster, trying to escape my need for revenge before my magic and my shadows spill out of me.

A quarter hour later, Zyren pulls his horse alongside mine and reaches out to grab my reins. “The horses need a break.”

I jump, realizing I’d been half in a trance as I rode. We slow to a trot to cool them down, then gradually to a walk. Zyren doesn’t ask why I’d taken off like that. Whether it’s because he senses the nightmare within me, or because he still doesn’t want to speak to me, I don’t know. The horses breathe heavily as we stride beneath the night sky.

For the next several hours, we alternate between walking, trotting, and cantering the horses. When the moon is almost directly overhead, sometime past midnight, we stop for a brief rest before crossing a shallow river to eat some bread and cheese and let the horses drink and cool their legs in the water. A soft wind blows over the plains, blending with the sound of the flowing water.

Zyren’s voice, when he speaks, sounds harsh in contrast. “We’re no longer heading for the Court of Bone. We will pass east of it instead and head for an old guardian outpost a couple hours past it.”

I take a moment to absorb his edict. “Why the change in course? I want to see my home.”

“What you want and what is prudent are two different things.” His gaze sweeps over mine in the darkness.

“And why is it not prudent, Zyren?” I can’t keep the edge of heat from my voice. He’s talking like he did when he first brought me to Valaron, providing the most minimal possible details, not fully explaining his plan. It was maddening then and it’s infuriating now, after everything we’ve been through.

This time, when his eyes find mine, they stay there, glowing silver like the moon. “Every time you think of your family, you come close to losing control of your magic. If we go to your former home, that will only get a thousand times worse.”

“You think I’ll cause another earthquake,” I say flatly.

“Yes,” he growls. “It was obvious back there when you galloped your horse too hard. Your magic is clawing for the surface.”

“And I did what you suggested. I engaged in something physical to take my mind off it.” I shrug. “It worked, didn’t it?”

“This time, yes.” He crosses his arms over his chest. “But that was only the briefest of discussions. Imagine what you’ll feel when we reach the burned and abandoned former home of your family.”

“This may be the only time I get to see my home,” I say, indignation flaring through me. “You’re going to deny me that?”

“If it means keeping you safe, then yes.”

We stare at each other for several long moments in the dark, then I get up and stride off, fury lashing like fire through my veins. I stomp right through the shallow river, ignoring the icy water that soaks my boots. Zyren has done nothing but punish me with silence for days, and now he’s going to take away the one thing I still have in this realm of nightmares, the one connection to my past. All to protect me.

Except, I’m not sure I need protection anymore.

Swimming in my anger is a feeling that’s now becoming familiar, the swirl of the shadows within me. I can feel them pulsing beneath my skin, tingling off the tips of my fingers. The night air wraps around me like an old friend. I’ve always been at home in the dark. I just had to suppress it all those years at the Amethyst Palace. Perhaps that’s why it’s become strong so quickly here in Valaron. Here, I can finally be myself.

I hear Zyren’s footsteps a moment before he places his hand on my shoulder, spinning me around. “Where are you going?”

“Away from you,” I snarl.

He recoils in surprise for a moment before his eyes narrow and his jaw rolls. “Like it or not, you are stuck with me, and my job is to keep you alive. We need to mount back up and be on our way.”

“I am not going anywhere with you!”

I pull away from him and turn, but he’s on me before I even make it a full stride, grabbing my hand and yanking me back toward him. My shadows spin around me and a pulse of power moves between us. Zyren tenses, his eyes darkening.

“You’re not afraid I’m going to lose control,” I snap. “You’re afraid that being with me is going to cause you to lose control.”

Where our hands are still clasped, my shadows swirl down around my wrist and across to his, binding us together. I can feel a buildup of pressure behind my eyes, and I know they’re darkening.

“Maybe we’re not supposed to fight this part of us,” I say softly. “Did that ever occur to you?”

His own eyes are nearly black now, only a halo of deep pewter around the pupils. “Sarielle,” he says, his voice several octaves deeper, half a warning and half a pained groan.

And even though I’m still furious with him, a bigger part of me craves him, craves that feeling of his rough hands on my body. I want him to lose control, like he did in the meadow. He is mine, and I am done suppressing what lives within me.

I step closer to him, pulling his hand around behind me to cup the base of my spine. Our hips and chest brush together as I settle into the curve of his body. I tilt my head back, eyes locked to his. A low rumble moves through his chest, and he leans toward me, his mouth hovering over mine. He inhales slowly, drinking me in, our breath mixing. A shudder moves through him, and his hand tightens on my back.

Then he straightens abruptly, eyes flaring wide.

The shrill neigh of one of the horses shatters the night. Zyren whips around, spinning away from me.

“What is it?” I ask breathily, my heart now racing in my chest in an entirely different way.

“We’re being hunted,” he says, voice dark and deadly. He turns back to look at me. “To the horses. Now!”
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Chapter Eight

Zyren

We run to the horses, who stand a few dozen paces away in the river. I ignore the panicked questions in Sarielle’s gaze, lifting her onto her horse and then mounting mine in one swift movement. I kick my gelding into a gallop, making sure Sarielle is keeping pace alongside, and we flee across the plains.

I glance once over my shoulder before I turn my eyes north. There’s a glow of flame a couple miles behind us, but that isn’t what has my stomach in an iron knot. It’s the spot of blackest black against the horizon, the mass of darkness that stands out against the midnight sky as if a hole to another universe has opened inside it. Shadows darker than the night itself.

I have only sensed such dark magic one other time in my life.

We push the horses to their maximum, the ground flying by beneath us. I’d told Sarielle that we weren’t going to the Court of Bones, but now we have no choice. We can’t outrun that which hunts us, not for long. A battle will be fought tonight, and I don’t want to be caught out on the open plains. As places go to make a final stand, it’s fitting. If not tragic, that the last of House Otreyas may fall in the same grave as her family.

It’s a bit overkill that Avonia sent a monster as well as an army.

The bigger question is how she did it. How did she manage to summon an ancient nightmare beyond the barrier of their territory? When Sarielle and I wed, we performed the blood spell to seal all of them beyond the river on the other side of the Forever Mountains. There shouldn’t be any monsters on this side of Valaron, let alone one of the oldest, most deadly nightmares there is.

All we can do now is flee.

The night rushes past in black ribbons. My horse’s mane flies in my face, his body breaking out into a sweat. Foam from his mouth flecks his neck. The pounding of hooves envelopes me, making my head buzz after a while, drowning out all other sounds. I do not hear the wind or the insects in the grasses and shrubs we pass through. I do not hear the pounding of my own heart. The night becomes nothing but rhythm, the hoofbeats counting down like the ticking of a clock.

We have a significant head start on those that pursue us, but we are still many miles from the Court of Bone, with nowhere in between to make a stand. It’s possible we’ll have to face our enemies out here in the open plains, and if we do, I do not think we’ll see the light of another day. Of course, that likelihood is slim even if we do make it to the abandoned castle.

I would face ten armies rather than face the beast that hunts us.

Leaning low across my horse’s neck, I glance over my shoulder to gage the distance remaining between us. The flaming torches I’d seen in the distance aren’t any closer, but I know the nightmare is. I can’t catch a glimpse of it moving at this speed, but somehow I can feel it. I can feel how it swallows the night as it moves, devouring all light in its path, what little there is out here beneath the stars. I can feel it because a shadow lives within me, too. A part of me that is the same as the monster.

And back there, by the river, I’d nearly let that part of me out.

We cover many miles in a matter of minutes, but we have a long way to go, and the horses are already tiring. Sarielle glances over at me from where she rides at my side. Her golden eyes are wide with fear. I would give anything to keep her safe, but it’s not going to be enough. I will forfeit my life tonight, and the monster will claim hers, too.

Another mile passes, then another. When I glance over my shoulder this time, the flames held aloft by Avonia’s army, or whatever mercenary force she’s hired, are definitely closer. Which means the dark thing following us is even more so.

We crest a small rise, and I see it in the distance, the dark, looming structure that once was the Court of Bone. A high wall around the perimeter, four tall towers at each corner, and a central keep with several of its own towers. The moonlight fractures off dozens of mirror-like surfaces surrounding it, small lakes and tributaries that dot the plains here. We have an advantage—a small one, but an advantage nonetheless. I know the way through the bodies of water, and those that seek us do not.

I know where the water is deep and where the land looks solid but is marshy beneath, a trap for the unaware rider. I know the quickest path to the castle, and which paths lead to dead-ends. I also know where there used to be traps set for occasions just like this, perilous devices hidden in water or beneath soft mud.

I gesture to Sarielle, but she’s already slowing her horse, having seen the maze of waterways before us. The horses are about to give out as it is, they wouldn’t have lasted galloping hard the final few miles to the gates of the castle. “Follow me from here on,” I call. “Travel only on the exact path I travel, do not stray from my horse’s hoofprints.”

She nods, her lips set in a grim line.

I slow to a trot and guide my horse down the hill toward the first tributary. The smell of salt air hits forcefully; we’re only a couple miles from the ocean. I can feel the dark magic growing behind us, drawing ever closer, but I dare not look back this time. It’s been many years since I’ve visited the Court of Bone, and with nothing but the light of the moon to guide me, the entrance to the path across the marshes is even more perilous.

That’s the reason this castle has never fallen to an attack from the outside. When Avonia murdered Sarielle’s family, she did it as an invited guest.

It takes me what feels an eternity to find the start of the path. But then I see it, the narrow stone bridge next to the rock shaped like a dragon. A bridge that can only be seen if you know what you’re looking for because it’s submerged beneath several inches of brackish water. It’s nearly invisible to the naked eye, such that when my gelding approaches it, he shies and backs away as I urge him onto it.

“I can feel it now,” Sarielle says from behind me, her voice trembling. “What is it that hunts us?”

I glance over my shoulder and meet her gaze for the barest of moments. “Something ancient.” Then I reach back and slap my horse on the hindquarters to get him to move.

He snorts and takes a tentative step forward, tensing as his hooves hit the hard surface beneath the water. I give him an encouraging pat on the neck, despite the speed with which my blood races through my veins, adrenaline telling me to go, go, go. Another step, then another, and he settles as we walk slowly across. Sarielle’s horse seems more concerned with being left behind, so gives her no fuss as he follows mine across the narrow bridge. We move slowly, the stone slippery from time. I pray that neither of the horses fall, and that the bridge holds steady.

Thankfully, the first tributary is narrow, and I breathe a sigh of relief when first my horse and then Sarielle’s make it across. I turn sharply down a finger of land and begin weaving back and forth between the waterways. The bridge we crossed is the only one, the hidden entrance to the path across. What remains ahead is a maze that will result in wasted time at best, and a watery grave at worst, for any who do not know the correct path. A maze through the areas where the water is shallow enough to pass through, or where the land is firm enough to support the weight of a horse.

The castle draws closer, a looming presence in the darkness, still and utterly quiet. Only the wind creates sound, whistling around the towers and turrets. We are about halfway across the marshes when I feel a prickle at the back of my neck, a ghosting up my spine. I turn and look over my shoulder, and I see it: a dark mass at the top of the ridge, a black hole in the night that seems to consume everything around it. Sarielle turns, too, her gaze sweeping the path behind us.

“Will the water slow it down?”

I unclench my jaw long enough to speak. “Not enough to make a difference.”

We’re a half mile from the castle now, and the nightmare is less than two miles from us. We have minutes left. Minutes to determine where we will make our final stand, whether that be stuck here in the middle of the salty wetlands, or in the shadow of the castle. If we can reach the castle, then maybe, just maybe… I shake my head. The path is all I can focus on, lest we lose our way. And I won’t let false hope stir in my heart.

We splash through two more shallow tributaries, and then reach the final stretch of solid land before the castle walls. I let out a yell and kick my horse into a gallop, Sarielle’s horse alongside. We fly, pushing the horses for everything they have. My existence becomes the oaken gate rising before us, the rush of the night in my ears, the pounding of my horse’s hooves, the crescendo of dark magic coming up behind us. The pall of magic is shadow falling over us, a feeling, a pressure, an inescapable dread.

And then we are there, the castle gates soaring above us. Just as I rein in my horse, they slowly begin to rotate inward.
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Chapter Nine

Sarielle

Ihave arrived at my ancestral home, only to have moments to absorb the enormity of it. I can tell from Zyren’s grim composure that we won’t survive the next few minutes. He may be my guardian, but he is only one man, and the thing behind us is not a man at all.

I had known from the moment Zyren jerked away from me at the river, the look of utter horror on his face. Then, as we fled through the night, I’d felt what he felt, the dark presence of the creature that followed us. A feeling like falling into an endless black pit, my stomach climbing into my throat, my world tilting on its side. A feeling of time, time to an extent I’ve never conceived of, ancient and eternal. Time, and sorrow, and cold, cold rage.

We gallop for the gate of the castle, and I prepare to wheel my horse around and defend myself. I will not go quietly, I will not simply surrender to this nightmare, no matter how futile a battle seems. No matter how helpless I feel. The wind blows in, swirling around me, lifting my cloak. I smell the salt of the ocean, somehow clean and earthy simultaneously. At least I have this, before I die: I saw the ocean, and I tasted it on my tongue. And I saw my home, even if only for a few heartbeats.

But then, to my shock, the gates of the castle begin to move inward.

My eyes widen and my heart thrums even faster in my chest. In the moonlight, I see two figures standing there, a man and a woman. They both look fairly young, the woman more so, but I know fae can be centuries old and not show it. Both are dressed in simple garb as we are. I see no visible weapons, but the man radiates with a palpable aura of magic.

“Quickly!” he commands, gesturing for us to come into the courtyard.

We kick the horses past the castle gates, which shut behind us again. I catch glimpses of the courtyard in flashes as I spin my horse around. Blackened rock, charred by fire, with bright green moss growing in the cracks between stones. One of the central towers, rising overhead like a sentinel, far into the sky. A large pile of rubble from a collapsed wall on the far side, the mangled pieces of a huge door trapped within.

There is a moment of intense stillness, in which even the wind dies down. Zyren is staring at the closed gate, jaw clenched. The two strangers are backing slowly away from it. If they don’t move faster, they’re going to get plowed down when the monster crashes through it. The stars overhead seem overly bright, burning my eyes, each bang of my heart against my ribs loud and painful.

And then, the moment is broken by an enormous crash as the thing that hunts us collides with the gate.

But it does not fall. Instead, a bright pulse of magic shoots out along the perimeter walls of the castle, a pale blue light just a few shades darker than ice. It arcs over our heads as well, a bright dome of light. The air within the courtyard feels charged, static, tight.

Another crash, but the gate still holds.

“Who placed this spell?” Zyren asks, not moving his gaze from the gate ahead, though the question is clearly directed at the two strangers.

“I did,” the man says.

“Will it hold?”

“Yes.”

A third resounding boom, followed by a howl of rage that sends shivers of dread down my spine.

“Who are you?” I ask, my gaze settling on the man standing a few feet to my right.

Piercing blue eyes pivot to mine. “My name is Owyn. I was your brother’s best friend. I have waited here for more than two decades, because I knew one day you would return.”

“My brother?” It comes out a gasp. I hadn’t even known I had a brother. I only knew that my entire family perished the night Avonia betrayed them, except my mother, who survived just long enough to spirit me away to Aureon.

Owyn nods, and Zyren looks over at him, eyes narrowed, appraising. “The ocean has always been a friend to House Otreyas,” he says.

“On the darkest night of the year, when the wind blows from the north, the ocean is a friend to no one,” Owyn responds. Then he smiles faintly. “You are wise not to trust me, guardian. These days, there are few who can be trusted.”

I watch the exchange, my gaze darting back and forth between them. Zyren’s posture relaxes somewhat; whatever coded phrases had been exchanged, clearly Owyn answered correctly.

Another howl rises from outside the castle gates, and the sound of claws scraping against rock. I flinch and cover my ears.

“Let’s go within the keep,” Owyn says. “The nightmare will not be able to pass the gate, but that means we also cannot leave while it is out there. And there is much to discuss.”

“An army will be here soon as well,” Zyren says. “But if that spell can keep out the nightmare, I’m not worried about a few hundred men. Or even a few thousand.”

My gaze meet Zyren’s for a moment, asking silently if we can trust this man, and he nods slightly. Owyn, along with the woman, who still hasn’t uttered a word, lead us toward the keep at the center of the huge courtyard. But we pass by it, traveling first to the far side of the courtyard where the stable is located. One side of the structure is collapsed, but we settle them into stalls on the opposite end before heading back to the keep.

The keep is collapsed in several places as well, and blackened from the fire many years ago. As my footsteps bring me closer, it seems the air grows colder and quieter, as if the specters of my family still linger in this place. Owyn leads us to a small door around the side of the structure, and I pause on the threshold, ambivalence and curiosity warring within me. When another resounding roar from the monster shakes the night, I shiver and step within the Court of Bone.

Moonlight stabs in through the open windows high above us, the glass long since melted from the fire. In the dim light, I see rows of pews, and I realize we must be in my family’s cathedral. My stomach does a little flip. What deities did they worship here? Did their priest try to manipulate them like the High Priest at the Amethyst Palace? I grew up in a cathedral, but it does not bring me comfort to find myself in one now.

Owyn leads us deeper within the castle, out into a great hall that might have been a throne room. It stretches from one side of the building all the way to the other. Windows let in the moon on one end, but the other is collapsed, just a pile of rubble that rises almost to the ceiling. I see a sweeping spiral staircase as well, the top of which is missing. A large stretch of the roof is gone in that area, letting in a slice of night sky and stars.

“Do not go exploring while you’re here,” Owyn says, catching me looking. “The second floor is too unstable, and parts of the first floor, too.”

I nod and follow him to the far side of the formerly grand hall, into a large antechamber on the left. It has several windows, and a huge fireplace at the far end. There are two straw-filled mattresses on the floor nearby, and a small table with several chairs. Owyn approaches the fireplace and raises one hand toward it. A pulse of magic leaves his fingertips, lighting a pile of stacked wood. Flames that burn a pale violet quickly catch the wood, and soon a roaring fire fills the hearth.

“This is hardly the hospitality a queen deserves,” Owyn says, gesturing to the table, “but it’s what I have to offer. Please, take a seat.”

I nod and sit down, Zyren to my right. “You saved our lives. That’s as warm a welcome as one could hope for.”

“I certainly did not expect Avonia to be able to summon such a creature, and that it would be right on your heels,” Owyn says, jaw set in a grim line. “I didn’t think things could get much darker than the night of your birth party, but it seems I was wrong. After two decades, our enemy is as determined as ever.”

I blink, fighting the sting of tears forming in my eyes. In the dim moonlight, I evaluate this man who claims to have been my brother’s best friend, the man who saved us from certain death. He doesn’t look more than a decade older than me, but like Zyren, he has an aura of age about him that belies his youthful appearance. His hair is brown with a hint of chestnut, his jaw shadowed with a close-shorn beard. A scar runs down his left cheek, curving along his jawline, but it doesn’t appear to be made by a blade. The line is thicker, and there’s an echo of magic there.

“I suppose I should start by finishing introductions,” Owyn says. “My quiet companion is Merla. She’s my apprentice.”

Zyren and I nod and murmur greetings. Merla dips her head. “It is lovely to meet you, Highness.” Her blonde hair and dimples remind me of Lilette, and I feel a pang of sorrow in my chest.

“We, of course, know your names already,” Owyn says.

“Do you belong to the Guild?” Zyren asks.

“I once did.” Owyn has an expression for a moment as if remembering something from long ago. “But for the last two decades I have been devoted to only one cause. Most think I died the night of the birth ceremony. It’s better that way.”

The purple flames crackle, illuminating Zyren’s silver eyes. “You were there that night?” A tension runs through his voice like nothing I’ve ever heard before.

“I was,” Owyn says. “Several hours late. Dumb luck due to my horse throwing a shoe on the way. When I finally arrived, late that night, the scene I found…” He trails off and stares into the flames. “I still see it in my dreams each night.”

A shiver works up my spine, and Zyren glances over at me, a look of concern in his eyes. Concern and… fear. He’s not worried I’ll be sad. He’s worried I’ll be angry.

“You said earlier you knew Sarielle would be back one day… how?” Zyren asks him.

“Her mother told me,” Owyn says quietly.

“My…” I can’t even get the word past the fog of tears in my throat.

Owyn laces his hands together on top of the table and looks between me and Zyren. “Let me start at the beginning. As I mentioned, I was to be at the birth party that night, but I arrived late. Now, I wonder if somehow it was my fate all along. If everything in my life led to this moment, this purpose.”

He trails off several moments before speaking again.

“Avonia was already gone when I got here. The fire she’d set ablaze was still burning in places, but I was able to get into the dining hall. I checked to see if any had survived her massacre, but there were none still living. I was just preparing to ride to the nearest town to get help when your mother arrived.”

Owyn locks gazes with me, and my heart stops.

“She told me she’d hidden you, Sarielle, someplace Avonia could not follow, that no one could. She wouldn’t tell me where, as an extra layer of precaution, but she said that one day your guardian would bring you back to Valaron, and that I had to wait until that day, and help you reclaim your birthright.”

“But how could she know that I would succeed?” Zyren asks, shaking his head. He looks perplexed, an expression I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him wear.

“Because you are a guardian.” Owyn shrugs. “And you are her guardian, and Renarys Otreyas chose the very best to protect her daughter.” He pauses a moment. “I asked her, of course, why she would not be here to wait for you herself.”

My heart drops into my stomach, and Zyren’s eyes flick once again to mine.

Owyn shakes his head. “I am sorry. This is a lot all at once.”

It takes me a moment to find my voice, but I nod and say, “please continue.”

His eyes hold pain as he speaks. “Your mother said it was her duty to enact revenge for her family, and she promised that if she survived, she would return and we would wait together.” He closes his eyes for several moments. “But she did not return. Soon, word spread about the tragedy that happened here. After a time, I placed the protection wards you saw tonight, to keep out all strangers. And I’ve lived here the past two decades, waiting for this very night.”

“I came here, the day after the massacre, as soon as I could arrive,” Zyen says, his voice laced with emotion. “I didn’t see you.”

“I hid,” Owyn says. “I thought it best that all assumed I died, too, that night. I traveled to my parents’ castle, just once, to let them know I lived, but swore them to secrecy also. Other than the two of them, and Merla, no one knows I am alive.”

“I am sorry that you’ve led such a life because of me,” I say softly, a deep sorrow filling my chest. So many have died because of me. Even though Owyn lived, his life was still forfeit, a sacrifice at the foot of my throne. How must it have been, living all alone in a place of such terrible memories for so many years?

“Do not apologize,” he says softly. “It is my fate. I have come to realize that. Just as it is your fate to be queen and restore peace to Valaron. I will help you in any way that I can.”

“The first thing we’ll need to figure out is how to escape this castle,” Zyren says gruffly. “We must somehow get past the thing that hunts us.”

“And where is it you travel with such haste?” Owyn asks. “If you’ll indulge me, I’d like to hear your story, especially what has befallen you since you arrived in Valaron. I heard only rumors of the attack on Selaye when I went to gather supplies at a nearby village yesterday.”

I nod. “Of course. I grew up in a place called the Amethyst Palace, in Eldare, under the tutelage of a High Priest, training to become priestess.”

“Eldare?” Owyn’s eyes widen. “You were in Aureon? But how…” His words cut off, but it’s clear from his expression that he’s turning over the possibilities in his mind. “I did not think your mother strong enough to enact such a spell.”

“I don’t know how she did it,” I say softly. “But she did, and I grew up as an orphan, never knowing where I came from, or why my magic was different from the other girls in the palace.”

Here, my gaze shifts over to Zyren. It seems a decade has passed since that fateful night, when the man I thought to be merely a recurring dream spoke to me. I can still remember the sound of my name on his lips that first time. Little did I know we would be married two weeks later.

“Zyren began visiting my dreams, until one night, a little over two weeks ago, something panicked me, and the surge of magic connected us and brought me here, to Valaron. That’s when I learned the truth. Everything I never knew growing up.”

“That must have been a lot to process,” Owyn says, his eyes catching on mine.

“It was. It still is.” I shake my head. “But everything only got worse from there.”

Beside me, Zyren straightens in his chair, his deep voice cutting in. “We performed the spell to seal the nightmares back behind their border. But Avonia has taken Selaye and the throne, and, as you can clearly see from what hunts us, she’s determined to end the Otreyas line, once and for all. And has somehow managed to break the spell we wrought.”

“And King Jonavus?” Owyn asks.

“Dead,” I say softly.

I do not—cannot—look over at Zyren, though the air between us is so taut I could use it as a drum. I noticed, of course, that he left out one crucial detail of how we performed the spell—that it was not Jonavus I married, but him. Of course, sharing that detail would involve revealing Zyren’s true identity as royal blood of the Lyonian House. And it would force him to acknowledge our marriage, something he’s made clear he won’t do.

Owyn doesn’t press for details. He just shakes his head back and forth.

“We’ve been on the run ever since,” Zyren finishes.

“When did that creature start following you?” Merla asks. She has her arms wrapped around her tiny frame, as if that will protect her from the beast outside.

“About two hours ago. We wouldn’t have made it much longer than that.”

Owyn stares into the fire again, clearly turning over what we’ve said. After a long spell of silence, with only the crackle of flames to break it, he says, “There is dark magic afoot here. Whatever it is that Avonia has done to summon this beast, it is not magic that has been seen in Valaron for millennia. She should not have been able to release any nightmare, let alone that one.”

“I know you said you were no longer part of the Guild,” Zyren says. “But do you think any of them would know how she did it?”

Owyn opens his mouth to answer, but I interject. “What is the Guild?”

“The Guild of Sorcery,” Zyren responds. “For those who wield magic.”

“It’s possible.” Owyn shrugs. “But that kind of magic can only be found in the most ancient of texts. Texts that are long since out of print, texts that are forbidden. The Guild keeps that kind of magic in fortresses guarded by a dozen dragons, and hidden beneath layer upon layer of magical barriers.”

Zyren scowls. “It would help to know what we’re up against. And what she might unleash next.”

A small smile tugs Owyn’s lips. “The Guild is not the only entity who possesses such arcane spell books.”

I arch my brows. “You know of others? Who else possesses such dangerous magic?”

Owyn turns, his bright blue eyes locking on mine in the light of both moon and flame.

“Your mother.”
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Chapter Ten

Sarielle

Owyn’s words surprise me so deeply that for several moments, I can’t utter a response. Finally, three words escape my constricted throat.

“My mother? Why?”

“The women of House Otreyas have always held a deep fascination with ancient magic,” he responds. “Your mother was a very powerful magic wielder. Had she not been, it’s likely you would not be alive today.”

I blink several times, and Zyren leans in toward me, whether consciously or unconsciously, I don’t know. Worried about my reaction yet again. “So, you’ve read these books, too?” I ask.

Owyn shakes his head. “I have not. Your mother’s personal library is sealed off by magic.” I open my mouth, but he raises a hand to forestall me. “Sealed off to everyone but her own descendants.”

I feel a strange flutter in my chest. “It’s here, in this castle? And I can open it?”

“Indeed,” Owyn says. “If you seek the source of the dark magic that hunts you, you need look no further.”

Zyren locks gazes with Owyn. “If Sarielle opens the library, the books remain within it,” he says, tone steely. “Nothing is to be taken beyond its walls. I will make sure of that.”

My cheeks flame at his insinuation, but Owyn only smiles. “I have no desire to possess magic that dark, guardian. As I am sure you can appreciate.”

A muscle rolls in Zyren’s jaw, but he nods and the tension in the air dissipates. “If we can find a spell in that library to send this beast back to its master, that would certainly help matters.”

“There’s no telling what we will find,” Owyn says. “But it’s certainly worth trying.”

I stand up from the table. “Let’s go, then. I want to see my mother’s library.”

Zyren stands, too, but he places a hand on my arm. “It’s nearly dawn, Sarielle. Perhaps first you should rest.”

I consider protesting, but he’s right. We’d ridden all night, the last part under extreme duress. I’m exhausted. I want to see my mother’s library more badly than anything. It’s the only thing I have left of her. But I can wait until morning, when I’m not bleary-eyed and running on nothing but adrenaline.

Owyn says, “Merla and I will go fill a couple of old grain sacks with hay from the barn so you have something to sleep on.” He gestures to his apprentice, and they stride from the room.

When they’ve disappeared from sight, Zyren turns to me. “How are you feeling?”

“Not like I’m going to lose control, if that’s what you mean,” I say, an edge to my tone.

“Yes,” Zyren says. “But not only that.” He pauses. “I know it must be hard being here.”

I look around at the abandoned castle, at the cobwebs and missing windows and broken furniture. It smells of death and the ocean here. “It is,” I say shakily. “But it’s also all I have left of them.”

At that moment, there’s a huge boom outside.

Zyren and I look at each other. “It appears Avonia’s army has arrived,” he says darkly.

I follow him as he jogs from the room, weaving his way through the castle back to the door. Once there, we stare at the gate. My heart pounds, even though I know the spell will keep them out. Another crash comes, and the gate shudders as light flashes through the courtyard again. I hear the yells of men beyond the wall, and the blare of battle horns being blown.

“Battering ram,” Zyren says, his jaw rolling.

As we watch, a black cloud flies through the early dawn light, a sea of arrows coming toward us. I flinch, but they hit the invisible barrier of magic arched over the courtyard and they bounce off harmlessly. The angry shouts of the warriors fill the air, along with a fresh roar from the monster.

Owyn and Merla come up behind us. For several minutes, we watch as the army attempts to break through the walls, but every time, the spell holds strong.

“It won’t fail,” Owyn finally says. “Let’s get some rest.”

We follow them inside as they carry two lumpy sacks filled with hay. When we reach the fireplace room, they place them a ways from the fire, not so far that we can’t feel its warmth, but a bit apart from theirs so we have a tiny bit of privacy. Owyn cringes as he looks from me to the poor bedding. “I wish I had something more suitable.”

“It’s quite alright,” I say with a small smile.

We settle into our makeshift beds, and despite the rough texture of the straw and how it pokes me through my tunic, despite the sounds of warfare on the other side of the castle walls, I am asleep within minutes.

It seems only a moment later that I awaken to the sound of a rooster outside. Slowly, I blink my eyes open. It seems surreal, to have spent the night in my family’s castle, a monster prowling around the perimeter outside, an army battering the gate. Life has become so very strange.

My eyes dart over to Zyren, and I wonder if he slept at all. But he is stoic as usual, I can’t read anything in his expression. Merla soon brings plates of fried eggs and a tea kettle from somewhere in the castle, so I can only assume the kitchen was not buried in one of the many collapses. We eat with little chatter between us, and when we’re done, Owyn locks gazes with me. “Are you ready?”

I nod. My nerves feel ablaze, and a fine tremor moves through my limbs, but I am more than ready.

He leads us out of the large room, along the great hall, and then down a narrow passage toward the eastern side of the keep, closest to the ocean. We enter a small room, which seems to have been a sitting area with several old chairs and a small fireplace. On the far side of the room is a small wooden door which appears to be no more than a broom closet.

But when Owyn opens it, a stretch of darkness greets us. He flicks his fingers, summoning a ball of magic in the palm of his hand, pale purple like the flames from the hearth. The light illuminates a set of stone steps that lead down into the darkness. My heart thrums in my chest. That’s not at all what I was expecting.

He descends the steps first, Merla on his heels, me after, and Zyren taking up the rear. The descent is short, no more than twenty steps. It seems we’re a floor below the main level of the castle. When the stairs end, the tunnel opens into a small room carved into natural rock. On the far side of the room is a set of double doors. They’re made of a smooth, pale stone, carved in ornate designs. Instead of handles, there are two half-moon shaped grooves set into the stone, facing each other so that when the door is closed, they form a complete circle. Large amethysts nearly the size of my fist are set within each half. Looking at the door, I feel a shiver of magic, and of belonging, and a small gasp of anticipation escapes my lips.

Owyn makes a small bow and gestures me forward. “Your blood is the key.”

I step forward between him and Merla, and I approach the door with slow steps. It almost seems I can hear a whisper, a summons, from the other side. Suppressing a shiver, I stop before the door and stare up at it. Then, with reverence, I place my hand on the two half-moons. As my fingers touch the smooth, cool stone, I realize with a pulse of surprise that the stone isn’t stone at all. It’s bone. I don’t know how I know this exactly. Perhaps it’s something in the texture, or the temperature, or the lightness of the thing. But I know, with certainty, that the door is a symbol of my court.

The Court of Bone.

And then, with a slight shiver and a sigh to match my own from moments ago, the doors begin to revolve inward. At first, I see only darkness. Then, candles set along the walls begin to light up, one on each side of the room in equidistant pairs, flaring to life one pair at a time until they illuminate the entire room. The ceiling soars overhead, and in the dim light I catch the rich hues of a mural painted across it.

Bookshelves constructed of rich, gleaming wood stretch floor to ceiling on either side of the room. Rolling ladders provide access to the higher shelves. In the center of the space stands a huge table, ornately carved across the surface and legs with symbols that look strange and ancient. Several cushioned chairs are dotted throughout. I stare at it all in awe, breathing in the musty air which smells of paper and ink and leather. It seems to hold a faint golden shimmer, which I tell myself is just the light from the candles.

I can feel Zyren’s eyes heavy upon mine as I begin to move forward into my mother’s library. After not knowing the truth of my origin my whole life, now I am here, walking the halls of my ancestors. It feels as if they’re whispering to me, and a shiver moves over my skin, tickling along my collarbone. My feet lead me to the bookshelf on the left, where my fingers graze over the thick leather covers of the books. Strangely, they have no dust on them.

“With your permission, Sarielle, Merla and I will begin looking for a spell that might aid us,” Owyn says from somewhere behind me.

“Of course,” I say softly.

“I will look, too,” Zyren says. He is much closer, hovering practically at my shoulder. “I won’t be far.”

I’m not sure if his words are supposed to be soothing or cautionary. Either way, the message is clear: Keep your emotions in check.

I ignore him and keep walking down the long row of books. I feel unsettled, like something is tugging inside my gut. But it’s not a feeling of sadness or anger, nothing he needs to worry about. It’s just an insistent, incessant pull, calling me forward, deeper into the library beneath the earth. I follow it until I reach the back wall, which, like the ceiling, is painted in one massive mural.

Pausing, my gaze roams the surface of the thing. It depicts a battle of light and dark. On the left side are the nightmares, painted in purples and grays and midnight hues. On the right side are the people of Valaron, the people who once lived in Aureon before the nightmare realm consumed their lands. A kaleidoscope of vibrant colors illuminates them, reds and golds and greens.

And then there is the clash in the middle.

It’s here that my fascination is drawn, the maelstrom of the two sides colliding together. Silver spears and shadow magic, golden bows and black flames, swords cutting through wings and impaling scaled hearts, the red of both blood and fire. It is horrible and yet somehow beautiful, all the colors mixing, a rainbow of chaos. My eyes are drawn to two figures at the very center: a woman with long silver hair like mine, and a man with black hair, black eyes, and black wings. The female warrior, encased in silver armor, has her sword raised, pointed at the man’s heart, and he has his clawed hands outstretched, wrapping them both in a swirl of shadow. A death dance, the moment before they take each other’s life. Somehow intimate, their expressions serene.

The tug in my gut grows stronger. Pulse, pulse, pulse, like a heartbeat in my solar plexus. I notice there’s an amethyst set in the stone between them, sitting amidst the grayish paint that represents the shadow magic spiraling around the two figures. Just like the ones set in the doors to this room. I reach forward and trace my fingers across the cold stone. It gives slightly beneath my touch, shifting inward. And then, with a low, soft rumble, the stone parts and a narrow passageway opens.

I don’t hesitate. I step into the passage, which is illuminated by candles like the library.

And I stride forward, barely noticing or caring as the entrance to the passage slides shut again behind me.
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Chapter Eleven

Zyren

I’ve just selected a leather-bound tome from one of the upper shelves near the entrance to the library when I feel a shift in the air. Both a slight current that wasn’t there before, and a wash of magic from the back of the room.

I whip my head toward it, but I see nothing. The room looks exactly as it had before. The bookshelves undisturbed, the giant table empty but for a strange stone bowl in the center of it, the mural along the back wall an eerie reminder of our history. Owyn and Merla are still selecting books from shelves on the opposite side of the room, each now holding a large stack. Nothing seems to have changed.

Except that Sarielle is nowhere to be seen.

With a loud curse, I leap down from the ladder, landing in a crouch. Owyn and Merla spin around, eyes wide. I slap my book down on the table and stride for the far end of the room, where I’d last seen Sarielle heading. Perhaps there’s some cleverly concealed reading nook as libraries often have, and she’d merely stepped into that. But even as the thought moves through my head, I know it’s not true. I’d felt something. Unfamiliar magic.

I reach the mural and pace the length of it, checking each back corner for hidden doors. Footsteps behind me announce Owyn. I spin to face him.

“Do you know where she went?” I growl, shadows beginning to spin off me.

To his credit, he does not so much as flinch. “I do not. This is my first time in the library, too.”

“Convenient story,” I snarl. I can feel my eyes going black. “If she comes to harm because of your idea…”

“Are you implying I have something to do with Sarielle’s disappearance?” Owyn’s tone is maddeningly calm.

“I do not trust you.”

“And what have I done to earn such low regard?”

“I have not known you long enough for you to earn my opinion either way.” I glower down at him, though he isn’t much shorter than me. “And also that your story seems entirely too altruistic. You’ve waited here all this time for the heir of House Otreyas, who has now led you to the secret library you no doubt desired access to? The heir who now has vanished?”

Owyn raises his brows. “Haven’t you also dedicated your entire life to Sarielle?”

Another growl rumbles through me. “I am her guardian. That is entirely different.”

“Ahh. I see,” Owyn says, though something in his tone tells me he sees something very different than I do.

I spin to stare at the wall again. “I sensed strange magic, just a moment before I realized she was gone. I took my eyes off her for less than a minute. Whatever happened, it happened fast.”

“I didn’t feel anything out of the ordinary.” Owyn’s gaze grazes over the wall thoughtfully. “Other than the fact that this whole room is humming with power. The air is teeming with it.”

“Yes, I felt that, too. But this was different.”

When I’d last seen her, she was approaching the mural. There has to be some sort of hidden door. I start at the left side, and I begin to walk slowly, running my fingers over the painted stone, looking for some kind of trigger.

“Make yourself useful,” I call over my shoulder to Owyn. “Surely, there’s some sort of tracking spell you can conjure.”

“I already tried that,” he responds, tone wry. “I got nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Wherever she is, or whatever magic you felt, it seems to be cloaking her.”

Another growl. “And that’s all you’ve got?”

“No,” Owyn says. “That’s not all I’ve got.”

The room explodes in a prismatic display of lavender light. My eyes follow as it spins and eddies like tidal pools. It condenses into a sphere about five feet in circumference, and then stretches oblong into a shape that looks like a phantom version of Sarielle, standing over by the entrance of the room. The magic moves along the bookshelves, and I realize it’s tracing her steps. When it reaches the back wall, I step out of the way as it moves past me to the center of the wall. There, the figure stops. The glowing lavender light stretches out and touches the wall before vanishing.

Owyn beats me to the spot where the spell indicated she’d disappeared. I see an amethyst set in the wall and watch as he presses it. It has to be the trigger to the hidden door. The same amethysts marked the doors to the library.

But when he presses it, nothing happens.

I step forward and try, shoving at the stone with all my strength. It doesn’t budge, seemingly a permanent fixture in the wall. Owyn tries a small burst of magic, but that doesn’t produce any better results. A string of curses rises from my lips.

“It appears,” Owyn says, “That wherever Sarielle went, she’s going to have to find her way back on her own.”


[image: ]

Chapter Twelve

Sarielle

For some reason, I’m not afraid when the entrance to the tunnel closes behind me. The feeling in my gut is louder now, pulling, pulling, pulling. I don’t think I could resist it even if I wanted to. And I don’t want to. A hard determination fills me, drives me forward.

I keep walking down the candlelit tunnel, soon leaving the library far behind. The ceiling is not much taller than my head, and the walls so close that my shoulders almost brush each side. There is just enough room to avoid the small flames, which glow a pale lavender. They give off little heat, clearly fueled by magic alone.

After traveling for about five minutes, I hear a strange sound and I stop. It comes again, a slow swooshing followed by a crash. I realize it’s the ocean, an amplified version of the sound I heard all night at sea aboard the Golden Hawk. There must be cliffs somewhere ahead, and the ocean beyond them. I begin walking again, but haven’t gone more than a few steps before the tunnel opens up into a small room.

It’s a simple room, perfectly round. Standing in the center is a stone table. The whole space isn’t more than five strides across. On the far side, the tunnel continues, though the candles do not. The tunnel is swallowed by darkness just a few strides in, but it doesn’t bother me, because my eyes have landed on the one thing in the room aside from the table.

A large, leatherbound book that sits in the center of it, resting in a V-shaped holder carved from bone.

The tug in my gut stops. It was leading me here, to the tunnel, to the room, to the book.

I suck in a shaky breath, and I step forward, my fingers brushing over the surface of the book. The leather is a rich brown, the color of autumn leaves. An elegant “O” is burned onto the cover, and a small amethyst is embedded at each corner. Magics hums against my fingertips, and a warmth emanates from the leather.

Taking the cover between my fingers, I turn the first page. The text inside is handwritten, small dots of ink here and there between the elegant script. I don’t begin reading right away, but flip to another spot in the book, then another. Each place I stop at, the handwriting is different, the ink a distinct color. There are dates at the beginning of each entry.

My breath leaves my chest. This is a journal of my family history.

Heart racing, I flip pages until I reach the last entry. My fingers skim down to the signature at the bottom. Renarys Otreyas. My mother.

What surprises me even more is that the entry is addressed to me.

My beloved Sarielle,

Dearest child…well, you will not be a child anymore by the time you read this. You will be a woman, and I will be gone. That is the way of the Book of the Court of Bone and Amethyst. The daughter hears its call when the mother has gone into the realms beyond this life. I do not know how soon you will hear the call, since I have hidden you far, far away. But I know that one day you will return to your home, and you will find this book.

If I am very, very lucky, I will survive this night and I will come to collect you myself, so that you can grow up here in Valaron, and know the truth of who you are. But my enemy is powerful, and I likely go to my death. Avonia killed our family—your father, your brother, everyone else who came to celebrate your birth. I only barely escaped, so that I could save the one chance of a future. You.

Your life, if lived where I hid you, will have been a hard one. But you, my dearest, possess a great strength and the deepest of magic. Trust in Zyren—he will find you, and he will bring you back, if I do not. If you are reading this, it means you are on the path to reclaiming your throne. I know, because you are my daughter, and we share the same blood, that I do not have to tell you to end Avonia if she is not already ended. Valaron can have no peace while she lives.

I hope you will forgive me for leaving you, and for what I aim to do tonight. I cannot risk her finding you, even if that means forfeiting my own life. If I do not succeed, and this is the last entry in the Book, that means I failed. It is up to you now.

Do not fear your magic, darling—your magic will always protect you and those you love. Read the rest of the book. Once you know the truth of our family, you will understand.

And know always that I love you.

Renarys Otreyas

The last of my breath leaves my chest as I stare at the words my mother had written on the night of her death. I can’t imagine the strength it had taken her to endure the death of her husband and son, then take me, just days after giving birth, and create a rift to another realm so she could hide me. And then, after all that, to come back here, write her final farewell, and head off to battle Avonia.

A teardrop spills from the corner of my eye and splashes on the page, blurring one of the words. I jerk back, hastily and furiously wiping tears from my face. I notice another spot where the words blurred higher up on the page, this one already dried, and realize that my mother had shed her own tear onto these pages.

I suck in a breath to calm my racing heart. I have to keep reading. In these pages lies the key to my family’s magic, and the truth I’ve sought my whole life. I’m tempted to flip right to the beginning, but I know I can’t skip sections. I begin to read each journal entry in reverse order, starting with the one right before my mother’s last entry. There are several entries written by her over her lifetime. As I read backward into my timeline, I realize that each of the entries is written by a woman in the Otreyas bloodline. I realize, with a ripple of surprise, that my line is matriarchal, the women heading the house. Oh, what my mother would have thought of the High Priest who raised me.

As I read, I begin to come across entries about the same dark magic I possess. Magic so black it seems a nightmare lives inside the bearer. I read back centuries upon centuries while I myself lose all sense of time. It feels as if I’ve fallen through a broken clock, a clock which has stopped as I spin into the past. At last, I come to the very first entry in the book. An entry dated over two thousand years before. My heart climbs into my chest and my fingers tremble as they hover over the words. When I finally finish reading it, exhaustion takes me and I sink to the cold stone floor, leaning back against one of the thick legs of the table.

It all makes sense now.

The reason part of Aureon was sucked into the realm of nightmares. The cause of the great war, and the spell wrought by House Otreyas and House Lyonian to seal the nightmares back where they belonged, and to keep them from taking over the rest of Aureon. The magic running inside me, the magic running inside Zyren. Why we’re so drawn to each other.

The words in this book connect me to the family I’d lost so long ago. It feels as if each of the women before me reached from the pages and brushed their fingers across my cheek.

But the words of the book have also broken my heart.

I place my face in my hands, and my whole body shudders as a sob breaks free.

“Sarielle?” Zyren’s voice, coming down the tunnel. “Sarielle!”

His boots thunder into the small room, sword drawn, a look so deadly on his face that if there had been an enemy in the room with me, that look alone would strike them down. But when he sees I am alone, he crouches down beside me and lifts my chin with one rough finger.

“Are you okay?”

I nod and then shake my head and burst into tears.

Slowly, he pulls me to my feet and into the curve of his chest. I bury my face there for several minutes as the tears flow freely, listening to his heartbeat. Eventually, the tears cease. I sniffle and look up at him.

“What is this book?” he asks, reaching for it.

“It’s not for you,” I say with more heat than intended.

The cover of the book slams shut, and when Zyren looks down at my outstretched hand, a deep wrinkle across his brow, I realize I closed the book with an involuntary wave of magic. A shiver runs over me, and I place my hand back down by my side.

“Is that what you were doing down here? Reading?” His tone is incredulous.

“Why is that so surprising?”

“Because it’s nearly midnight,” he responds.

I blink several times in the dim light. “Midnight? But I was only reading for… surely it’s been only an hour or two…” But when my eyes take in the thickness of the huge book before me, two thousand years’ worth of entries by the matriarchs of my family, I realize he might be right. I look back up at him. “It took you that long to find me?”

Zyren stiffens, lips pursing. “We knew quickly where you had gone. But the passage wouldn’t open. Not until just a few minutes ago. Then, suddenly, it just revealed itself, like it wanted me to come in.”

I shiver again. “It’s because I’d finished reading.”

Zyren’s gaze wanders over the cover of the book, though he’s careful not to make any physical move toward it. “What is it?”

“The Book of the Court of Bone and Amethyst,” I say softly. “The history of House Otreyas.”

His brows lift. “And you read all of it?”

I nod.

“Did you discover anything that can help us?”

“I’m not ready to talk about it yet.” My eyes meet his, and a flinch of emotion moves through them, as if he’s hurt by my response. But he merely nods. “There is something else I want to see first.”

“Oh?”

I point down the dark tunnel that continues on the other side of the room. “Earlier, I heard the ocean through there.”

“I’ll go first,” Zyren says.

“There is nothing here that will hurt me,” I say, “but if it makes you feel better.”

He shoots me another look filled with unspoken emotion, then turns and leads the way down the tunnel. It does not go far, only half as long as the distance between the library and the room. The sound of the crashing waves grows louder as we walk, and the scent of salt, and the moisture in the air. Moonlight becomes our beacon, a silver carpet illuminating the path, and then, the passage opens onto a narrow stretch of cliff covered by an overhang of rock.

The ocean and the night sky seem to reflect each other, stretches of inky blue-black, one glimmering with waves, the other glittering with stars. A yellow moon hangs high overhead. I walk to the edge of the cliff, tiny pebbles skittering over it to fall into the waves far, far below. I stand and I stare at the vastness beyond, my hair whipping in the strong wind. I wish I had not dyed it. I do not want to hide anymore.

I want vengeance. And I want my throne back.

“There doesn’t seem to be a path down from here,” Zyren says, his tone disappointed.

“That’s not why I came out here,” I say, shaking my head. “I know another way out of the castle, a better way, big enough to take the horses.”

“From the book?”

I nod. “Yes. I just wanted to see this place. Clearly one of my ancestors took the time to finish this tunnel and connect it to the ocean. A private view of the sea, I suppose. Or maybe a good place to practice magic.”

Zyren watches me as I watch the sky. “You seem… different. Something about you has shifted.”

“I’m not different,” I say. “I’m just finally the person I was always meant to be.”

“The Queen of Valaron,” he says, his voice holding a rumble like distant thunder across the waves.

I glance over at him, our eyes sparking gold and silver against the night sky. He takes a step closer to me, his fingers brushing against mine.

“These last few hours have been torture,” he says softly. “I exist to protect you. I exist to be yours. But I could do nothing. Hours and hours I waited, and wondered, and prayed you were okay, and I could do nothing to help you.”

“I didn’t need to be helped,” I respond gently. “Not this time.”

His voice holds an urgency when he speaks. “Don’t ever leave me like that again.”

Then his hand slides behind my back, pulling me against him, and his lips find mine. They are hot and desperate, as if he can brand his words into me. His tongue probes against mine, claiming my mouth, and his free hand snakes into my hair, grabbing a fistful of it. It’s everything I’ve craved since that night in the meadow, body and heart and soul. And it’s everything I now know I cannot have, not ever again.

But in this moment, I forget the horrible truth I’ve learned, and I melt into my desire.

My hands race underneath his tunic up the strong, hard length of his scarred back, my nails digging into him, pulling him closer, leaving their own mark. Zyren growls and shifts his lips down to the side of my neck, kissing and biting his way down the sensitive skin there. He sinks his teeth into my shoulder, the top of my breast. I let out a cry of pleasure and pain, and I feel him harden against me.

He peels my shirt off me, and then his own. Then he lifts me, and I wrap my legs around his hips as we crash into the stone wall behind us, the roar of the waves at our back. His muscular body wraps around me, his arms encasing me, his hips pressed to mine. Our lips meet again, and he gyrates his hips against me until I see stars. My hands work quickly at the buckle of his pants, and I pull the length of him from within. He yanks mine down just enough, and then he thrusts into me.

Our cries merge and rise together into the sky. It feels so perfect I can’t imagine that it could ever be wrong, that our fate could ever be so cursed. Each time he enters me, the night spins around us, and my pleasure builds to a crescendo more powerful than the waves. And each time he enters me, I think the same word, over and over again. Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye…

When bliss explodes within me, Zyren also lets out a cry and shudders, pulling me close as we lose ourselves. For those few precious moments, I truly forget. I collapse against him as we recover from the intensity of our climax, and I listen to his heart beating beneath my cheek.

“I’m sorry,” Zyren whispers against me. “I know I’ve been distant, and that I said so many things…”

I lean back and press a finger to his lips. “It’s okay. You don’t need to explain.” I straighten and pull my pants back up. “I know how you feel about things. It doesn’t matter, because this was the last time.”

“The last time,” Zyren echoes, though something flashes over his face too quickly to read. He pulls his own pants back up and nods. “Yes, I suppose we should get some sleep. Tomorrow, maybe you’ll be ready to share what you learned in your book. And we can find that path out of here.”

“Yes. Tomorrow.”

I turn and head back into the tunnel, drinking in one last look at him bathed in the moonlight. I hadn’t expected things to go like that, and knowing what I now know…what happened between us can’t happen again. It had been risky, even the once.

I shake my head and keep walking. I don’t need to worry about Zyren because he doesn’t feel about me the way that I feel about him.

Zyren isn’t in love with me, so everything is perfectly safe.
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Part Two
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Chapter Thirteen

Zyren

When the sun rises the next morning, I am fully awake. I hadn’t slept at all since Sarielle and I returned from the tunnel, and the secret library. My head keeps spinning over how close I came to losing her, gone for all those hours. And it keeps spinning over those perfect few minutes with our bodies intertwined…

Sarielle’s golden eyes fixed on mine as she moaned with pleasure and called my name.

Her dark hair cascading over me as she clung to my neck, smelling of flowers and magic.

The whisper of her skin against mine, her legs wrapped around me, her body receiving me as I thrust into her over and over, as we became one being instead of two…

And my mind keeps spinning over the way she’d looked at me when we were finished, her words as she hastily pulled on her pants. This was the last time.

I’d sat there in agony for more than half a day, wondering if she was alive or dead. But now, I wonder if I’ve still lost her. Not because of some external threat, but because I’ve been a foolish and unforgivable asshole.

I have to figure out a way to make this right.

Sarielle is still sleeping soundly a few feet away from me in the fireplace room, so I get up quietly. Owyn and Merla are already awake and gone from their makeshift beds. Suspicion simmers in my gut, but I know they can’t get back into the library without Sarielle, and I’d made sure they hadn’t taken any books when they left me late last night as I kept watch for her return. I make my way out to the courtyard, and sure enough, I find them merely practicing spells in the early dawn light.

Off in the distance, I hear a growl from the nightmare, and the call of a couple men. A clash of swords like perhaps some of the warriors are sparring. Down beneath the ground, I hadn’t forgotten that an army waited for us outside the walls. I hope Sarielle is right about this escape route she found in the book. We can’t fight our way through such a large force. We need to get far beyond here so we can sneak away without them realizing we’ve gone.

I head back inside to the kitchen where I gather a small loaf of bread and cut two pieces of cheese. When I return to Sarielle, she’s already sitting up. She stretches and yawns. Even now, in dirty clothes, disheveled from sleep, she is beautiful.

“I got something to eat.” I tear the loaf in half and hand it to her with one of the pieces of cheese.

“Thank you.”

We eat quietly, and when we’re done, I open my mouth to speak. But Sarielle beats me to it.

“I know we need to find the way out of here and get back on the road. Let’s go find the tunnel I read about in the book.” Something flickers in her eyes. “The rest, perhaps, should wait until we’ve escaped.”

I nod. I’m certainly curious what she’s learned, but the Otreyas and Lyonian families have been intertwined for so long, I doubt there’s much in the book I don’t already know. “It’s yours to tell, when and if you want to share it.”

“Can you go get Owyn and Merla?” Sarielle asks. “There is something I must do before we leave. Alone.”

She walks from the room, and I gather Owyn and Merla and the horses—ours and theirs—and what little supplies we can bring. Satchels with the remaining bread and cheese, skins for water, a bit of grain for the horses. Sarielle returns a quarter hour later and leads us to the northern wall of the castle’s perimeter, opposite the gates we entered two nights before.

The walls here are a dozen feet thick, with rooms between the outer and inner layer. I remember, from the times I’d visited decades ago, that they used to house the barracks for the warriors, as well as their equipment and armor. There is also, set in the wall directly due north, a small shrine to the dark goddess, worshipped across all of Aureon. The Valaronians had continued those beliefs even when the nightmare realm consumed them.

It is the shrine to which Sarielle leads us.

She hands the reins of her horse to me and approaches the shrine. It is a simple arch of stone set within the wall, about ten feet in height. Within the concave space, a stone shelf juts out from the wall at the back, just large enough to hold an effigy of the goddess. Her face is worn smooth from time and weather, and a wreath of dried flowers is woven around her feet, no doubt placed there by Owen or Merla. Sarielle reaches to a spot behind the small statue, where an ornate “O” is carved into the stone at the back of the altar. She presses the stone directly in the center of the letter.

The stone gives beneath her fingers, moving inward. A low rumble and a scrape of stone against stone rises from the archway. Sarielle steps back as the back wall of the shrine slides inward like a door on hinges, revealing a set of wide, earthen steps leading down. Darkness and dust swirl forward to greet us.

“How far does this tunnel lead?” Merla asks, her voice hushed with awe.

“I don’t know exactly,” Sarielle responds. “It should be far enough from the castle so we can escape unobserved.”

“I’ll go first,” I say, summoning a ball of magic in my palm to light the way.

Sarielle takes her reins back from me and follows as we descend into the darkness. The steps do not lead far, just deep enough to tunnel beneath the walls. Where the stairs end, the tunnel continues for as far as I can, straight and just wide enough for one horse at a time. Merla follows behind Sarielle, and Owyn takes up the rear.

The tunnel continues for a mile, more or less. In places it is damp, no doubt from the marshes above. Then another set of earthen steps begins to rise toward the surface. I can only hope that wherever the tunnel leads, Sarielle is right and it’s somewhere we won’t be seen when we exit. I don’t know exactly how many of Avonia’s forces have now gathered beyond the walls of Castle Otreyas, or where she has scouts located in the surrounding lands.

The earthen steps end at a wooden door set in the ceiling above the final step. It leans at a slight angle, like one might see at the entrance to a cellar. I drop the reins of my horse and step in front of him, then pull the wooden latch set in the door. But when I try to push the door outward, slowly, it doesn’t budge. It feels like something is blocking it. Perhaps even dirt or sand. In the twenty years since anyone maintained the castle grounds, and perhaps substantially longer since anyone used this tunnel, had the marshes shifted, the tides pushing layers of dirt over our only exit?

I suck in a calming breath and call on my magic, sending a blast at the door. It shudders but holds. Another wave of magic, and this time there’s a little give. With a third push of power, the door swings partially open. It’s not earth covering it. It’s a fallen oak tree.

“Need some help?” Owyn calls from a dozen paces back, his voice echoing through the tunnel.

“There’s a tree fallen on the door. I can move it, I just need to give it a few more blasts of magic to clear a path.”

“That could draw attention. Hold on, I’m coming.”

I suppress the growl that rumbles in my chest, scowling over my shoulder into the dim light to watch as Owyn comes forward, his own vibrant ball of magic palmed and ready. He squeezes past Merla and Sarielle and joins me under the door. I’m not sure why he bothers me so much, and I’m even more irritated because he’s right.

“I can levitate the tree,” he says. “Just hold the door out of the way so I can see.”

I bite back another growl at his command, something I am very unaccustomed to receiving, and do as instructed. If it weren’t for the fact that we’re still entirely too close to Avonia’s army for comfort, I wouldn’t need his help.

A hum of power moves around Owyn’s body, and a faint shimmer of light moves through the gap in the door. A moment later, there’s a rustling sound as the giant oak branch shifts to the left, moving off the top of us, followed by a thud as it falls back to the ground. Owyn wastes no time, pushing the door open another couple of inches and peering out. With a huff I join him, both of us scanning our surroundings for signs of the enemy.

It is quiet, and the light dappled coming down through more trees. It appears the door comes out in a small, forested glen, meaning the tunnel had angled further north than I realized. We must be a little beyond the marshes. Tree cover is perfect, it should shield us from anyone watching the area beyond the castle walls.

“I’ll go first,” I say in a low voice to Owyn. “You follow with my horse.”

He nods, and I climb out through the narrow gap of the door onto my stomach, inching out along the leaf-covered ground until I can get a better view. When my body is all the way out, I roll and do a quick scan on the other side of the door where we hadn’t been able to look before. I see nothing but trees and thick brush. Sarielle’s ancestors had chosen this place wisely.

I climb to my feet and pull the door all the way open, clearing a few smaller limbs out of the way so the horses’ feet don’t get tangled. Owyn steps through with my horse, followed by Sarielle and Merla. Owyn’s horse follows on his own, not keen to be left behind in the dark. I grab his reins as he steps out last.

“Everyone stay here while I see how many warriors are posted on this side of the castle,” I say.

I hand Owyn the reins of his horse and take a moment to get my bearings before heading southwest through the trees. I stay to the shadows as I approach the fringe of the forest and lean only my head out from around one of the oaks as I look back toward the castle. I spot only a dozen warriors on this side, spread out along the northern wall. The majority of her forces must still be by the main gates.

Satisfied, I head back to the group and tell them what I’d seen. “We can’t take the main road north, of course,” I say. “But I know my way across these lands. We’ll stay close to the coast until we’re almost to the Court of Memory.”

“Let me work a quick spell to make you less trackable, Sarielle,” Owyn says, fixing his gaze on her.

“What kind of spell?” I ask.

“It will cover her scent, and her magic,” he explains. “In case a nightmare tries to follow her again. Or any of the others. They can all sense her because she’s their Queen.”

Sarielle says, “That sounds helpful. Thank you.”

Owyn raises one hand and a thrum of power moves across the glen. His trademark lavender light settles all around Sarielle, like a cloak resting on her shoulders. He nods once. “That should do it.”

We mount up beneath the oaks. My horse prances beneath me, seemingly eager to be out from beneath the ground and breathing fresh air again. I hold the reins in one hand, guiding him between the trees, heading away from the castle. If we can get some distance between us before Avonia figures out we’ve escaped, we might still make it north unscathed.

As we approach the northern edge of the glen, I catch a peek of the plains beyond, the marshes just to the south. “We’ll ride hard to put some distance between us and Avonia’s army,” I call over my shoulder. “There are a few bogs here and there, so follow right behind me.”

Stepping out from beneath the trees, the morning sun cuts across my eyes. I turn my face to shield it, and it’s that movement that saves my life as the arrow whistles past, barely grazing my cheekbone.

I jerk the reins and spin my horse around on his haunches as three more arrows fly into the space we occupied just a split second before. Arrows coming from either side of me, meaning there are at least four assailants. I respond on pure instinct, my shadows roaring up and out of me, consuming all in my path. A scream of agony rises to the right, and the scrambling of boots as the others, however many there are, attempt to flee.

Owyn is at my side a moment later, and his magic forms into a trio of purple spears that are as solid as any physical form. He hurls them to our left, and another scream rises from the trees. Behind me, Sarielle’s horse spins in panic, rearing. I see Merla reach out, a pale yellow glow moving from her fingertips to the chest of Sarielle’s horse. He instantly drops his front legs to the ground, head drooping slightly as if asleep.

I kick my horse forward, bursting from the tree cover, spinning him in a circle so I can get a glimpse at our attackers while they’re injured and attempting to escape. Because escape we cannot allow. If even one of them makes it back to the castle, we’ll have Avonia’s entire army plus the ancient nightmare on our heels, and nothing will be able to save us then.

There are two warriors lying dead already, one from my shadows and the other from Owyn’s spear. Three warriors remain, a small scouting party, no doubt. One is limping, clearly injured, and the other two are backing away, notching arrows as they move.

I summon another wave of magic, this time calling my shadow ravens. They pour up and out of me in a deadly wave, a storm of deep gray that spirals around me and then launches at the warriors. They loose their arrows, but their aim is off in their panic at what comes for them, one whistling past Owyn’s head a full foot, and the other shooting straight up toward the clouds.

One of Owyn’s purple spears finds the heart of the closest archer, and my ravens engulf the other. She screams for only a moment before it cuts off in a hideous gurgle, the shadows going down her throat and expanding until she bursts apart in a cloud of black mist. The wounded man attempting to limp away endures a similar fate a moment later.

Silence falls across the plains.

“That was close,” Owyn says, his brow furrowed.

Sarielle walks her horse alongside mine. “Do you think anyone heard us?”

I shake my head. “I doubt it. But we should—”

There’s a crashing of branches to our right, and another warrior breaks from cover and makes a run for it. He’s already fifty feet away, and almost past the edge of the trees, where he’ll be in sight of the castle. A scream for help rises from his throat—

Something that shimmers like spilled midnight launches through the air. It looks like a phoenix, black flame shot through with streaks of glowing pewter. Dark wings, a sleek body, and a long, flowing tail. It hits the man, seeming to go both through him and engulfing him all at the same time. One moment he is there, and the next there is a sphere of shadow surrounding him, a sphere that spins almost faster than the eye can see before vanishing with a small flash.

I whip my head around to look at Owyn, but his eyes are transfixed on someone else. Sarielle.

Sarielle, who is sitting astride her horse, arm outstretched toward the dead warrior. Sarielle, whose eyes have gone black, only a halo of gold at her irises, an aura of shadow hovering in the air around her.
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Chapter Fourteen

Sarielle

Istare in horror and in wonder at the wisps of shadow dissipating from the spot where my magic disintegrated the warrior.

“Sarielle?” Zyren asks, his tone incredulous.

“I—I didn’t mean to,” I stammer. “I just… I knew if he escaped we’d be hunted. I knew he couldn’t get away. And I thought it, and then…”

I don’t know how it happened. I hadn’t even tried. That’s what’s so unnerving about it. What was it that came out of me? And what if it does that to someone innocent?

“Can you ride?” Zyren asks, the muscles in his jaw rolling. “We need to get out of here.”

I nod.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!” I snap.

Our eyes meet for a moment, and I can feel the storm that crackles between us.

“Okay,” he says, and he kicks his horse into a gallop.

After galloping at full speed for several miles to put distance between us and Avonia’s army as quickly as possible, we slow and alternate between walking, trotting, and cantering the horses until well past sunset. The moon is high in the sky by the time we pull into a shallow cave beneath a rocky overhang. The plains in this area are scattered with huge rocks, which break upward from the earth at sharp angles like a field of broken swords. I can still smell the faintest tang of salt on the air, though the ocean is a couple of miles away.

We hobble the horses together on one side of the cave, and on the other, Owyn creates a small fire with one of his magic orbs. It doesn’t let off much light, but it provides a good bit of heat, which is a welcome reprieve from the cold. Throughout the day, it had grown colder and colder, the wind driving and bitterly frigid. And I know it’s only going to get colder the farther north we travel. I’d never known such weather growing up in the Amethyst Palace, and I can tell I’m not going to like it very much.

“How are you feeling?” Zyren asks as he hands me a chunk of bread and cheese. Just as he’d asked every time we stopped for a break throughout the day, his tone gruff and uncaring, belying the worry I know hides behind it.

“I’m fine, Zyren,” I say. I mean to put some bite into it because I don’t need his constant fear that I’m going to lose control. I’m already worried enough as it is. But I’m exhausted from the long day’s ride, so it just comes out with a wave of fatigue.

His gaze rests on mine for a long moment, then he turns and strides off. “I’ll take first watch,” he calls to us over his shoulder.

I stare after him a moment, frustration simmering in my gut before angrily tearing off a chunk of bread with my teeth. Owyn and Merla, who are sitting across the fire from me, eat their meager dinner also. After a couple of minutes of awkward silence, Owyn speaks. “It seems your magic is somewhat new to you?” His tone is tentative, holding no trace of judgement, just curiosity.

I let out a sigh. “In the palace where I grew up, the priestesses taught us that we could only ever practice magic in the cathedral, under the direction of the High Priest. And what little magic we did practice… it was nothing like the shadows I summon now.”

“That sounds… awful,” Merla says softly. “Why would he try to control the women’s magic?”

“He just wants it for himself,” I say, a spike of anger moving through me. “I didn’t find out until after I left. Zyren explained how magic is supposed to work. Aureon lost its magic for two hundred years, and the High Priest is somehow keeping it from the vast majority of citizens, so they have to come to him for help. Needless to say, when I came here, everything was so very different. It’s been an adjustment.”

“And no doubt, being back in your homeland has intensified your power,” Owyn says. “With such close proximity to the nightmares.”

“Yes, it seems that way.” I pause, staring into the violet flames for several long moments. “I learned a good deal about my magic when I read my family’s journal.” I lower my voice. “But it’s all still very new, and I sometimes… I sometimes lose control of it. Zyren is worried I’ll…lose myself.” My eyes dart over to the silhouette of my guardian a few yards away, sitting on a boulder at the entrance to the cave.

“And do you share that worry?” Owyn asks, his gaze holding mine.

“I don’t know…it is scary at times, I suppose. Today, that shadow thing I summoned, without even meaning to…But at the same time, it just feels very… natural. Like it’s who I’m supposed to be.”

“It is who you’re supposed to be,” he says. “Those of the Otreyas family who possess shadow magic—it does not fall to everyone, as I’m sure the journal told you—they all had a different shadow beast, like the one you summoned today. Your mother’s was a dragon. Your great, great grandmother could summon a hawk. Yours looked like a shadow phoenix. I don’t recall anyone in your family having that specific beast before. It’s very special.”

I look at Owyn, a strange warmth spreading through my chest, my eyes pricking with tears. It’s such a relief to know I’m not the only one who summoned shadow beasts like this. I was right—it is natural. In this moment, I feel more connected to my family than I ever have before. And even though it doesn’t come close to making up for being raised an orphan in a far-off land, it feels like the first step in a journey. A step toward healing the empty place in my heart left from years of not knowing who I was and where I came from.

“Thank you,” I whisper, not trusting my voice. “I can’t express what that means to me.”

Owyn reaches out and rests his hand on mine. “I made a promise to your mother, and I loved your brother like he was my kin. Anything I can do to help you, Sarielle, I promise you, I will do it.”

“Tell me more about their magic… did they have any other signature family spells?”

“The shadow beast is certainly one of the most formidable… but there are others that can be mastered with practice. Your brother and I used to practice our magic together… I could teach you, if you’d like.”

“Yes, that would be really helpful.” I hug my knees up to my chest and smile at him across the flames. “I definitely need to learn to control it.”

Owyn returns the smile. “I’m happy to help. Merla can show you some of her specialty spells as well.”

“Yes, that was impressive how you calmed my horse this morning. He was about to throw me for sure,” I say.

Merla ducks her head, blushing. “It’s not hard. I’m happy to show you.”

I’m struck again by how much she reminds me of Lilette. Not just in appearance, but some of her mannerisms, too. Quiet and a bit shy, but able to bring sunshine with her wherever she goes.

We fall into silence as we all finish eating our dinner. Merla lays down, tucking her cloak around her. I glance out into the night, where Zyren is sitting in the moonlight. I know I still need to talk to him about what I’d learned in the book, but the idea of it makes me feel even more exhausted than I already am. It will just have to wait until tomorrow. I’ll tell him then.

I tuck myself into the most comfortable position I can, my horse’s saddle at my back, his saddle pad as a pillow. “Owyn?”

“Yes, Sarielle?”

“Would you…could you tell me about my brother? What he was like?”

Owyn nods, a smile on his face that holds both joy and sorrow. “Of course.” His voice, rich and deep like music, threatens to lull me to sleep instantly, but I force my eyes to stay open. “Your brother was very brave. And kind. An adept swordsman. He had a rather mischievous streak that got us both into trouble on more than one occasion.” He chuckles.

“Trouble?”

“Oh, yes. Once, when we were visiting my kinsman near Tor Unaval—that’s in the great forest west of here—we came across a tavern that sold pixie liquor. Next thing I knew…”

And I spend the rest of the night before sleep claims me listening to tales of my family, and feeling warm and safe, despite the fact that there’s an army out there, somewhere in the darkness, who wants me dead.
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Chapter Fifteen

Zyren

The next day, we ride hard again. So far, there’s been no indication of pursuit. I can only hope that Avonia’s army thinks we’re still locked inside the Court of Bone. By end of day tomorrow, we should reach the northern barrens, and it will be difficult for anyone, let alone an army, to track us through the ice lakes. But that also means we’ll need to obtain warmer gear or we’ll freeze to death before we get within a week of the Court of Memory. There is something else I must also do before we travel farther north.

Just past sunset, we reach the ruins of an ancient fortress, which will be our home for the night. The locals all think the place is haunted, so they steer clear. No doubt it is haunted, but I’d sooner face off with a ghost than the nightmare that hunts us, not to mention the army. The guardians have long used this place as a safe haven, so I’m not worried about a few specters.

I do a quick sweep on my horse while everyone else waits beyond the crumbling walls, just to make sure there aren’t any corporeal terrors lurking within. But, as suspected, we are alone. I call to the others and dismount my horse, patting him on the neck. He’d certainly earned his grain today. Leading him forward, I weave between the half-walls and crooked pillars and broken archways to a place that we guardians had made into an enclosure for our mounts, with a fence made of stone. There, I take off his saddle and bridle and offer him a small portion of grain from one of my satchels.

The others find me soon enough, and within a few minutes all the horses are taken care of. A chilling wind cuts down from the north, a warning not to travel closer unless we desire ice and pain. But I’ve spent so much time in the northern climate that it’s as familiar to me as my home.

“How old is this place?” Sarielle asks in a hushed tone as I roll a big rock across the entrance of the enclosure to keep the horses in. She’s standing a few feet away, rubbing her arms vigorously to stay warm.

“I have known this place more than six hundred years,” I say, “And it was ancient even then, the first time I saw it as a young guardian.”

“I forget sometimes how old the fae are,” she murmurs. Then, as if realizing how that sounded, her eyes widen. “I mean—not that—”

I can’t help the smile that turns my lips. “I have lived a very long time, it is true.” My eyes spark against hers. “Besides, I forget sometimes how much of a baby you are, in terms of years.”

She rolls her eyes, but a small smile plays over her face, too. It feels good, just for a moment, to forget the dire circumstances we’re in.

“And where are we going to sleep?” she asks.

“This way.” I gesture with one hand.

Sarielle and the others follow me as I lead the way toward the only structure that remains standing in the ruins. At least, partially standing. I wonder, as I have before, what purpose the building served long ago, and who lived here. Was it a barn, a church, a grand hall? Time has erased any indication of its history.

The part that remains standing is perhaps twenty feet square. A huge slab of stone serves as the roof, though half of it is broken, revealing the starry night sky. The guardians have added their own touch to the place by creating a large fire pit in the center, with stones encircling it. There’s even some dry wood still sitting in the center, left by whoever traveled here last.

“I’m starving,” Sarielle says.

Owyn echoes her sentiment, and we divvy up the bread and the last of the cheese. Merla starts the fire with a ball of magic, and soon a comforting warmth spreads outward, fighting back the worst of the chill. After we’re done eating, Sarielle rummages through her saddle pack, her expression mournful.

“It appears we’re on a strict diet of stale bread for the next week or so. Not that I’m complaining,” she adds hastily.

“In the morning, I’ll go to the nearby village and get supplies,” I say. “It’s the last stop before we enter the northern wastelands, and we’ll need warmer clothing. I’ll restock on cheese and whatever else I can find.”

“Are you sure no one will recognize you?” Owyn asks.

I shake my head. “That’s why I’ll go alone.”

“Perhaps I should go instead,” he offers. “You are… you leave an impression.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I growl, a glower on my face.

Owyn chuckles. “Just that you are clearly a guardian, and if questioned, people will remember you.”

“I could be any sell sword or warrior. I’m hardly the only type like that to travel through Frost Haven.”

“True, but guardians give off a distinct vibe. A mix between a hero and a monk.” Owyn shrugs, and Sarielle and Merla both let out gasps of laughter, quickly suppressed behind their hands.

My scowl deepens, and I get up from my spot by the fire. “I’m going, end of discussion. I’ll just do my best not to look like a sanctimonious ass while I’m there.”

I turn and stride off, and when Sarielle calls after me, I say, “I’m going to catch a proper dinner.”

Once beyond the walls of the ruins, I relish the bite of the icy wind, trying to calm my boiling nerves. I should take Sarielle and leave Owyn and his apprentice behind to fend for themselves. My responsibility is to protect Sarielle, and Owyn is a distraction and a liability. Plus, he just rubs me the wrong way. Talk about sanctimonious. He’d really laid it on thick how he’d waited alone in the ruins of Castle Otreyas so he could keep his vow to Sarielle’s mother and devote his life to her. That’s my job, and Sarielle doesn’t need two guardians.

I growl and keep going until I’m far out in the hills beyond the ruins. The land is dotted with small, wiry shrubs that bear yellow flowers in the summer. Now they are practically bare, like little skeletal hands scraping for the sky. I climb onto a small outcropping of rock and sit down, going still as the wind whistles around me, doing its best to unseat me from my perch. I watch the expanse before me, particularly the shadows between the shrubs and small boulders scattering the land, my eyes keen in the moonlight.

Despite my anger, I know Sarielle will be upset if I take her away from the one connection to her family she still has left. As long as Owyn doesn’t do anything to endanger her, I’ll try to tolerate him, at least until we reach the safety of the Court of Memory. After that, all bets are off. Of course, I have no idea what our next move will be after we reach the northern court. Our fate beyond that point is a complete blur, as unseeable as the blizzards that ravage the lands there.

My mind keeps spinning, but my eyes don’t betray me. When I catch a flash of movement in the light of the moon, the dagger in my hand flies through the night, and a few moments later I have a large hare slung over my shoulder. Owyn is right about one thing—a sell sword would never bother to catch dinner for everyone.

A few minutes later, as I approach the ruins, I hear a shout from within. I break into a run, dropping the rabbit and pulling my sword. But when I dash around the corner of one of the crumbled walls, I don’t see enemies attacking. I see Sarielle and Owyn and Merla having a sparring match with their magic. Sarielle lets out a cry as a wave of shadows pours out of her, flying straight for Owyn, but he dissipates it with a simple wave of the hand.

“What are you doing?” I ask, jaw dropping. I can’t believe Owyn is being so cavalier about this. Sarielle’s magic is dangerous.

“Just a little practice,” he calls.

Seeing me standing there dumbstruck, Sarielle calls, “No luck with dinner? That’s okay. It was worth a try.”

Indignation roils in my gut. “I caught a hare. I just dropped it because I heard a scream and thought something was wrong.”

“Everything is perfectly fine, Zyren,” Sarielle says with a laugh as she dodges a slow-moving ball of yellow light from Merla.

I watch them for several moments, my blood boiling again. Sarielle has only known Owyn for two days, but here she is, trusting him to teach her control of her magic, after she knows what she can do? He’d seen what she did to that scout. They’re all out here acting like a bunch of children playing with toys rather than deadly powers.

“Sarielle, can I speak to you?” I ask, trying to keep the growl from my tone unsuccessfully.

Her smile drops and her forehead furrows. She walks toward me, and I turn and move farther away so Owyn and Merla can’t eavesdrop on us. When she reaches me, her brows raise inquisitively.

“That is not the way to practice your magic,” I begin. “Your powers are far too dangerous to go right to sparring like that.”

Sarielle crosses her arms over her chest. “I don’t agree. And clearly, Owyn doesn’t, either.”

“Excuse me?”

She sighs. “My family book explains it all, Zyren. I know we didn’t get a chance to talk about it yet.”

She gestures for me to sit on a nearby stone, and she does the same. I bristle for a moment, but then join her.

“I know you fear the part of you that is nightmare,” she begins, her tone soft. She reaches out and touches my hand. “But that’s what I learned… our very origins come from the nightmares. It’s part of who we are.”

I can feel my forehead scrunching in confusion. “What are you saying?”

“The great battle, after Valaron was pulled into the nightmare realm… the spell our families have wrought every twenty-two years to keep the nightmares at bay… it all started because of… love.” She continues before I can interrupt, “Did you see the mural in the library? Everything began because an Otreyas woman—my ancestor—and one of the more civilized nightmares, they had an affair. Their people rejected them for this, and the nightmares tried to take over as retaliation, and then there was the battle, and the spell which sealed the nightmares behind the barrier, separating the two lovers forever.”

I lift a hand to stop her. “Sarielle, that is not what happened. I have never heard that version of history.”

Her face hardens. “So, you’re going to dismiss the written history of my entire family, thousands of years of journal entries, just like that?”

I curl my fingers around hers. “I’m not trying to—”

“Yes,” she snaps. “That’s exactly what you’re doing! Would you at least let me finish before you pass judgement?”

I swallow down my immediate reaction and slowly nod. She pulls her fingers out of my hand before continuing.

“The thing was, my ancestor was pregnant. So, even though she never got to see her lover again, that’s how nightmare blood was introduced into our family. And then, because the blood spell requires marriage between an Otreyas and a Lyonian, that blood was introduced to your family as well.”

My mind spins. I had always wondered the reason for my dark shame, thinking that something I’d done had cursed me with the dark magic. Could it be possible that she’s right?

“The dark magic doesn’t pass to everyone. It skips certain people, sometimes entire generations. My brother didn’t have it. But I do, of course.” She hooks her gaze to mine, eyes burning more brightly than I’ve ever seen them. “Don’t you see, Zyren? This is our birthright. It’s not something to be ashamed of. Just two people in love long, long ago who were torn apart.”

I shake my head. “Even if you are right, just because it started with love doesn’t mean it’s not dangerous. I know firsthand…”

“I know you think it was your nightmare side that got your younger brother killed,” she says. “But that was just a horrible tragedy. It wasn’t your fault, or the fault of the magic within you. Some nightmares are evil. Just as some fae are.”

“But you’ve seen, too, what your magic can do,” I say, my tone flat and hard as steel. “It may be a family legacy, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t to be feared.”

“Do you know the last thing my mother wrote in the book? She addressed it to me, and she told me not to fear my magic. I am going to trust that, Zyren.” Her face, tone, and posture are all queen, brokering no argument. “I am sorry if you disagree, but that’s how it’s going to be. Owyn offered to teach me, and I have accepted. If you don’t want to watch, you don’t have to.”

I stiffen as her words hit me with palpable force. “So that’s it, then? That’s what you wanted to tell me from the book?”

Something passes over her face, a flicker of emotion quick as lightning.

“Is there something else you’d like to enlighten me with?” I growl.

But just as swiftly, her face goes blank, all feeling vanishing behind a curtain. “No,” she says softly. “That’s all.”
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Chapter Sixteen

Sarielle

When I wake a bit after dawn the next morning, Zyren is gone. I fight back my momentary panic when I remember that he’d planned to go into Frost Haven to get supplies. I climb from my makeshift bed, pulling my horse’s saddle pad around me, and walk past the sleeping bodies of Owyn and Merla, out into the misty, frost-tipped morning.

My breath makes tiny clouds as I walk through the ruins. I just need a few minutes to be totally alone. The night before had ended awkwardly, with Zyren storming away from me. I’d told Owyn and Merla that I was done practicing for the night, and we’d all gone to sleep around the fire while Zyren kept watch again.

I hate fighting with him because I know he means well. I’m sure it’s beyond frustrating devoting your whole life to someone who then, in turn, doesn’t take your advice. But just because he’s my guardian doesn’t mean he’s my sovereign. He can’t control me just because he thinks he knows better. I’ve never known him to be wrong, but in this, he is not right.

I know in my heart that what I read, written by the hands of all the women in all the centuries before me, is the truth.

I just wish Zyren could have enough faith in me to see it.

Owyn understands, so at least I have one ally. I don’t know how I’d keep my sanity right now without him. He’s the one anchor to my family and my magic. And he’s not afraid of it—of me—like Zyren is. How exactly does Zyren think I’m going to learn to control my magic if I don’t use it? He wants me to suppress it, which is only going to make it stronger.

Remembering his face, how angry he’d been the night before, I can’t imagine how he would’ve reacted if I’d told him the whole truth. The part that speaks to his fate specifically. Our fate. Tears sting my eyes at the thought of it, and I let them fall, though in the frigid morning air, it feels like blades tracing down my skin.

As much as it hurts, this rift between us is for the best. Because if Zyren hates me, that will ensure the dark curse hanging over us never comes to pass. I suck in a deep breath, resolve hardening within me. Yes. This is for the best. Zyren doesn’t have to like me to be my guardian. And he’s already made it clear that’s the only relationship between us.

I turn and head back for our shelter. When I step inside, I see that Merla is gone, and Owyn is standing next to the fire without his tunic on.

“Oh! Apologies,” I say, spinning and facing away from him.

“It’s fine,” he says. “I just got grazed by an arrow yesterday. I need to apply a little salve so it doesn’t get infected.”

I keep facing the other way, until he clears his throat. “Actually… it’s a bit hard for me to reach, if you don’t mind?”

“Um, of course. Yes.”

I turn around slowly and walk toward him. Until this moment, I hadn’t noticed much about Owyn from a physical perspective, other than his blue eyes. Now, seeing him half naked, I take him in for the first time. He’s tall and lean, not as built and muscled out as Zyren, but by no means scrawny, either. I realize, trying not to blush, that this is only the second man I’ve ever seen partially undressed. Growing up in a cathedral didn’t exactly present many opportunities. I can see the cut he’s talking about, a long scrape about six inches in length across the back of his left shoulder blade, a line of crimson against his pale skin.

“The salve?” I ask.

“It’s right there.” He points to a tiny glass jar sitting atop his satchel.

I bend down and pick it up, twisting the lid off and scooping a bit of the ointment onto my ring finger. Slowly, I start dabbing it along the bloody line, trying to ignore the lines of muscle along his shoulder, leading down to his waist, and especially the two cords of muscle running around the front that point to a region I am all too familiar with.

Pictures flood my mind of Zyren’s body, of what that body can do to me, and how it feels when we’re together. Not just physically, it’s far beyond that. It’s tragic that I’m in love with someone who doesn’t love me back. And further, I now know he can’t love me back. Which means I’m destined to live a long fae lifetime alone. I recall my days back at the Amethyst Palace, not so long ago at all, when I’d watched Lilette and Dain and thought how foolish love is. I hadn’t been wrong. But now that I know what I know, it’s hard to want to go back, regardless of the fate now twisted around me like a hunter’s snare.

I shake my head to clear my thoughts, focusing back on the task at hand. Just a body. An attractive body, yes, but nothing I need to concern myself with. “I’m not hurting you, am I?” I ask.

Owyn shakes his head. “It’s fine. Just a scrape.”

It’s at that moment that Zyren walks in, and when his voice booms across the space, I nearly jump out of my skin. “Looks like I’m interrupting something. I’ll leave your gear right here.”

I spin, cheeks heating. “No, just putting some salve on a cut.” I put the lid back on and toss the jar into Owyn’s satchel.

Zyren’s face is colder than a winter storm as his gaze slides over me, making me shiver. “Let’s get changed and mount up. We need to get on the road.”

I walk over to inspect what he’d bought in Frost Haven. There are form-fitting pants made of a thick silky material, long sleeved shirts of the same cloth, and heavy, fur-lined cloaks.

“What is this stuff?” I ask, running my fingers over the silky cloth.

“It’s made from a special silkworm to insulate from the cold,” he responds gruffly. “I’ll leave you two to change.”

He tosses one set of the clothing toward Owyn, or rather, at Owyn’s head, but the sorcerer catches it easily. With a smile he says, “I’ll give Sarielle her privacy, of course.” He strides out of the covered area to find somewhere else to change.

“Zyren,” I begin, but he drops my pack on the ground and strides around the corner out of view.

With a sigh, I retrieve the bundle of clothes and begin to strip down so I can add the insulating layers underneath my existing clothes. I really don’t understand Zyren’s whiplash of emotions all the time. It seems nothing I do makes him happy. I remind myself yet again that a guardian doesn’t have to like his ward. My heart, however, has a harder time with this truth than my mind does.

It’s going to be a very long journey north.
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I thought the lands south of Frost Haven had been barren and desolate, until we enter the lands north. Snow begins to drift down less than two hours into our journey, coating the craggy hills around us in a layer of stark white. By late afternoon, we reach a vast, flat area dotted with small lakes, dozens of mirrors reflecting the silvery sun, which hides behind steel-colored clouds. Far in the distance to the west, I can see something rising from the plains.

“What is that?” I ask, not to anyone particular, pointing toward it.

“The Elarian Ice Forest,” Zyren responds, his breath coming out in clouds of white.

“It’s said to be cursed,” Merla adds, her voice holding a tremor of fear.

I swing my gaze to her. “Cursed?”

“It was the home of ancient gods, or so the stories go,” Owyn says. “Few travel there. Those who do are not heard from again.”

“Even the guardians do not venture there,” Zyren says. “I don’t know that I believe the tale about the gods, but whatever is there clearly suffers no trespassers.”

“Well then, I’m glad it’s far away,” I say with a shiver.

“We’ll be skirting closer to it tomorrow,” Zyren says, “But not too close.”

“How much farther do you think it is to the Court of Memory?”

“Six days, give or take. If that blizzard doesn’t slow us down.”

I follow his outstretched hand as he points north to a darker patch of sky far in the distance. It looks like a band of storm clouds. The sky overall is so gray, I hadn’t even noticed.

“I can’t tell yet which way it’s moving,” he adds.

“I’ve been watching it,” Owyn says. “It looks to have a slight westward bend.”

A muscle in Zyren’s jaw twitches. “Perhaps. Let’s hope you’re wrong.”

We make camp a couple of hours later next to one of the lakes. There are several tiny huts scattered about it, made of rough-hewn timbers with thatch and animal hides for a roof.

“Does anyone live here?” I ask.

“Fishermen, in the summer,” Zyren says. “It is rarely used at this time of the year, so close to winter.”

His words prove right, upon inspection we find them all empty. We use two for the horses, unsaddling them and draping extra furs across their backs for warmth. There are three remaining though it’s too cold for anyone to sleep alone.

“Sarielle and I will share a hut, and you and Merla can share the other,” Zyren says to Owyn.

“Perhaps Merla and I want to share one, and you men can have your own hut,” I interject. I don’t care for the way he discusses us like we don’t have any say in the decision.

“I am not leaving my queen alone all night.” Zyren bites off each word between gritted teeth.

“I won’t be alone.” I glare up at him. “I’ll have Merla. We’re more than capable of defending ourselves.”

Merla’s cheeks, already red from the cold, turn even darker. When Zyren turns the force of his gaze onto her, she nearly flinches. “What do you say, Merla? Do you want to be responsible for the safety of the Queen of Valaron?”

She opens and closes her mouth a couple of times, and Zyren shoots me a smug look.

“It’s fine, Merla,” I say, aiming an even more pointed glare at Zyren. “Don’t worry about it.”

“How about some magic practice while Zyren catches us fish for dinner?” Owyn says cheerfully.

The look Zyren gives him could level an entire village, but Owyn just smiles.

“That sounds great,” I say. “Lead the way.”

We spend the next hour sparring, just sending magic back and forth like we had the night before. It seems so simple, though it’s anything but. First, there’s the act of summoning. Calling my magic and calling the right amount. Not too little, not too much. I tend to call too much, finesse not being a natural strength of mine, apparently.

Then there’s directing it where I want it to go, and blocking magic that comes my way. Blocking is actually easier, since again, it requires less specificity. I have a hard time directing—my shadows merely come out in one big cloud. I can’t imagine how Owyn gets his magic to form into a solid spear like he did when the scouts attacked us.

When Zyren’s voice booms through darkness to tell us that the fish is ready, we head over to the fire he’d built and sit down around it. Four large silver-scaled fish are roasting on sticks over the flames.

“Everyone still has all their limbs?” Zyren asks as we begin to eat.

I open my mouth to protest, but Owyn beats me to it. “Sarielle is actually a very quick learner. I saw a lot of improvement just since last night.”

My skin flushes at the compliment. I wonder if he’s being sincere, or just goading Zyren. But he seems genuine.

“No doubt due to your expert tutelage,” Zyren says drily.

Owyn shrugs. “She’s an Otreyas, she descends from a long line of expert magic wielders. It has nothing to do with me, even if I did dedicate the last century of my life to studying magic.”

“I am grateful for your help,” I say, shooting a look at Zyren.

Silence falls for the remainder of the meal, and afterward, I go with Merla to check on the horses and give them some grain. My gray gelding lets out a snort in greeting as I duck beneath the flap of animal hide that covers the door. Compared to the outside, it’s pleasantly warm in the small space, filled with the breath of the two horses. I feed him from a leather satchel while Merla feeds her horse next to me.

“Sorry about earlier, with Zyren,” I say. “He’s just…”

“He takes his job very seriously.” Merla’s brown eyes graze over mine. “I wasn’t offended.”

“Sometimes, though, it’s like he doesn’t want me to breathe without his permission.” I let out a small groan.

She smiles. “He cares about you.”

“In a strange way, perhaps.” I shrug. “It’s more duty than anything.”

“There are few truly honorable people in the world. I wouldn’t take it for granted.”

I look at her, surprised by the directness of her words, and she begins to stammer.

“Sorry, that’s no way to speak to my queen—”

I laugh. “Stop, please. I am not any different from you. You just… I wasn’t expecting that.”

She laughs, too, more from relief than anything else.

“You actually remind me a lot of my best friend back home.” I smile, though I can feel the sadness in it. “Well, not home, but where I grew up.”

“Oh?” Merla raises her brows. “What was she like?”

I tell her, and we chat about other things until I hear Zyren’s gruff voice outside asking if we’re okay. We look at each other and I suppress a giggle. “I’m in trouble again,” I whisper, and this time Merla giggles, too.

We duck out of the tent and say goodnight, and I make my way to my own tent. It is unfortunately not warmed by the breath of two large horses, so I shiver as I go about getting ready for bed. Zyren walks in as I am wrestling with the large pile of animal furs on one side, which apparently the fishers leave here for the next traveler. He doesn’t speak, but he helps me spread the largest one over the hard, icy ground, and then a second layer on top of that. Then I situate our saddles along the backside of the space to form a little barrier to help against the cold.

We’re just finishing up when Owyn pops his head in through the door flap. “Want me to make you a fire for heat?” He points to the two glass lanterns hanging on each side of the door.

Zyren straightens from where he’s rummaging through his pack, and with a flare of power, he summons a ball of black flame into the palm of his hand. “I’ve got it covered.”

The two of them square off for a moment, a storm of power filling the tent. Then Owyn smiles. “Glad to see it. Not all guardians are adept with magic.”

Zyren bristles. “It seems you have a great many misconceived notions about guardians.”

“Perhaps,” Owyn says with another smile. “Sleep well, you two.” And he ducks back out into the night.

I turn to face Zyren, my frustration from the last couple of days bubbling over. “What is your problem with Owyn? He’s done nothing but help us, save our life even, and all you do is needle him at every turn.”

Zyren’s face twists into an even deeper scowl. “He’s a smug know-it-all. And I don’t trust him.”

I’m shivering from the cold, so I sit down on the furs and pull the last two from the pile over the top of me. “Don’t trust him? He was my brother’s best friend. My mother trusted him. I think it’s more than safe to say he’s on our side.”

“Oh, he wants to be at your side, that’s for sure. Whether he can be trusted with your life is an entirely different matter.”

“What do you mean?” I snarl, happy the huts aren’t close enough together for Owyn and Merla to hear us arguing. That, plus the driving wind.

“I’ve seen the way he looks at you.” Zyren’s jaw rolls. “I think he wants a queen’s favor.”

“The way he looks at me? You’re being ridiculous right now.” I let out a bitter laugh. “What does it matter even if Owyn did look at me a certain way? You’ve made it clear there’s nothing between us. I am a woman, and I will have men look at me. And I may look at them. It shouldn’t matter to you.”

“Everything you do matters to me,” Zyren growls. “That’s what it means to be your guardian.”

I remember Merla’s words about honor, and I snap my teeth against the retort that threatens to surge out of me. “I’m done with this conversation. Good night.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Zyren retorts, sarcasm soaking his words.

He turns and lights both lanterns with his black flame, which I’m of half a mind to tell him doesn’t provide any heat whatsoever compared to Owyn’s. But I’m exhausted from arguing with him. I turn and open one of my saddle bags, pulling out the book I’d taken from my mother’s library. I’d taken it with me right before we fled the Court of Bone.

I’d initially gone back down to the library just to write my own note in the family book, perhaps the only note I’ll ever get a chance to write in it. It seemed vital that I make my mark, especially if, as chances are likely, I perish trying to defeat Avonia and take back my throne. But on my way back out of the library, another book called to me. A small book with a black leather cover embossed with ancient runes.

I hadn’t had a chance to look through it yet, being exhausted each night after our long rides and magical sparring. But I’m buzzing with energy right now after my argument with Zyren, so I run my fingers over the ridges of the strange symbols on the front of the book, and then I flip to the first page.

Book of Stars and Shadows

Written by Fenya Otreyas

Fenya… I remember that name from the family journal. She’d been one of the earliest entries, the granddaughter of my relative who was separated from her nightmare lover after the spell had been cast to banish them behind the magical border. I run my fingers across her name, feeling the rough texture of the paper and the smooth lines of the ink across it. Then I begin to flip through the book.

It’s a book of spells, many mundane, but some extraordinary sounding. A spell to break ancient curses, a spell to turn day to night, a spell to summon the moon’s power. And then, I come across a spell that makes my throat run dry. Finally, an answer to a question I’d asked myself a million times: how had my mother cut a rift to Aureon and placed me there as a child? It’s right there on the page, staring up at me.

Spell to Cross Between Worlds

My heart races as I read the words, scrawled in Fenya’s elegant, lilting script.

A source of great power is needed; death magic, a celestial event, or a great sacrifice

Imbue a dagger with this power

Cut the sky until you find the path

Mental focus is key, or you may cross into the wrong world

The way will only stay open for fifty heartbeats

I stare at the words until I practically have them memorized. What do they mean exactly? So many parts of it are open to interpretation. My mother must have used the grief of her family’s deaths to fuel the spell. But how had she known where to take me? Or had it all been an accident?

My thoughts are interrupted as Zyren pulls back the furs and climbs underneath them. I’m facing away from him, but as he tugs on the furs, I roll toward him and my book flies out of my hands, landing between us.

“What’s that?” he asks.

“A book I took from the library,” I say, my tone daring him to chastise me.

But for once, he says nothing, doesn’t try to correct me. He just looks at me a moment, then turns his back to me, pulling the furs up around his shoulders. I go back to reading, but after a few minutes, he growls and rolls over.

“You’re shivering. You need to move closer.”

I put my book down. I’d been so distracted, I’d half-forgotten the cold. But as soon as I quit reading, I realize he’s right. I’m shaking, even with two cloaks and my boots on, and beneath two layers of furs. “We’re already sharing the same blanket. I don’t think we can get much closer together.”

“Quit being stubborn, or you’re going to freeze to death,” he growls.

He reaches out and tugs the furs on the ground toward him until I’m pressed right up against his chest. I glare at him a moment, then lean over and carefully place my book back in my bag. Just that small movement out from under the furs sends a spike of icy unpleasantness along my spine. I quickly curl back under the top layer of blankets. I hate to admit it, but he’s right. Up against his body, it’s much warmer.

“Are you satisfied now?” I ask.

He stares at me a moment, something moving quickly over his face, too quick to read, but he says nothing.

“Is it going to get even colder than this? Further north?”

“Yes,” he says, his voice a low rumble.

“So, I’m basically going to die from frost, and we won’t have to worry about Avonia’s army or the ancient nightmare that’s hunting me.”

“It’ll be a more pleasant death, if so,” he says, a twinge of dry humor in his voice.

“I hardly think that’s funny.”

“No, Your Highness, of course not.”

“Stop calling me that,” I growl. “You know I don’t like it.” My heated words are punctuated by another whole-body shiver, strong enough that my teeth chatter.

“I know,” he responds.

Then he reaches out with one arm and flips me over, pulling me tight against the length of his body. His chest presses into my shoulders, and his torso against my back, and… something else presses into the curve of my ass. His arms are wrapped so tightly around me, I can barely move.

It’s delightfully warm.

Nonetheless, I wiggle against him, feeling the need to protest his commandeering of my body. “You are so…” I trail off, unable to find the right word.

“Helpful against the cold?”

“No.” Another wiggle.

“No? You want to sleep on the other side of the tent, then?”

I don’t respond, and he chuckles, a rumble that moves through my entire body. I shimmy once more, a final protest.

And in response, the part of him pressing into my ass grows harder than the icy ground beneath us.

I go very still. It astonishes me that he can be thinking about that after we’ve done nothing but argue since the night before. But as I feel the hard length of him pressed up against me, I realize that despite that very same reason, I’m imagining several things right now myself. My heart pounds in my chest, my breathing shallow and quick.

I’m not really sure if the next wiggle is intentional, or my body acting entirely of its own accord.

Another rumble moves through Zyren’s chest, but this time there’s nothing humorous about it. His hand that’s wrapped over the top of my shoulders moves slightly, his fingers sliding up to my heart. He no doubt can feel how rapidly it’s racing, even through my layers of clothing. Slowly, his fingers slide upward from my heart, over the curve of one breast, until they find the diamond-hard tip of my nipple. He circles his thumb over the top of it and I let out a small gasp which sends a white puff into the air around us.

This time, when I move against him, it’s slow and deliberate. A slow, circular movement of my round cheeks over his bulging flesh, once, twice, a third time. Zyren lets out a low moan, his hot breath vibrating into my ear. He grows even harder, which hardly seems possible. My ability to get this reaction out of him sends a spike of power and pleasure through my core, a ripple through the most delicate part of me. I arch against him, and one of my hands drifts down to hover over the source of the sweet sensation.

Zyren switches hands, continuing to tease my nipple with one as his other hand slides down my body to hover over my own. He lets out a low growl in my ear, flicking my earlobe with his tongue and then nibbling the edge of it with his teeth. Then he lays his hand down over mine, and he guides my fingers to the spark of pleasure between my legs. He begins to swirl them over the tiny dot of ecstasy there, which quickly becomes a burning star of sensation.

I moan, shuddering and sliding myself back into the hard length still pressing into me. We undulate together beneath the furs, the slowest burn of building pleasure through our clothes. Somehow, the fact that we can’t be skin to skin makes the bliss unfold even more exquisitely, a gauntlet thrown and a challenge accepted. The cold air sliding in at the edges of the furs makes everything burn brighter, pain mixing with pleasure.

When Zyren increases the speed of his movements, the night spins as he works both areas of my body. A storm of bliss begins to break over me. I manage to keep just enough focus to continue gyrating against him, and I feel him shudder against me, another hot moan sounding in my ear. “You are more than a queen,” he growls. “You are a goddess, Sarielle.”

It’s his lips wrapping around my name that sends me over the edge. I remember that first night he’d said it, when he visited me in my dreams. It had made me shiver then, and now I convulse as ecstasy spikes though my core. A cry pours out of me that sounds more animal than woman, and a pulse of magic moves across the hut. Zyren grinds himself into me as I lose myself, and several moments later he cries out, too, pulling me against him.

We lay there, breathless, as the pleasure subsides. Zyren kisses my neck and then buries his face in my hair. My head slowly clears, and I realize that I’d crossed that dangerous line once again. But this didn’t mean anything, right? As long as Zyren doesn’t have real feelings for me, he’ll be perfectly safe. He seems to be very vexed with me most of the time, other than these moments when we fulfill each other’s physical needs.

“I suppose,” he whispers in my ear, “that we might survive the frozen north after all.”

My heart skips several beats. “I told you back at the castle that we weren’t going to continue this. Remember?”

“This doesn’t count,” he says. “We both had our clothes on.”

I need to be strong. I need to play this safe…

His hand slides back down to my core, which is still throbbing. “Of course, I am a gentleman. If you tell me no, I will stop in an instant.”

He pauses, then runs his fingers down over my opening, arching one finger inward and into me. Even through my clothes, it makes me gasp.

“Do you want me to stop, Sarielle?”

Zyren moves his finger in and out, pulsing it until I can see stars within the tent. I want to tell him to stop, but my lips won’t form the words. Instead, they betray me, releasing another moan. He kisses my neck as he moves his finger faster and faster, and then I am lost to him a second time, crying his name as I shudder against him.

He chuckles as I go limp.

“Sweet dreams, Sarielle,” he whispers in my ear.
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Chapter Seventeen

Zyren

When I wake the next morning, I feel a wash of different emotions, the predominant one being regret. Sarielle is curled in the curve of my body, and it’s impossible not to feel a strange elation that we are meeting the rising of the sun together. And a big part of me wants that to be the case every day for the rest of my life.

But being with her is still so wrapped up in tragedy… I betrayed my brother, and I continue to betray him each time I lose myself to her. My dishonor resurfaces again and again, yet I can’t seem to avoid making the same mistake. Because that’s what Sarielle is—a mistake I make over and over. She’s my ward and my queen. I continue to fail her. I know why, of course, which is even more shameful.

Because I’m hopelessly in love with her.

And love makes you weak.

She stirs against me and goddess help me, but I want to repeat that mistake yet again. Pulling back the furs, I force myself up and out into the frigid air. The icy bite across the length of my body clears my head enough to gain control of myself. It’s also a good thing we have to sleep with our boots on, so I have no excuse to linger. I pull my outer fur cloak around me and duck out of the hut to greet the morning.

I make myself useful and prepare all the horses for the day’s ride, giving them grain and water, removing their fur blankets, and saddling them all up. After I’ve taken care of that, I trust myself enough to go back to the hut, where I find Sarielle waking. I hand her some bread and cheese.

“We should mount up soon,” I say. “I’ll go wake Owyn and Merla.”

“Aren’t you going to eat anything?”

“I’ll eat later.”

She shoots me a puzzled look, but I just duck back out of the hut and head over to the other.

Within a quarter hour, we’re mounted up and heading north. We ride for several hours, and the Elarian Ice Forest draws closer as we travel toward it, a necessary jog west to avoid an area with even more lakes, and treacherous footing. When the sun is directly overhead, we stop for a few minutes to eat and let the horses rest. Sarielle has just placed a piece of bread into her mouth when she lets out a strangled cry and goes rigid.

I leap up from where I’m sitting on a rock, eyes scanning our surroundings for signs of a threat. “What is it?” I growl. Owyn and Merla both have balls of magic in their palms and at the ready in an instant.

She looks up at me, eyes wide with horror. “Nightmares,” she whispers. “Lots of them.”

I shake my head. “They can’t get across the border. Avonia let the one through, but it’s an ancient and powerful one, it helped her, no doubt…”

“I don’t know how she did it, but they’re coming,” Sarielle says, her tone laced with urgency. She stands and points south. “I feel them. They’re not far.”

I look where she points and on the far, far stretches of my line of vision, across the flat barrens dotted with lakes, I see something dark on the horizon. Like a flock of birds, or the blackest of storm clouds. I spin to glare at Owyn. “I thought you said you cloaked her magically?”

“I did,” he says, his lips set in a grim line. “Perhaps they aren’t tracking her. Maybe Avonia just sent them to search aerially.”

“There’s only one way to know for sure,” I say, grabbing Sarielle by the hand and tugging her toward the horses. “We need to find a place to hide and pray to the dark goddess it works. Now!”

“Where are we going to hide out here?” Merla says, waving her arm at the vast, empty stretch of land around us.

She’s right. There’s nothing but flat land horizon to horizon. No mountains, no valleys, no caves. No more than a tiny boulder here and there. We have maybe ten minutes at the speed a winged nightmare can fly. And there’s absolutely nowhere we can run. Nowhere except…

“The forest,” Sarielle says, as if reading my mind. “We can make it to the forest.”

Owyn and Merla turn their heads to look at the trees looming in the distance. They look more like a vast sea of white spears cutting the sky than anything that lives and grows. The sun glints off them, making them shine a pale blue-silver.

“We all know what could happen if we hide in the forest,” I say. “Just as we know what will definitely happen if we stay here and the nightmares find us.”

Owyn nods, a terse jerk of the head, and we kick the horses into a gallop. I glance over my shoulder as my horse launches forward. Already, the black cloud on the horizon has grown substantially in size. Apparently Avonia realized the error of her ways when she sent the ancient nightmare—that one can’t fly. If we survive this, we’re going to have to figure out how she broke the spell that Sarielle and I cast, a spell that has worked without fail for two millennia.

Snow sprays up around us as we make for the ice forest at full speed. The air is filled with the sound of the horses’ breathing, the puffs of their breath from the exertion, and the crunch of the icy ground beneath their hooves. My cloak flies out behind me and the wind is blades along my skin, blades that drive down my throat and into my lungs. Next to me, Sarielle is hunched low over her horse’s neck, her black hair flung back.

Have the nightmares already spotted us? Did Owyn’s spell fail somehow, which means they’ll just track us into the forest? If it comes to a fight, I’d rather be out in the open than in between trees that are sharp as swords. I know the nightmares aren’t here merely as scouts. Avonia wants us dead, and she’s using every resource to ensure her victory.

The forest looms before us now, a half mile at most. The trees are taller than I’d realized. I’ve never seen them this close before. I don’t typically put much weight in superstitions, but this one seems universally accepted. It’s not just some tale that villagers tell their neighbors around the campfire. Now, as we make our final approach, I realize this is one of the few corners of this world I have never set foot in. In all my centuries, I can count such places on one hand.

I see Sarielle glance over her shoulder again, and I take one last look as well. The nightmares can be seen clearly now, maybe two miles off. There must be a hundred of them. I can’t quite tell, but it doesn’t seem they’re angling right at us. Maybe Owyn was right—maybe they can’t track us. Maybe we’re just having absolutely terrible luck. Either way, they’re close enough so that they will see us, if they haven’t already, in a matter of moments.

Sarielle’s horse hits the forest first, plunging between the huge ice-covered pillars that are tree trunks. Mine follows a moment later. Owyn and Merla enter slightly to the right of us. The trunks are spaced several feet apart from one another, but the canopy overhead nearly touches. The trees all seem to be the same, straight, narrow trunks with needle-laden branches rising in layer upon layer toward the sky. They glisten like the teeth of giants.

When we’ve gone about fifty feet, I whistle and circle my horse, pulling it to a halt. The others do the same, and we face the horses toward each other, huddling in the ice and snow beneath the canopy of the trees. No sooner have we gone still than a great whoosh of wind and sound moves by, close enough that I can feel the shadow the nightmares cast. They screech and snarl as they fly overhead, and the trees shiver from their passing, the frost and ice that covers everything vibrating as if it will explode.

And then, the nightmares are gone, and the sky pale sterling gray once again.

Silence falls, as if none of us dares be the first one to breathe. “Are they gone?” I finally ask, looking over at Sarielle.

She pauses a moment, then nods. “Yes. I can still feel them, but they’re moving away from us.”

“Good,” Owyn says. “Let’s get out of here.”

I turn my horse back the way we’d come, but snow has started falling, making visibility low. My head tips back as I gaze skyward, frowning. It hadn’t been snowing a moment ago. My blood quickens in my veins, and I urge Sarielle to move ahead of me. “Quickly,” I say in a hushed tone, but my voice echoes and bounces along the trees, sending a shiver up my spine.

Sarielle urges her horse into a canter, and I follow on her heels, Owyn and Merla right behind us. We race back through the trees. The edge of the forest is up ahead. We’d stayed right on the outskirts, and we’d been here only a few moments. If we can just get back out again unscathed…

All I see before us are more trees. We should have reached the plains again by now, we were so close I could have looked over my shoulder and seen it through the branches. The snow is driving down hard enough now to be a blizzard, snow piling up in large banks between the trunks. Sarielle looks over at me, stricken, as we careen through the trees.

My chest tightens and I signal her to rein in her horse. She pulls up beside me, her head whipping back and forth as she looks for a way out.

“What’s happening?” she whispers.

“Magic,” I growl. “Not the good kind.”

“Wait, where are Owyn and Merla?”

A string of curses rises from my throat. They’re not behind us anymore. They had been when we started moving, but somehow they’ve vanished.

My gut twists, a feeling of dread worming through my stomach.

“Show yourself!” I yell into the trees, my voice echoing through the forest.

Overhead, dozens of dagger-sharp icicles plunge down from the branches above us. Sarielle screams and wrenches her horse away from mine to dodge them. Snow swirls, pricking and burning as it hits my eyes. One moment I see her ebony hair against the snow, and the next there is only white and blue and silver.

“Sarielle?” I call, which brings more ice spears down around me. My horse snorts in terror and rears, spinning in a circle. “Sarielle!”

Silence is my only answer.

I’ve lost her.
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Chapter Eighteen

Sarielle

Ispin my horse to avoid the falling ice, and in the blink of an eye, Zyren is gone. Not only Zyren, but my horse, and the section of the forest I’d been standing in.

The place I now find myself is a small circular glen. Tall trees surround it like sentinels, too close together for anyone to get in or out. My boots slip, and I realize that it’s not frozen ground beneath me, it’s an iced-over pond. Snow still falls, but it’s less blinding than before. Far, far overhead, the sky is a distant disc of gray.

I’m afraid to speak, given what happened before.

Someone else speaks first.

“A queen of Valaron, it is,” the voice says. It seems to come from below the surface of the frozen pond. It sounds female, and ancient, and full of malice. A voice of broken stars, sharp enough to cut. “How very interesting.”

“Who—who are you?” I gasp. “What have you done with my companions?”

“Your lives were forfeit the moment you stepped into my forest. I have a reputation, do I not? If you are so careless with your lives, do not ask what I have done. I have done, and will do, whatever I wish.”

“We had no choice. We were being hunted.”

“It would have been better for the nightmares to find you.” There’s a terrifying sound that I realize a moment later is a laugh.

“How do you know about them? And about me?”

“Oh, I know a great many things. I can see into that weak little mind of yours as easily as looking into a mirror. A shame for Valaron to have such a pathetic queen.”

My heart is racing so fast I’m afraid I might pass out. I force myself to suck in air to calm my nerves. “I had barely set foot in Valaron before I was crowned queen. I’m doing the best I can.”

“Oh, yes. I know that, too, fool child. I know everything you know. I know your greatest hopes and your darkest fears. I know you let your guardian defile your body last night, even though the price you pay to be with him will cost you both everything. I know you abandoned your so-called best friend and left her to suffer your fate.”

The voice rages around me, taunting, relentless, echoing. It seems to come from everywhere and nowhere. Tears form in my eyes, burning in the icy air. But one thing stands out more than everything else.

“My best friend? You know of Lilette?”

The voice makes a sound of derision like a dry, hacking cough. “I see not only your wretched thoughts. I see all that there is. All that could be. All that will never be. Do you want to see what Lilette suffers because you left her all alone?”

And suddenly, the forest is gone, and I am standing in the cathedral at the Amethyst Palace. The change is shocking. It’s not just something I can see. I feel the hard marble floor beneath my boots. I smell the ever-cloying incense. The air is dark and lit by candles, and my eyes take several moments to adjust from the bright blue-white of the forest.

I hear chanting.

I walk toward it, not because I consciously decide to walk, but because something moves my limbs like a puppet, jerking me toward the small antechamber behind the large main chamber. My mind begins to rebel immediately, because I know all too well what happens in the small chamber. Once a month, during the ritual of joining. What nearly happened to me the night Zyren appeared and I accidentally sent us both to Valaron.

The elder priestesses stand in a circle around a ring of candles on the floor. In the center, kneeling on a pile of furs, is the High Priest. His bright blue eyes pierce the darkness of the room. He’s on his knees, crouching over someone on the floor beneath him. I don’t need to see the blonde hair or the brown eyes to know it’s Lilette. The chants of the priestesses fill the room, magic spiraling around them. Magic which feels so wrong.

Revulsion drops me to my knees and my stomach spews bile across the floor. My gaze locks on Lilette and for a moment, I think she sees me, because her eyes widen.

Then I’m back in the forest again, the surface of the frozen pond burning even through my gloves. The sharp tang of my vomit fills my nose, and hot tears course down my cheeks. For several long moments, all I can do is focus on breathing, my lungs cramping, as images of Lilette spin through my head. I’d hoped it wasn’t her. We’d trained all our life for that fate, but I knew she didn’t want it any more than I did. Even if it meant getting to be High Priestess. She’d been in love with Dain, a love she could never see realized.

A feeling I know all too well.

Through my horror and sorrow, another emotion surges to the surface. Rage.

“Send me back,” I growl, shadows beginning to spin around me. Tendrils of it shoot across the surface of the icy pond, and the trees around the perimeter shiver.

“You want to see more?” The voice says, menace and intrigue laced together.

“No,” I say through a clenched jaw. “I want to kill that lying, worthless priest and free Eldare from his control.”

More shadows shoot out, and the surface of the pond vibrates as my power radiates around me. The ice begins to glow, which I think for a moment is my magic. But then I realize the illumination is coming from beneath the thick layer of frozen ice. Something is rising from the depths of the water. A bright orb presses against the other side of the ice, undulating back and forth along the barrier between us. I catch swirls of black and gray, almost like the soft fins of a giant fish. I climb back to my feet and stare down at it.

That’s when the thing shifts, and I see that it’s not a fish at all.

A face looks up at me through the ice. One half of the face is a woman with moon-pale skin and flowing black hair, perfect red lips and a bright blue eye.

The other half of the face is rotting flesh and chunks of matted hair, a glowing orange eye slit down the middle like a demon, and a grinning rictus of a mouth filled with rows of sharp, jagged teeth thin as needles.

The rest of the thing’s body is covered in dark, flowing cloth, so it’s hard to see what lies beneath, though I catch a glimpse of a claw, and something that might be a scaled fin.

“You seek vengeance,” the voice hisses.

“No.” I shake my head. “I seek to free my friend and a realm enslaved by lies.”

That unnerving laugh again, and this time, seeing the hideous mouth making the sound, it makes me shiver even more. “You may want those altruistic things, but you also want revenge. There is darkness in your soul. I see all, girl, remember that.”

“Fine, yes! I want revenge also,” I growl, my shadows still whirling around me. “I lived in fear for years, starting as a small child, knowing he wanted my magic. Knowing it wasn’t safe to be myself, suppressing that part of me.”

“We are alike, you and I,” the creature below the ice says. “Both desired and shunned for our power. And you suppress your power still. You’re afraid.”

“Will you free me, then?” I ask.

“And why would I do that?” The glow beneath the ice pulses.

I pace back and forth in frustration over the ice. “You just said we’re alike. Perhaps you want revenge, too.”

“You would abandon your mission here in Valaron so easily?”

“No, I will do both. Save Valaron and save Lilette.”

“You wish to save both realms. Such a heroine. What do you think your husband would say if you were to leave, even for a little while?”

My heart pounds too hard in my chest, my shadows frenetic around me. “He would…he would not want me to go.”

“He controls you like the priest,” the voice whispers.

“No!” I shake my head. “He said he would help me find Lilette… one day…”

“Like he said he’d protect you from anything? But he didn’t, did he? Not from his brother. He would have let you marry him, bear his children…”

A tear slips down my cheek, my voice cracking. “That was his sworn duty. He didn’t have a choice.”

“Perhaps if you are free of him, you would be better off. No control. No oaths that bind you and he together…”

“Stop,” I growl. “That’s not what I want!”

“He is using you, just as your priest did. He only cares about his duty to Valaron, and you are his weapon.”

“You’re wrong,” I say, shaking my head, more tears spilling.

“Maybe there’s a way to prove it.”

I go still, watching the undulating body beneath the surface. “How?”

“If I let you go, we can see what choices you both make.”

My breath is unsteady as I speak, a fine tremble of hope riding on it. “You’ll let me go?”

“For a cost, dark queen, for a cost. Of course.” The demon makes another sound like laughter.

I swallow past the horror in my throat. “And what is the cost?”
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Chapter Nineteen

Zyren

Ispin my horse in circles, the snow driving down like sparks of fire into my eyes. How could I lose her? How did I let this happen?

“Sarielle!” I yell again, fighting the frantic terror that climbs through my chest.

I force my breathing to slow, force my body and my magic to obey me. There is clearly dark magic afoot in this place. I know the tales. And if I want to get Sarielle out of here alive, I have to stay calm.

A scream off in the distance, echoing through the trees. Sarielle’s scream.

Blood pumping through my veins and shadows spinning around me, I follow the sound. I kick my horse forward, plunging through the trees, sword drawn. Ice-covered branches whip across my skin like knives, cutting and burning. The air is so cold it hurts my lungs, it’s colder here than the plains beyond, which seems impossible. I taste the tang of blood in my mouth from one of the scrapes on my face.

The trees open into a small clearing, and I see her right away, her spray of black hair across the snow.

I leap off my horse and rush over to Sarielle, landing on my knees. She’s not moving, and her eyes stare sightlessly up at the sky, snowflakes landing on her pupils. She doesn’t blink.

And then I see the blood. It’s not bright crimson, that must be why I didn’t see it instantly. It’s a deep, deep red, close to black, almost matching her hair. There’s a deep, gaping wound in her chest where her heart was.

“No, no, no!” A roar of rage and sorrow pours out of me.

I pick up her body and pull it against me, pressing my face into her hair. She’s already ice cold. How did this happen so quickly? I’ve failed once again. Just like I’d failed her so many times before. Like I’d failed my brothers. Failed my realm. All because I fell in love with my ward, the one forbidden thing a guardian cannot do.

And then, the body is gone, and I’m hugging empty air.

Shock pulses through me.

A bubble of laughter, hideous and nerve-grating like a knife’s edge on a block of ice echoes through the forest.

I climb to my feet and spin around. “Where are you, coward?” I scream. “Show yourself!”

Snow swirls around me, so thick I can’t see anything for several moments. I stagger forward. My mind churns. I need to remember what I’m looking for…

Sarielle! Yes, she was with me just a moment ago. We were galloping the horses and then she was gone. How could I lose her?

“Sarielle!” I yell into the blizzard raging around me.

I hear a voice calling me, Sarielle’s voice. I realize my horse is gone, too, which confuses me for a moment, but I have to focus. Sarielle is the only thing that’s important. I run through the trees toward the sound of her voice until I reach a small clearing.

Across the clearing, something is standing up against the trees. Not, not standing. Pinned against a tree with a huge shard of ice. It’s Sarielle, her body hanging limp, impaled by the ice. Dark blood drips onto the snow beneath her feet, a startling contrast against the pure white.

“No!” I run across the clearing. I slide to a stop in front of her and try to lift her body off the object pinning her to the tree. A sob rises in my throat. She can’t be dead. She can’t be. It’s all my fault because of my weakness. Because of my love for her.

The blizzard swirls, knocking me backward into the snow. I flounder in two feet of fresh powder, trying to get back to my feet. When I finally rise, I stare at my surroundings. How did I get here? Sarielle was with me just a moment ago. We were almost out of the forest…

I hear the sound of crying, just on the other side of the clearing. It’s almost impossible to see, or even to stand upright in the maelstrom of swirling wind and snow. But I have to get to her, I have to protect Sarielle. I force one foot forward, then another. It takes an eternity to battle the blizzard and travel just twenty feet, but finally I reach the far side of the clearing.

Sarielle is there, on her knees in the snow. Her face is in her palms, and her body shakes as she sobs.

“Sarielle,” I say softly, then again louder to carry over the wind, “Sarielle, I’m here.”

She turns her head slowly and looks up at me. Her eyes are solid black, without even the tiniest fleck of their usual gold. Two black, leathery wings unfurl from her back, flaring out behind her. Shadows fill the air, moving toward me, curling around my boots and winding up my ankles.

“I don’t need you,” she says with a cruel smile. Her voice is deep and dark, a thousand midnights, endless and ancient. “You failed me. You failed Valaron. Why would I ever need you again? Why would anyone need you?”

My knees buckle as both her words and the icy wind hit me. I sink down in the snow next to her, but she rises over me, her wings blocking out any bit of light filtering in through the blizzard. “I am better off without you. None of this would have happened if not for you.”

And she walks away, leaving me in the blizzard alone.

I lie there for an indeterminable amount of time, until I hear someone calling my name. I climb to my feet and follow the sound through the forest. The snow gradually falls lighter, and the darkness lifts to a deep gray, and then a pale pewter. When I finally stumble out of the trees into the open plains and the bright sun, reality hits me, my head clearing as if someone had lifted a curtain.

Sarielle is standing next to Owyn and Merla and two of the horses. As soon as I see her face, a hundred images spin through my head. I’d seen her, dead or dying, dozens upon dozens of different ways. Clearly, I’d been entranced by whatever lives in that forest. I’d been in a loop of torment for…

“How long have I been in the forest?” I ask, my tongue and lips feeling numb from the cold.

“A few hours, maybe,” Owyn says.

“Were you all waiting for me this whole time? Were you not also trapped inside?”

“No,” Merla says quietly. “We were all inside. We all… saw things.” She shudders, and I don’t ask what she saw. If it was anything as torturous as what I saw, I don’t want to make her relive it.

“How did you escape?” I ask. “Surely, the thing inside didn’t just let us go.”

“Let’s discuss that later,” Owyn says. “We need to see if we can find our other two horses and get as far away from this place as possible.”

Owyn and Merla climb up onto one of the horses, and I stride over to Sarielle, who is standing beside her gray gelding. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I say. I help her into the saddle and then swing up behind her.

“Me, too,” she says. She doesn’t make eye contact, and her voice trembles just the slightest bit.

I turn the horse away from the forest, scanning the horizon. “I think I see the horses over there.” I point to two small dots in the distance, heading north.

Pulling up next to me, Owyn nods. “Let’s go. Merla can use her magic to help catch them.”

We urge the horses into a gallop away from the forest of horrors. I relish the feel of Sarielle’s body within my arms, alive and well. But in my mind, all I can see is her corpse, over and over again. And the words that ring through my head. I am better off without you.

We may have escaped the forest and whatever evil lives there, but it isn’t because of anything I did. I was completely under the magical thrall of that place, completely unable to help myself or anyone else. Sarielle may still be alive, but I had failed yet again.

When we finally catch up to the horses and I climb back onto my own, I look over at Sarielle. She has the same haunted look in her eyes I know I must have. The same look is mirrored in Owyn and Merla, too.

“I don’t understand,” I say to her, looking back over my shoulder at the distant forest. “No one has ever made it out of that place. Why us? Why just let us go?”

Sarielle doesn’t answer for a long moment. “Let’s just put it behind us,” she finally says, and she kicks her horse forward before I can respond.

I stare after her, feeling the churn of unease in my stomach, and then I follow.
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Chapter Twenty

Sarielle

We stop that night in another fishing encampment by a huge lake. There is no magic practice this night, and very little talk as we eat our meager dinner of bread and cheese. After we take care of the horses, I climb beneath the furs in our hut. Zyren stretches out next to me, but there is no warmth in his embrace.

I fall asleep almost instantly.

At first, my dreams are filled with glowing lights and a face that is half beautiful beyond measure, and half ghastly and terrifying. I hear her voice in my head, her voice of sharp blades and despair. And I hear my own voice, making a dark, terrible promise. A promise wrought of desperation, a bargain for my life and the life of those I care for. A cost I am sure I cannot pay.

Then, the face in my dreams shifts. A woman with golden hair instead of ebony, brown eyes instead of blue. I see Lilette in the cathedral antechamber again and again, performing her monthly ritual with the priest. It seems an eternity I am stuck in that loop, feeling her pain and sorrow, and my own shame. I left her all alone…

The dream shifts again. I’m still with Lilette, but we’re in a different room. A bedroom. She is alone in the bed, the first hint of steel-gray dawn lightening the sky through the curtains. I hear the calling of birds outside the window. The clarity of the dream is different, too, no hazy edges, no sense of watching from afar. I see clearly through my own eyes, as if I’m not dreaming at all, but actually in the room with her.

She stirs in her sleep and sits up abruptly, turning. Her gaze lands directly on me.

“Sarielle?” Her voice is an incredulous whisper, her eyes widening.

My heart explodes in my chest. “Lilette—you can see me?”

She nods slowly.

“I think—I think this is just a dream…” I stammer. But I look down, and I can see my boots on the marble floor, can feel the hardness of it beneath them. I lift one hand and wave it in front of my face.

“Was it a dream when I saw you last night, then? In the cathedral?”

I go still. “That was… that really happened? You are High Priestess now?”

She nods, tears forming in her eyes.

I close my eyes for a moment against the intensity of the pain that washes through me. “I never meant for you to take my place.”

“Where are you? Are you… dead?”

Her words make my eyes fly back open. “Dead? No.”

“They told us that the goddess rejected you and sent a demon to carry you away.”

“No…” I shake my head. “I’m in another realm. My magic transported me here.”

She bears a look of confusion on her pale face. “Then how are you here, in Eldare?”

“I don’t know… my dreams somehow brought me here.”

Lilette climbs out of bed and takes a tentative step toward me. Her long nightgown swishes around her ankles. She stretches out a hand, and I reach out and take it. I can feel her. The softness of her skin, the bones and muscles beneath. Flesh and blood.

Her brow suddenly wrinkles. “You shouldn’t stay. Some of the priestesses, they’ve disappeared, as you did. The High Priest says that we’re being punished for not producing enough magic. The king and queen are furious, and I don’t know what they’re going to do.”

Horror rises in my chest. “Do not trust him, Lilette. He has lied about everything to do with our magic.”

She blanches. “What do you mean?”

The room suddenly starts to get darker, as if something is seeping into the air. Panic spikes through my veins. “Lilette!”

But her hand slips from my fingers and I am back in my tent again, the icy air frigid against my skin. I jerk upright, a cry rising from my throat. Zyren is up, weapon in hand, in less than a heartbeat.

“What is it?” he growls.

I can’t speak for several moments. “Lilette. I saw her. I visited her, was there in her room. She could see me.”

Zyren’s brow wrinkles. “You’re certain it wasn’t just a dream?”

I shake my head vehemently. “We held hands. I could feel her, Zyren.”

“Dreams can be incredibly vivid.” He drops his gaze a moment. “In the ice forest, did you see Lilette? When that creature had you?”

“Yes, but do you think…” I trail off, uncertainty filling me. Could the demon somehow be controlling my dreams?

Zyren sighs, a slow and weary exhalation of defeat. “I think we’re all going to have nightmares for a long time. That’s an ordeal one doesn’t easily recover from.”

I look at him until he returns my gaze. “What did you see? When you were with her?”

He shakes his head, looking down before finally looking at me again. “I saw you. Dead. Over and over again.”

My heart goes still. “And you dreamed of it tonight?”

“Yes. So, perhaps when you saw Lilette, that’s all it was… a dream.”

“I don’t know…”

Zyren places a hand on my thigh. “I don’t think it’s possible for you to travel between realms. Not like that.”

“I am the Queen of Nightmares. I don’t think it’s out of the realm of possibility.”

“Well, you would be the first in history to do so, if it really happened.” Zyren lets out another sigh. “Try to get some rest. We have a long journey tomorrow.”

Silence falls between us, but I can’t fall back to sleep. And I can’t shake the feeling that Zyren is terribly wrong.
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The next three days pass in a monotonous torture. Freezing cold, sparse meals, exhausting magic practice, and nightly dreams that leave me even more tired when I wake in the morning than when I went to sleep the night before.

I don’t speak to Lilette again, but she’s in my dreams from afar. It feels like I am a specter in the Amethyst Palace, following her as she walks the halls and eats her meals and performs her daily prayers in the cathedral with the other priestesses. I don’t see the priest much—he seems to be leaving her alone since the monthly joining ritual is complete.

I’m torn between wondering if I’m truly seeing her, or if this is some twisted game of the forest demon. She’s extremely powerful, that much is clear. And it seems, from everyone’s haunted demeanor ever since leaving the forest, that she shows everyone their biggest shame and deepest fears. I’d made a pact with her—does that mean she can control me from afar?

I’m also tortured every day, wondering if I made the right decision. Maybe we all should have accepted our fate and died in those woods. Maybe that would be for the best, in comparison. Deep down, I hope I can somehow get out of the deal I’d made. If I can defeat Avonia and reclaim my throne, I’ll have an army to tear down that entire ice forest and the thing that lives within.

There has to be a way out.

On the fourth day, we encounter a blizzard so intense that we have to detour to nearby ruins and hunker down for the rest of the day.

“How much farther to the Court of Memory?” I ask Zyren as we huddle together, shivering inside a half-crumbled stone cathedral.

“Two days,” he says.

“The only good thing about this weather is that Avonia’s army won’t follow us through it,” Owyn adds. “At least not at great speed.”

“I don’t think we can be sure of safety until we arrive at our destination,” Zyren says. “Avonia is quite determined, and there’s no telling what she’ll do to achieve her goal.”

The blizzard passes around sunset, but we stay the night in the abandoned cathedral and set out at dawn the next day. It’s clear everyone is as exhausted as I am, the mood of the company grayer than the skies overhead. We’re just passing over a frozen river when a shiver runs through the ground. At first, I think I’ve imagined it, but then another stronger tremor follows.

“What is that?” Merla asks, eyes widening.

Zyren looks around, his eyes narrowed. “I do not know.”

The third tremor nearly knocks the horses off their feet. Behind us, the surface of the frozen river cracks, and then explodes. A geyser of hot, steaming water shoots into the sky. The horses snort and bolt away from it, galloping through the deep snow.

The shaking continues, intensifying to a crescendo that feels as if the earth is splitting in two.

Then, abruptly, it stops.

And the sky turns from day to night in the blink of an eye.

“What’s happening?” I ask with a frightened squeak.

“We’ve never had an earthquake this far north,” Zyren says, his tone grim.

Owyn shakes his head. “That was no ordinary earthquake. Magic is the only thing that can explain the sky changing like that.”

I sit up straighter on my horse. “It’s the nightmares,” I whisper. “Avonia broke the ancient spell that protects our realm when she let those nightmares through. That must have upset the balance of things.”

Zyren nods. “It’s possible. But if that’s the case…”

“She’s going to tear apart Valaron trying to get to you,” Merla finishes, her gaze resting on mine.

My heart feels heavy as we gather the horses and ride on. We’re interrupted several times throughout the day by intense quakes, and the switching of night and day. I feel a frenetic force building inside of me, a feeling of wrongness. Something in the hum of the magic is off.

We stop that night for only a couple of hours, huddled in the base of a watch tower which Zyren says used to be occupied. It’s another night without much talk or magical practice, a night spent huddling beneath our saddle blankets, shivering the entire time. I feel like I’ve lost even the memory of warmth or sunlight.

When dawn breaks and we mount back up the next day, Zyren says, “We should reach the Court of Memory by sunset.”

Relief floods me, so intense that my legs buckle slightly. After all this time, and everything we’ve been through, we’re finally right on the precipice of what had once seemed an unachievable goal. At this point, I might hand over the realm to Avonia without a fight if I could just sit inside by a warm fire and enjoy a hot meal. My mouth waters just thinking of it.

We ride throughout the day until the sun begins its descent toward the horizon. I still can’t see anything, but I know the Court of Memory will pop into view at any moment. It can’t be much farther. I look over at Zyren as we ride, just a momentary glance. If we can convince the people here to fight with us, there’s a chance this crazy plan could work. We could defeat Avonia and win back my throne. We could save Valaron. And then I can find a way to Eldare to save Lilette.

It’s as the last thought passes through my head that I feel them. A swarm of nightmares twice as big as the one that nearly caught us outside the ice forest.

“No,” I gasp, spinning in the saddle and looking behind us. Not like this—not when we’re so close. Is the world really that unjust?

Of course, I know the answer to that question. I know it quite well.

“Nightmares,” Zyren growls, turning in the same way. He must have sensed them, too.

“There’s nowhere to hide this time,” Merla says softly, her eyes the size of moons.

“Then we fight,” Sarielle growls.


[image: ]

Chapter Twenty-One

Zyren

The nightmares swarm toward us across the sky, but this time there’s nowhere to hide. We’d endured the torture of the ice forest and the demon within, all for nothing. All to die here, within an hour’s ride of the Court of Memory. The injustice of it feels like a spear to the chest.

I know one thing with complete certainty. If I’m going to die here, in the frozen wasteland of the north, I’m going to take as many of Avonia’s pets out with me as I can, until the snow is black with their blood.

“Get behind me,” I growl to Sarielle.

“No,” she says.

I whip my head around to look at her, but she just calmly dismounts her horse as I level my fiercest gaze at her. She smacks the horse on the rump, and it turns and gallops away.

“What the hell are you doing?” I growl.

“You can’t do this alone,” she responds. “And I’m not hiding any longer.”

Owyn pulls his horse up alongside mine, Merla on the far side of him. “She’s right. If we go to the great beyond, we go together.”

A cacophony of raucous shrieks hits my ears as the nightmares begin their descent toward us, flying like a sea of deadly spears, darkening the sky with their approach. I let out a howl of rage and get off my horse, too, sending him away like Sarielle did. I stalk over to her, and we lock gazes for several long moments.

“I’m sorry I failed you,” I say, grinding the words out between my teeth.

She reaches up and cups my cheek with her hand for a moment. “You’ve never failed me, Zyren. Not once.” I drop my gaze, but she reaches out and digs her fingers into my shoulder. “As your queen, I command you to heed my words.” When I nod, slowly, she smiles. “Now, let’s fight.”

As the words leave her mouth, shadows begin to spin around her, and inky swirls of black move across her golden eyes. The strength of her magic sends a tremor out across the earth, sending snow spiraling into the air. As the magic rises up and around her, whipping her hair back, it changes from the dyed black strands to her natural pale silver. Wings of shadow flare out behind her, like the feathers of a phoenix.

The nightmares give a final collective bloodthirsty shriek and plunge from the sky.

My own inner monster comes roaring out of me. Shadows burst forth, and I can feel my eyes change, my fingers lengthen into claws, my wings bursting forth. My ravens shoot out of me and launch skyward, spreading out to meet the onslaught of nightmares. I send a wave of darkness into the sky that merges with Sarielle’s power. Shadow and magic and monster meet with a deadly clash directly over our heads.

Bodies begin to fall from the sky as the first wave of our magic takes its toll. Owyn hurls his purple spears into the enemy one after the other; Merla calls wind and snow, wielding it with deadly force as she separates clusters of nightmares from the charge and hurls them to the ground. The roar of wind and magic and the screams of the flying monsters fill the air. My blood boils with the rage of the darkness within, fully unleashed. I don’t try to control it. There will be no returning to myself because I will die in this form, which is perhaps the truest form I have.

Next to me, I see Sarielle unleash one of her shadow phoenixes, and it rips through several of the nightmares above, spraying blood across the snow. The hum of the magic around her is more powerful than anything I’ve ever felt. Slowly, she begins to hover off the ground, twisting upward into the sky as she releases blast after blast of shadow. I cannot see the sun or the sky anymore. All I see is darkness: the nightmares, and a vast expanse of roiling shadows.

We’ve taken down dozens of our enemy, but there are dozens upon dozens more. They spread out and swoop around behind us until we’re encased in a dome of darkness and death. One of the creatures dives into Owyn, knocking him from his horse, and another flies by Merla, scraping its claws along her cheek. Another breaks through my ravens and knocks me backward into the snow. It is taller than I am, with leathery wings like a bat, and six arms, each ending in a set of claws. I manage to get my hands around its throat as it snaps for my face, its deep red eyes locked onto mine. A putrid stream of saliva falls from its mouth and hits my cheek, burning like flame.

I roar in pain as it digs its first set of claws into my shoulders. Hot blood pours across my skin, and I feel the scrape of claw against bone. Its second set of arms scrape down my chest and abdomen, cutting me into bloody ribbons. I blast my shadows outward, and the thing shudders and loosens its grip. Another pulse of magic, and it bursts into ash and flame, bits of burning flesh falling into the snow all around me.

My eyes scan the scene. Owyn is still battling the nightmare that knocked him off his horse, and two more have joined in. Merla is on the ground now, her horse half crushing her, two nightmares advancing on her. And Sarielle is floating directly overhead, almost invisible in the swarm of nightmares coming for her, their primary target. Their queen, their oppressor. I climb to my feet and stretch out my wings, launching skyward to join her.

That’s when I feel it coming.

The ancient nightmare, the one who hunted us.

It must have sensed its comrades and followed them here. The ground begins to shake as it moves toward us. I catch glimpses of it through the mass of monsters surrounding me. It moves on all fours and is a dozen feet in length at least, bony and spindly and scaled. It has a slender head with cruel and cunning eyes of ink and midnight. Its mouth is a gaping hole of shadow, black flames spewing out. A long tail covered in deadly barbs whips around behind it. But mostly it is the feel of the thing. The magic that emanates from it speaks of death and suffering and eternity. Of a time before time, when only darkness reigned.

Those black eyes lock onto Sarielle and the beast howls.

I will not let it have her.

I fold my wings around me and dive for the thing, releasing every bit of power I have left. A torrent of shadows launches out of me. It hits the ancient creature and the thing stumbles midstride and lands hard in the snow, creating a trench as its body slides through the icy terrain. I fall, too, the last of my energy gone. I hit the ground hard a few feet away from it. My claws have retracted and my wings dissipated. There’s not an ounce of magic left inside of me, I feel empty, an echoing void where my power once was.

The thing goes still for several long moments, but then it opens its black eyes. The gaze it levels on me promises pain beyond anything I can imagine. Slowly, the thing lurches to its feet. I climb to my knees also, but my muscles feel like water, my body barely obeying me. I put everything into that final assault, and it will be the last thing I do in this life. A shudder moves over the thing as it moves toward me, one of its legs dragging limply behind it. I’ve at least injured it. A small sense of satisfaction fills me. At least I have that: I have drawn blood on one of the deadliest creatures in existence.

I pull my sword, the metal hissing as it comes free of its sheath. I will die with blade in hand, that blade buried in the flesh of my enemy.

With a roar, the nightmare lurches toward me.

I raise my sword and plunge it into the thing’s heart, but it does not slow. It plows me over onto the icy ground, and it stands over me, its fiery breath nearly melting my skin. I scream at it and twist the blade, but it has no effect. The thing rears back its head and raises one deadly claw to swipe my head from my body. The claw arcs down…

Shadows blast into the nightmare, flinging it backward away from me. Sarielle hovers in the air behind me, terrifying and deadly, her eyes blacker than the deepest universe. Her hair flies out behind her, and the air crackles and rumbles like thunder. The ancient monster tries to climb to its feet, but Sarielle lets out a scream and her body pulses. A wave of midnight rocks across the land. What before had seemed black is nothing compared to the depth of the darkness that flows from her. The nightmare gives one last shriek before bursting into ash. The other, lesser nightmares behind us all scream as they’re burned up by the tsunami of magic she unleashes.

And then there are none left but the queen of them all, the Queen of Nightmares.

Sarielle still hovers in the air above me, her shadows spinning, snow and wind howling around her. Her shadows stretch so far I can’t see the sky beyond, I see only darkness. She doesn’t seem diminished by her incredible display of power. On the contrary, her shadows move faster, and the veins beneath her skin turn slowly black, as if dark vines are growing within her.

“Sarielle!” I yell above the raging magic. “It’s over!”

She turns slowly, and those black eyes hook onto mine. If I thought the gaze of the ancient nightmare was terrifying to behold, what I see now in her eyes makes my heart shrivel in my chest.

I’ve lost her. She’s no longer my ward. I’m not even sure she’s still my queen, if there is any semblance of her behind those black eyes.

“Sarielle,” another voice calls.

Through the spinning wind, I turn and see Merla walking slowly toward her, fighting the power pulsing across the icy terrain. Her cheek is a bloody mess, and one arm hangs limp and mangled at her side. Half of her blonde hair is crimson with her own blood. But she puts one foot in front of the other, a soft yellow glow emanating from her body, cutting through the shadows.

Sarielle turns to face her, her lips peeling back from her teeth in a snarl, raising her arms as if to strike her down.

“Sarielle, it’s me,” Merla calls, her voice barely carrying over the wind.

The shadow phoenix bursts out of Sarielle’s chest and flies for Merla faster than the fastest arrow.

With a yell, I dive for the girl, hurling my body between her and Sarielle.

The phoenix plunges through my chest. The world slips away.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Sarielle

Through the black rage that I have become, I see someone dive in front of my shadows.

No, not someone. That someone has a name. And that someone holds my heart.

Zyren.

As he falls in the snow, the darkness rushes out of me, my vision clearing and my magic vanishing. I hit the ground next to him, a cry ripping from my throat. I’ve killed him. I’ve killed the man I love.

On my hands and knees, I crawl the last couple of feet to him. Merla and Owyn run toward me. “Stay back!” I shriek, feeling a surge of that shadow-rage within me again, and my words halt them in their tracks.

My hands flutter over Zyren’s body, which has gone completely still, his eyes rolled back in his head. In the center of his abdomen, shadows swirl and writhe. His clothing is blasted away, and I can see his bare chest, the skin gray and cut through with black lines. “Oh, goddess,” I moan, “No…”

This can’t be happening. My mother’s message to me in the family book, it said I could trust my magic, and that it would never harm me or a loved one. This can’t be. It just can’t.

I won’t allow it.

I raise my fist, a golden glow forming around it, and I bring it down hard against Zyren’s heart. Streaks of light shoot across his body, chasing away the gray and bringing color back to his skin. His chest rises and falls as he draws a breath. Slowly, his eyes open.

“Sarielle,” he moans, and then he passes out.
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It’s an hour later, after Owyn and Merla have healed each other’s wounds, and we’ve caught the horses, that we begin the final trek to the Court of Memory. Peeks of blue sky can be seen through the gray clouds overhead, the sun sparkling against the snow. Zyren is still unconscious, but his breathing is steady and he seems otherwise unmarred.

A thousand years seem to have passed on this voyage. I am not the same person I was a month ago. I’m not sure I know who I am anymore at all.

Zyren wakes up some time later, just as Merla calls, “There!” and points ahead into the distance.

Something massive sits on the horizon. A wall that stretches nearly half the length of it, made of ice and stone that shimmers like a mirage. It almost feels like it could be, that we can’t possibly have reached this long-sought destination. It had always been a near insurmountable feat. Dodging Avonia’s army, and a host of nightmares, and a demon that still haunts us. After everything, we’ve made it.

“I would think that I’m dead except it hurts too much,” Zyren groans.

I pull my horse to a halt, and Owyn hops down from his and helps Zyren down from where we have him slung across the saddle.

“You’re not dead,” I murmur, shame filling me for how close it had been.

“How exactly am I not?” His gaze meets mine as he climbs back into the saddle the proper way, sliding his feet into the stirrups.

“I struck you down. But then I healed you,” I say softly.

He looks down at the gaping hole in his clothing and runs his fingers across the skin there. A strange look crosses over his face.

“How do you feel?” Owyn asks.

“I don’t know,” he responds. “Fine, I guess.” He points to the distant wall. “I’ll feel better when we get on the other side of that.”

“Me, too,” Merla says with a shiver.

We urge the horses into a canter for the final stretch. As we approach the huge wall, I see banners flying from each of the front corners, black with a white dragon, two spears criss-crossed behind it. There’s a large gate set in the middle of the wall, wrought iron covered in a thin layer of frost. Bordering the wall is a wide moat, but it’s not water that fills it. It’s magic, emitting a bright blue glow. On each side of the gate sits a watch tower, and I can make out two archers in each one. They stare down at us, weapons drawn.

We stop before the gate and Owyn calls up, his voice amplified with magic. “We have traveled far to seek shelter at the Court of Memory. Open your gates for Sarielle Otreyas, Queen of Nightmares!”

The archers do not lower their weapons, and several long moments pass as my heart pounds in my chest. What if they turn us away? What if we traveled all this way for nothing?

But then, there comes a deep rumble, and the squeal of metal, and the wrought-iron gate slowly begins to lift before us. A bridge extends across the magical moat, thick sturdy wood that settles into place in the ice on the other side. I catch glimpse of the courtyard beyond, and several dozen mounted warriors.

I glance over at Zyren and he nods, though his jaw is tight, his muscles rolling. We urge our horses forward, across the bridge beneath the watchful gaze of the archers, who still have their bows drawn, and across the threshold of the gate into the courtyard beyond. Snow swirls around us as we approach the mounted warriors. My gaze sweeps across the huge castle within the walls, some distance off. One of the horsemen steps forward in front of the rest, holding the house banner on a long pole before him.

“Welcome, travelers,” he calls, his voice carrying a deep growl like a bear. His brown hair is shorn short, and he wears a black cloak with a thick ruff of dark fur. The pewter clasp at his throat tells me he is someone of importance. “To the Court of Memory.”

The huge gate rumbles behind us again as it closes.

We made it.

“I am Baron Ethanas,” the man continues. “If you seek refuge at the Court of Memory, you must petition the king and queen. We will escort you to them now.”

Zyren stiffens, his eyes widening. “King and queen? There is only one throne that bears that title in Valaron, and it sits in Selaye.”

Baron Ethanas narrows his eyes. “In the northern reaches, we have named our own king and queen.”

Zyren shoots me a dark look, and my heart tightens in panic. I see him look over his shoulder behind us, as if contemplating leaving. But whatever quick decision he makes, he just clenches his jaw and stands his ground.

“And who may we announce to the lord and lady?” the baron asks, one brow raised as his gaze sweeps over us.

“I am Owyn Saorsen, and this is my apprentice Merla Effani,” Owyn says. He looks to me as if he will announce me, but Zyren’s voice cuts in.

“This,” he says, pointing to me, his voice thunder and flame, “Is Sarielle Otreyas, Queen of Valaron. Wielder of nightmares and Lady of the Court of Bone. You owe her your fealty.”

The baron’s gaze rests on me briefly without interest before shifting to Zyren. “And you? What is your name?”

Zyren’s expression is that of a brewing storm about to break loose. “I have not visited the Court of Memory in many years, but I am known here, and across all of Valaron, as Shadow Storm of the Order of Guardians.”

“You have traveled a very long way, guardian,” Baron Ethanas says. I can’t quite read his tone, but the look in his eyes is as cold as the ice beneath our feet. “Follow me.”

We urge the horses forward, and my gaze moves across the massive compound as we walk. The perimeter walls form a huge square, the space within many acres in size. A small village sits inside the walls, and I catch sight of a blacksmith, a leathery, and several other shops as we follow the road through the center of it. The castle looms over it all, built with four huge corner towers, and several taller towers within which spike toward the blue sky. The black house flag flies from each.

I feel the weight of many eyes upon us as we ride through the space. People stop and whisper into each other’s ears as we pass. Their countenance is as cold as the baron’s. These are a people not fond of visitors, or at least, not fond of us. An odd prickle moves across my skin as I realize that I am queen to all of these people. From the far stretches of the north to the deserts of the south, the Forever Mountains and the eastern seas. It’s hard to think about it even when we’re riding alone through the wilderness, but here, now, being presented as queen to these people, as their ruler, my heart climbs into my throat.

But I cannot save Valaron unless I step into my fate. I did not ask for this, but I will carry the burden.

We stop just before the castle doors, two huge oaken slabs which are opened outward. Baron Ethanas looks over at us. “Our servants will take care of your horses. Leave them here and follow me.”

We dismount and hand our reins to several servants wearing full livery, and then we follow the baron through the doors of the castle, an entourage of warriors at our backs. Zyren walks so close to my side I can feel the heat from his body, and he casts a dark look over his shoulder at those behind, a warning to any who stray too close.

The room we enter is massive, stretching far into the distance. The high, arched ceiling rises into two domes of glass that glitter with freshly fallen snow. Ornate fluted stone columns stand every few feet, and between each is a set of guards. At the far end of the room, so far it looks tiny from here, I can see the thrones, made of some sort of white stone.

“Your weapons,” Baron Ethanas says, pausing us before we go farther into the room.

Owyn and Merla each hand over a couple daggers, and Zyren looks outright tumultuous as he hands over his sword and six of his own daggers. When I pull two from my own boots, the baron arches both brows. “A queen who wields daggers?”

“I wield a great many things,” I say, the words slipping off my tongue before I can decide if they are prudent or not.

The baron hides a smirk and turns to lead us down the long hall. A long green velvet carpet runs the length of the space, and my boots feel funny against it after so long traveling on the hard ice-packed ground. I am painfully aware of how unqueenly I must look, wearing dirty clothes and a cloak that has become tattered from our weeks on the road. I don’t even want to know what my face looks like, no doubt spattered with dirt and possibly blood.

As we draw close enough to the thrones to make out details, I can see they’re made of white marble veined with gold, rising a dozen feet high, straight and narrow. And in the thrones sit the lord and lady. They appear fairly young still, with just a touch of gray in their reddish-gold hair. They look so alike they could be brother and sister, both pale of skin with eyes that burn a deep violet. Beautiful and cunning of gaze, like all the fae royalty, it seems. Their black cloaks are lined with white fur at the ruff, and they both wear fine blue satin beneath.

The baron stops at the foot of the dais the thrones sit atop, and he drops to one knee. “My lord, my lady. I present to you Sarielle Otreyas, proclaimed Queen of Valaron, Shadow Storm of the Order of Guardians, and their companions.”

I do not miss the sour tone that rings around the word proclaimed. The queen of the north gazes down serenely, seeming unsurprised by this news, but her husband’s eyes flare slightly in surprise. Or perhaps she is just better at hiding her thoughts.

“Sarielle Otreyas,” the lady says, her purple eyes lighting on mine. “We were told your entire family perished two decades ago. What a great surprise to find you at our doorstep, very much alive.”

Zyren locks gazes with the woman sitting on the white throne. “Her family did perish, but she was hidden away until she came of proper age to marry the king and perform the spell that keeps Valaron safe from the nightmares. The king kept this information secret, for reasons you can no doubt understand.”

The northern king leans forward, his cheeks flushed and his breath coming in rasps. “So, you bring some girl forward, and you claim she is queen of all the realm? Where, might I ask, is her king?”

Her king. As if a queen requires one. Rage spikes through my veins, and I press my fingernails into my palms, hard enough to cut into my skin.

“News must be slow to reach the north,” I say through clenched teeth. “The king was murdered in Selaye by Avonia and her army of traitors.”

I say nothing of Zyren’s role. He’d made it clear when he introduced himself to the baron that he had no intention of letting anyone know that he is now king. My words are not untrue, the king was murdered. But it’s a stretch, and I don’t know how long Zyren will be able to escape his title, or if he somehow intends to hide from it forever.

Though it’s doubtful we have forever, if we cannot convince these northerners to ally with us.

“That is grave news indeed,” the queen says, resting a hand to her heart, but it does not strike me as sincere. I wonder at what point they named themselves rulers of the north, and if the king’s murder had any bearing on the timing of that. Or perhaps, since no one sane would travel here, they just thought they could get away with it.

“The spell was performed to banish the nightmares back behind their border once again, and we barely escaped alive,” Zyren says. “We’ve been on the run ever since, as Avonia has taken over Selaye and proven herself a traitor to the crown.”

“So, you have come here seeking an alliance,” the queen says, her amethyst eyes sparkling in the dim light of the throne room.

“We came here seeking fealty,” Zyren says, his voice a low growl.

I take another step toward the throne, my hand brushing Zyren’s lightly to calm him. “I am sure, if we work together, we can find much mutual benefit.”

“We are to simply take your word for it that this girl is the Queen of Valaron?” the king says, his skin flustering even further. “A convenient story, considering that the king is dead!”

Zyren’s face turns so dark, his eyes so deadly, for a moment I don’t know what he’s going to do. His fingers twitch at his side, and I can feel the slow spin of his shadows pressing against me.

“You seem to forget that I am a guardian, and a guardian’s word is unbreakable and unquestionable. The man watching from behind the throne knows me well. He can vouch for my identity and my honor, if you will not take my word for it.”

Silence falls, and then slow footsteps are heard. From behind the throne, a man appears. It is instantly clear that he is also a guardian. He has the same stern countenance as Zyren. And something in the way they carry themselves, the energy about them. How Zyren knew he was back there, I don’t know.

“Rivald?” the Queen asks the guardian, arching a brow.

“I know this man,” Rivald says. “We are of the same Order. His word is bond.”

The two guardians meet gazes, and I notice Rivald’s eyes are a deep shade of pewter also. He has dark skin and air, and arms like tree trunks. He towers over the king and queen like a giant.

“Well,” the queen says, looking me up and down. “I suppose there’s only one clear next step.”

“And what is that?” Zyren asks, tone wary.

“A celebration, of course.” She smiles, though it does not reach her eyes. “We must hold a ball fit for the queen of our realm.”

“That’s kind, but not necessary,” Zyren says. “We have more pressing matters at hand, which we wish to discuss.”

The northern queen turns her gaze to mine again, those violet eyes flickering. “Does your guardian always speak for you, my queen?”

I meet her gaze unflinchingly, and choose my words intentionally, a promise of cooperation. “He does not, Queen of the North.”

“Good,” she says. “If you wish to make allies, the lords and ladies of the north will no doubt want to meet their queen. We do not often get visitors from Selaye.”

I nod. “We would be delighted to accept your hospitality. I look forward to meeting your court.”

“Wonderful. We will begin preparations at once.”

Next to me, Zyren’s jaw rolls, but I ignore him.

“Now,” the queen says, “I’ll have the baron show you to your rooms. Please refresh yourselves, and we will see you at dinner this evening.”

“We are grateful.” I dip my head, and she returns the gesture.

We turn, and the baron approaches from the side of the dais, his countenance as icy as before. “Right this way.”

I don’t dare meet Zyren’s gaze as we stride from the throne room. We’ve managed not to get ejected out into the snowy wasteland, but I far from trust these northerners.

They’re our last hope, but I have the distinct feeling that we’re walking a treacherous knife’s edge indeed.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Zyren

The baron leads us to the upper east wing of the castle, which he tells us is reserved for visiting guests, and leaves us with several servants to show us to our rooms. I glare as he says his farewells and fails, quite intentionally, to give Sarielle the proper bow of respect before striding away.

I don’t trust him or anyone else in this palace.

It’s been fifty years at least since I came to this place, and the lord and lady who presided over the castle were honorable fae. The Court of Memory had always stayed out of the conflicts throughout the rest of Valaron, not even having a courtier in Selaye, but they were loyal, nonetheless. The so-called king and queen who rule now must have taken the throne by force. Sarielle isn’t wrong—news travels slow, both coming and going from this dark, desolate stretch of Valaron. And, in this case, I imagine the news was intentionally kept quiet.

One of the servants shows Owyn and Merla to adjoining rooms, then farther down the hall leads Sarielle to a huge suite at the end. Her eyes go wide when she steps inside. The floors are polished stone, an enormous sleigh bed of dark wood on one side of the room, piled high with wool blankets and trimmed furs. A crackling fireplace sits opposite, warmth permeating the space. White fur rugs dot the floor. On the far wall, several windows reveal the ice-blue sky.

“Your room is here, guardian,” the servant says, showing me to a small adjoining room, clearly used for nannies or handmaids.

I nod in thanks, but as soon as he’s gone, I go through the door back into Sarielle’s room. She is looking out the window across the snowy courtyard, chewing her lip in obvious consternation. I shut the door behind us, not quietly, and she whirls around.

“We should leave,” I say, striding across the room, my eyes locking onto hers.

“There’s still a chance we can salvage this.” Sarielle crosses her arms over her chest. “Leaving now will only make us more enemies.”

“Staying could get us killed,” I growl.

Her eyes flash. “Leaving could get us killed, too. We don’t exactly have many options, Zyren.”

“The rulers of this place are not the same loyal fae I knew years before. These two clearly supplanted the former lord and lady and proclaimed themselves sovereign.”

“I share your concerns. But let’s go to dinner, see if we can negotiate. And stop barbing them.” She narrows her eyes. “Telling them they owe me allegiance isn’t going to get us anywhere. I have no army, no throne, nothing to offer them unless I can get them to see the benefits of a partnership.”

“But they do owe you their loyalty.” The muscles in my jaw roll, stretched so tight they feel like they might snap. “It is treason not to help you.”

“Not everyone believes in honor as you do,” she says softly. “We win this only with a soft approach. You see how the baron acts. They don’t care who I am. They only care about what I can give them if we beat Avonia. We must convince them of her threat, to them specifically, enough so that they’ll be willing to fight against her. And then we must convince them that me sitting on my throne, and them sitting on theirs, will reap them vast benefits. Otherwise, I can’t give them anything they haven’t already taken for themselves.”

I pace back and forth in front of the windows, shadows spinning off my fingertips in agitation. I’d barely been able to keep myself in check in the throne room. I don’t like it, but Sarielle is right. It’s treacherous to stay here in this viper’s nest, but it’s just as dangerous leaving. We’d barely made it here alive.

“We do have one surprise up our sleeves,” I say, pausing in my pacing. “There should be a small resistance gathered by now at Valor’s Keep. Refugees from the Court of Nightmares and Court of Lions both, plus others sympathetic to our goal. When I was in Frost Haven, I sent word to my Order as well. It could be a bargaining chip in our negotiations, if the king and queen know we have warriors to aid in the battle against Avonia. I fear it won’t be many, but those that are left are good fighters.”

Sarielle chews her lower lip. “I suppose we can go there if negotiations fail with the rulers here.”

“It’s decided, then.” I lock gazes with her. “We go to the dinner tonight, and if you succeed in convincing the northerners to help us, we stay. If you do not, we return south.”

She nods. “Agreed.”

I reach out and rest a hand on her shoulder. “Let us hope you succeed. The armies of the north are the only ones vast enough to challenge Avonia. The resistance forces gathering south can only hold her off for so long.”

“I can be very charming,” she says with a sly smile. “You, on the other hand… perhaps you should stay in your room.”

My face scrunches into a scowl. “That, my queen, is absolutely not an option. If you think I’m going to let you go to dinner alone with those schemers, you are sorely mistaken.”

“I suggest, then, that you spend time before this evening practicing your very best manners.” She hooks me in her golden gaze. “We’re only going to have one shot at this.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Sarielle

Aknock on the door interrupts us, and Zyren goes to open it, his posture rigid as if he expects an assassin. But it’s only Owyn and Merla. We let them in and catch them up on our plan.

“I’ll send word to my family as well,” Owyn says. “Our warriors are few, but we can join the others at Valor’s Keep.”

I stride over to the huge fire, standing in front of it to warm my hands. After weeks of traveling through ice and snow, constant cold that seeped into my very bones, the heat from the flames feels like some long-lost magic. I try to remember the warm, sunny days back at the Amethyst Palace, my rare jaunts to the valley with Lilette. Everything seemed so carefree back then, even with the looming presence of the priest. I’d been so sure of my future. Now, I can’t see further than a day at a time.

Merla joins me by the hearth, and I offer her a smile in greeting. “It feels wonderful, doesn’t it?”

She nods. “I’ve never been anywhere this cold. I’m from the deserts to the south. This place doesn’t seem natural.”

I cock my head. “The deserts—I thought only the Septarus lived there.”

Her cheeks darken, and it’s not just a flush from the flames. “That’s true. I was born a slave of House Septarus.”

My eyebrows stretch to my hairline. “I didn’t realize they had slaves in Valaron.”

“Only the Septarus keep them.” Her lips turn down in a grim frown.

“How did you escape? And find Owyn?”

“He found me,” she says softly. Her gaze darts up and across to where he’s standing by Zyren, speaking in a low voice. “I was traded to a slaver that lives near the Court of Bone. Owyn spotted me one day when he was making one of his rare supply runs from the castle. Sensed my magic.”

I try to keep the astonishment off my face. I’d traveled with this girl for weeks and never knew what a dark past she had. How much she’d overcome.

“He put my own—my former owner to sleep with a spell, and he brought me back to your castle to live with him. That was about two years ago.”

I can’t imagine what she must have been through, and now so much about her personality makes sense. Her quiet strength and calm resilience. “I’m glad you found each other.”

My gaze drifts to Owyn where he stands on the other side of the room. It makes me happy to know my brother’s best friend was such a kind and honorable person because that means my brother must have been someone worthy of a friend like that. Owyn seems to sense my gaze and looks up, his blue eyes catching on mine. Embarrassed, I turn back to the fire.

Another knock on the door reveals several servants, who offer to show us to the bathing facilities so we can refresh ourselves after our long journey. Having not had a proper bath in three weeks, I gladly accept, and follow them as they lead the way down the hall. I’m intrigued to see what kind of facilities they’re referring to since I’ve only ever used a bathtub filled with hot water from a bucket.

Before we reach the end of the hall leading out of the guest quarters, one of the servants opens a door, revealing a set of steps spiraling downward. Zyren eyes it suspiciously, but doesn’t stop me as I move toward it. We descend past the lower floor of the castle, and then continue further, another floor at least. The stairs end, to my immense surprise, in a small cavern lit by candles.

Water bubbles up from the stone in a series of small pools. Looking further, I can see there are several small caverns connected, stretching beneath the length of the castle. Thin columns of natural stone rise between the floor of the cavern to the low ceiling. The air is hot and steamy, the water clearly hot. In places, small cascades connect one pool to another. The water is a bright blue, whether from minerals or magic, I’m unsure.

“This is remarkable,” Owyn says to the servant.

“It is why we built the castle here,” the woman says. “The hot springs heat parts of the castle, in addition to providing these bathing pools.”

She points to a small stone table near the entrance, where there are stacks of towels to dry with, bars of soap, and robes. “Please enjoy. There will be clean clothes in your room upon your return.”

I thank her and she bows and leaves us.

Owyn and Merla waste no time in wandering along the string of caverns and pools to find private places to bathe. I get some soap and towels and follow at a slower pace, Zyren on my heels. I stop when I find a pool that is connected to another larger one behind, with two small cascades rushing from the larger to the smaller. Steam swirls above the water, emitting a delicious heat.

I place the towels and soap on the stone next to the edge of the pool and look over at Zyren. “Are you going to go find your own pool?”

“I’m not letting you out of my sight in this palace,” he says gruffly, as if offended I even asked.

I raise a brow. “But aren’t you going to bathe?”

“Are you implying something?” He chuckles. “I thought perhaps we could share. We have shared plenty of other things.”

A blush creeps across my cheeks as the things we’ve shared flash through my head. “We decided we were through with that, remember? Turn around.”

He nods slowly, an expression I can’t quite read crossing his face. But he does as I’ve asked, and he turns around to face away from me.

Quickly, I strip off both of my cloaks, the thick fur-lined one and the velvet one beneath. My boots, pants, and tunic follow it, and then the layer of special silken cloth beneath that. Despite the warmth in the air, I shiver as my bare skin hits the air. I haven’t been fully naked for weeks. It feels strange and luxurious.

Zyren clears his throat. “Another moment,” I say, and then I step carefully down into the pool of steaming water.

A rush of pleasure moves across me, and I can’t help the sigh that falls from my lips. If I never had to go out into the snow again, it would be too soon. I walk carefully along the bottom of the pool, which isn’t deep, and settle myself against the smooth rocks on the far side.

When I turn around, Zyren is stripping off his tunic.

I put up a hand to cover my eyes, which earns me a low chuckle. “There’s no need for that,” he says. “You may be shy, but it doesn’t mean that I am.”

“I’m not shy.”

I drop my hand, just as Zyren drops his pants. I’m grateful for the heat of the water, which has already flushed my cheeks, because they burn at the sight of him, muscled and scarred and glorious. Not to mention one particular part of him, which is as hard as the sword that lies on the ground just beyond the pool. Zyren doesn’t take his eyes off me as he slowly steps out of his pants, kicks them to the side, and descends into the water.

His grin is wicked. “You were saying?”

I take a deep breath in order to form coherent words. “I’m not shy,” I repeat. “But you’ve made it clear that our marriage was for duty only, and you want to keep your title a secret. It’s best if we put the past behind us.”

“Agreed,” he says, though his eyes on mine don’t agree at all.

Our gazes lock for several moments, then I rip mine away and try to ignore my racing heart as I focus on getting myself clean. I cup water in my hands and wash my face first, then scrub the obvious dirt from my arms. Submerging myself fully, I wet my hair, feeling the gorgeous heat of the water swirling over my skin. It has a silky viscosity, and a pleasant mineral smell.

When I resurface, I realize the soap is on the other side of the pool, on the ledge where I left it.

“Do you need this?” Zyren asks. He’s rubbing the bar along his collarbone and down his chest, and my mouth runs dry.

“Um, yes. When you’re finished.”

He takes his time with it, soaping his neck and face, his back, his hair. When he rinses, he shakes his head back and forth like a wolf to get the droplets of excess water out of it. I try not to stare, my blood pulsing like lightning through my body, a low throb starting between my legs.

When he’s finally finished, he stands and walks toward me, the water swirling just below his hips. I can’t help but stare now, and his eyes burn into mine. It’s a bad idea for him to come any closer. The air feels taut between us, more so with every inch he travels. He sinks down into the water in front of me and hands me the soap.

I take it and lather my face and hair first. Zyren’s eyes don’t leave me for a moment as I dunk beneath the water again to rinse. When I surface, the look he’s giving me is that of a dragon who has spotted his dinner. My breath catches, and I drop the soap.

My hand darts down into the water to grab it, and Zyren does the same thing. Our fingers tangle at the bottom of the pool. I extricate them, accidentally brushing his knee as I pull my hand back. Zyren lifts his hand above the water, holding the escaped bar.

“Perhaps you need some help, my queen?”

And I know I should say no, but what I do instead is turn around, knees pulled up to my chest. I pull my hair out of the way, revealing my bare back.

Zyren’s fingers on my shoulders are soft, the soap slippery as he slides it across my skin. My body betrays me, a shiver running through me at his touch. I can feel his knees on either side of me as he kneels, close enough that his breath tickles my neck. He continues sliding the soap along my back, lathering it between his hands and rubbing his palms across my skin. He cleans each arm, all the way down to my fingers, and down to the middle of my back.

“Get up on your knees,” he says, his voice several octaves deeper. “I can’t get to the rest of you under the water.”

Slowly, I do as instructed, knowing full well it reveals every intimate part of me.

He lathers soap on his hands again and slides them down my sides, over my hips, and across my ass cheeks. He repeats the movement several times, and then he reaches around to the front, his fingers wandering over my stomach, up over my ribcage, stopping just shy of touching the bottoms of my breasts. I suck in a breath as he does this twice more.

And then he stops. “I assume you can get the rest.”

I turn and look at him. At the sudden absence of his touch, the built-up tension in my body leaves me feeling like a musical instrument with a song only half-played. Slowly, I pivot around to face him, my resolve completely abandoning me.

“No,” I say, my voice thick. “I think you missed a few spots.”

I sink into the water, straddling his lap. Zyren growls and crushes me against him, steam rising around us as I kiss him frantically, tongues and teeth clashing together. My hand reaches down between us to guide him into me. We both gasp as he slides in, deeper and deeper, filling every inch of me. His arms wrap around my back, holding me firmly in place.

My hips gyrate against him, and he lets out a low groan. Pleasure spikes through me, and I bury my face into his neck, my arms cradled around the back of his head, fingers winding through his hair. I slide back and forth along him, slowly, slowly, slowly, drawing out the bliss until we both moan. My fingernails dig into his shoulder, and he growls and moves one hand down to squeeze my ass as I grind against him.

I begin to pick up the pace, the water splashing around us as I move faster along him, rocking back and forth. Zyren moves his mouth to my breasts, flicking my nipples with his tongue as I ride him. Then biting along my shoulder, then my neck. When he reaches up and pulls my hair, a wave of pain and pleasure shoot through me, and my climax begins to ripple out of me.

When Zyren reaches down between us and rolls his thumb over the sensitive star of ecstasy at the top of my entrance, I shatter against him, bliss exploding out of me. Zyren sticks a hand over my mouth to muffle my cries, and then with several final massive thrusts of his own, he buries his face in my hair and comes powerfully inside of me.

We collapse against each other as the pleasure subsides, our breath mingled and heavy, hearts racing.

“Why must you always be my undoing?” Zyren groans, holding me against him.

“You brought that on yourself,” I respond breathlessly.

But his words send a shiver down my spine… undoing. I have to be stronger, to stop giving in to my desires. There can never be a future between us. I know that. I will find a way to put distance between us. I have to.

He must feel something in the way I’m holding my body, some faint tremor perhaps, because he leans back and looks at me with such tenderness, it breaks my heart. “Are you okay, Sarielle?”

But then voices approach from the caves further down, and Zyren and I push apart from each other, shifting to opposite ends of the pool. A moment later, Owyn and Merla step into view.

“Enjoying the heat, eh?” Owyn asks with a smile. His words are ironic, but I don’t detect any alternate meaning; he doesn’t seem to suspect anything.

“Yes, it’s lovely,” I respond. “We’ll be out in just a moment.”

When they’ve passed, we climb out of the pool and towel off, then dress in the thick, velvety robes stacked on the table and return to our rooms. Upon arrival, I see that the wardrobe doors are open, and several sets of fine dresses have been placed inside, along with night gowns for later. I’ve rarely worn such finery in all my life.

We have a bit of time before dinner, so I rest in the bed while Zyren does the same in the nearby chair. After my hair dries, I brush it in front of the mirror in the corner, and pick a dress from the wardrobe. I choose a black, brushed silk with white fur trimming the collar. The bodice is tight and criss-crossed with white ribbon, and the skirt flares out slightly before skimming just above the floor.

Zyren makes sure my door is locked and steps into his adjoining room to change also, and comes back wearing black pants, a deep crimson tunic, and a black cloak. I can’t see them, but I know he has his daggers hidden in his boots, and several other places. He scowls, as if somehow offended at the clothing.

“Remember,” I say, “you must be pleasant. You can’t glower at them the entire time if we want to win them over.”

“I am perfectly pleasant,” he says, scowl deepening.

I cross my arms over my chest and look at him until he relaxes his jaw. “That’s better.”

“And you remember,” Zyren says, “that if this dinner doesn’t go as planned, we’re leaving tonight. If I’m not convinced that they wish to ally with us, we’re not staying.”

“Well then,” I say, hooking him in my gaze, “I guess I’ll have to win all of you over, then. A dinner to decide the fate of Valaron. Are you ready?”
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Chapter Twenty-Five

Zyren

The dining hall is a huge room, a roaring fireplace at each end, and a long wooden table running the length of it. There are doors on each side for servants to come and go, and a nook in one corner with a suit of armor. The ceiling is made entirely of huge panes of thick glass set between iron beams, letting in a view of the sparkling star-strewn sky. My gaze slides over every detail, checking for areas that someone could hide, and where we could exit should a threat arise.

The king and queen are not seated yet. The servant who collected us leads us to the far end of the table, and seats Sarielle and I on one side, and Owyn and Merla on the other. There are two seats at the head of the table, clearly reserved for our hosts. The servant bows and leaves us alone in the room. We are left for more than a quarter hour. The message is clear: we are guests here, and do not hold the seat of power. My jaw begins to roll, and my nerves burn with an edge of magic. This is not starting well if games and manipulation are already afoot.

Finally, the main door to the room reopens and a herald enters, announcing in a voice much too loud for a crowd of four, “I present Queen Esbella and King Viros Ethanas, sovereigns of the northern realm, and Baron Uden Ethanas.”

Sarielle rises as a gesture of respect, even though, as Queen of Valaron, they should bow to her. I grit my teeth and do the same, as do Owyn and Merla. Once the northern king and queen and baron have taken their seats, we do the same. I notice my fellow guardian, Rivald, enter the room silently, taking a place along the wall, still as a statue. Only then do the servants offer us wine, after serving the king and queen first. The queen takes a sip of her wine and turns to Sarielle, a smile on her face.

“I’m so glad you could join us for dinner tonight. That dress is lovely. I’m sure it’s nice to wear something more suitable for royalty after your long voyage.”

“It is a nice change,” Sarielle agrees. “We greatly appreciate your hospitality. I should hope if you ever fall on hard times, I can offer the same in return.”

“The hot springs beneath the castle are wonderful,” Owyn adds.

The king turns to Owyn, having already drained his first glass of wine. “I realized something, boy, after you were introduced earlier today. Owyn Saorsen, heir of House Saorsen, died in the slaughter at the Court of Bone two decades past. You claim to be this same heir?”

Owyn offers a small smile, nonplussed by the king’s bold question. “I arrived shortly after the slaughter and swore an oath to Renarys Otreyas to help her daughter when she came of age and came out of hiding. So, I told no one but my parents the truth, and I remained in hiding myself, waiting for that day.”

“That is quite the story,” the queen says, her tone wary. “So much drama when it comes to a fight for the throne. Lies, deception, people coming back from the dead.”

“No doubt you would do the same to survive,” Sarielle says. “Which is why having allies, such as the Saorsen family is to the Otreyas family, is so important.”

“Speaking of the throne,” I say, ignoring the look Sarielle shoots me. “Last I visited the Court of Memory, Lady Esmet and Lord Osten sat on the throne. They must have passed away. When did that happen?”

The northern queen wears a look of sorrow, as if she hadn’t had them murdered. “Just last year, sadly.”

“Both together…” I hang my head. “Such a tragedy.”

“Indeed,” says Esbella.

The servants reenter the room with food served on bone platters. There are several types of fish and meat, and an arrangement of cheeses. No vegetables or fruits, things that cannot grow in the ice and snow. They set everything on the table and then serve the king and queen before stepping back to allow the rest of us to make our own plates.

After we have all taken our first bites, Sarielle speaks again. “Baron Ethanas, you must be the nephew of the king and queen?”

The baron nods, his mouth overly full of meat. He not only looks like a bear, but has the manners of one, too.

“Alas, we do not have children of our own,” Esbella says. “The baron is our heir.”

“You, girl,” the king says, swinging his gaze to Merla. “You are the sorcerer’s apprentice? What is your story? No doubt you’ve never dined with royalty before.” His eyes already look bleary from too much wine, making me wonder if he’d started before dinner.

“I have been an apprentice for two years now, your highness,” Merla says, her eyes wide and her voice trembling slightly. It’s clear she doesn’t like being the center of attention. Especially not the king’s attention.

The king lifts his wineglass, slopping a bit of it out onto the table. “A fortunate accident, then, that you get to dine with those above your station.”

“I’ve always found the quality of the company more important than the rank of the company,” Sarielle says, smiling sweetly. “Luckily, we have both tonight.”

“A wise sentiment,” Esbella says, fixing her gaze on Sarielle in an appraising manner.

The conversation strays to superficial topics the next few minutes as everyone finishes their food. Then, after the plates are cleared away, Sarielle lifts her wineglass. “I’d like to propose a toast.” Everyone lifts their glasses to join her. “To new friendships and bringing peace to Valaron.”

Everyone chimes their glasses together and takes a sip of wine. Sarielle levels her gaze on the northern queen. She’s clearly the decision maker of the two, not to mention the king is already on his fifth glass of wine and looks like he might fall face first onto the table.

“I’d like to discuss our alliance further,” Sarielle begins. “On our travels north, we experienced several harrowing incidents that threaten all of Valaron. Even you here in the far north.”

“Oh?” The queen arches her brow.

“In addition to the Septarus murdering the king and invading Selaye, Avonia has somehow figured out how to release nightmares beyond the border to their territory. We were attacked by dozens on the road here.”

“Including one of the ancients,” I add, locking gazes with Esbella. Across the room, I see Rivald stiffen in surprise.

The queen’s eyes widen. “And how did you survive this attack?”

“We are all skilled in magic,” Owyn says. “But none of us more than Queen Sarielle. She destroyed the ancient herself.”

Silence falls across the table for several moments.

“You defeated an ancient nightmare?” the baron asks, his mouth hanging open in an unattractive manner.

Sarielle does not shrink beneath their gazes. If anything, she grows taller, her presence expanding. “I did.”

The queen shoots the baron the briefest of looks, and the king says, “By the dark goddess. That’s astounding.”

“Not only that,” Sarielle continues, striking while she has the advantage. “But we experienced several earthquakes just south of here, and the sky turned from day to night and back again. The realm is becoming unstable, no doubt due to whatever dark magic Avonia used to release the nightmares. She must be stopped, or no one is safe. Not even here in the north, where you have such independence.”

Leaning back in her chair, the queen holds her wine in one hand, staring into its glittering red depths for a moment before looking to Sarielle. “So, you want the armies of the north, ten thousand strong, to march south and go to war with the Septarus for you. What do we get in return? It seems it would be safer for us to ride out this fight up here rather than losing good men and women to a battle that isn’t ours.”

I feel a growl rising in my chest, but underneath the table, Sarielle rests her hand on my thigh and squeezes.

“Even if you stay here, the nightmares rampaging and the earthquakes we felt, just miles from here, are going to get worse, not better. Avonia wants to merge our realm with the rest of Aureon. She told me her plan. If she succeeds, none of us will ever be safe from the nightmares again. They have no hesitation coming this far north—it was mere miles away that they attacked us.”

The queen waves a hand. “Say you do manage to kill Avonia, who will return the nightmares back beyond their border? It defeats the purpose of having a Queen of Nightmares if the ancient spell has been broken.”

“I can return them,” Sarielle says. “In fact, I’m the only one who can return them. I am Valaron’s only chance of a safe future.”

“You’re j-just one girrrl,” the king says, slurring and spilling more wine from his glass.

“I’m not a girl. I’m the Queen of Nightmares,” Sarielle says, her eyes glowing bright gold, a slow spin of shadows moving off her. “And the Queen of all Valaron.”

When the queen’s eyes narrow, Sarielle continues, “However, it’s clear you seek independence, and that you have laid claim to it, declaring your own throne here in the north. But what good is power if no one knows you have it? When I am sitting on my throne in Selaye, I will make sure the whole realm knows the vital role the north played in defeating Avonia’s army, and I will make your new titles known to all. You will have the respect you deserve.”

The queen takes a long sip of her wine. “I’ll take your proposal under consideration.”

I swing my gaze to Sarielle, my expression clear. Not good enough. If what we’ve said hasn’t convinced the queen, nothing will. She’s clearly too drunk on her own power to see that Sarielle is her only hope. Sarielle thinks she needs the armies of the north, but what she’d said was true: she is the only one who can rein the nightmares in now that they’re free. Especially if Avonia manages to release all of them.

“I hope you do,” Sarielle says. “For all of Valaron.”

I rise from my chair. “The queen must get her rest now.”

Esbella’s eyes widen slightly at my abrupt statement. “Of course,” she says. “We—”

Her words are cut short as the castle rocks beneath us, and the glass ceiling overhead shatters and crashes down.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

Sarielle

Zyren dives for me, knocking me out of my chair and rolling me under the table as shards of glass rain down from overhead. The room pitches and bucks. A boom sounds somewhere off in the castle as if something has collapsed.

I see a lavender glow coming from above the edge of the table, and then hear a sharp sound as glass hits the floor on either side of the table, shimmering like diamonds. A gasp from the queen and a shriek from one of the servants. Zyren remains pressed against me as everything continues to shake for at least a full minute.

And then, abruptly, the earthquake stops and silence falls.

Slowly, I follow Zyren out from under the table. The first thing I see is Owyn lowering a shield of glowing light that seems to have deflected the glass from hitting anyone sitting at the table. The second thing I see is that the sky overhead is a bright blue, the sun visible even though it was nighttime only moments before. And the third thing I see is a strange gash in the sky, as if it’s been sliced by a dagger. Green and yellow light shimmers inside the rift, and something moves beyond it, a slight ripple.

As if another world lies on the other side.

Esbella straightens from where she’d been crouched on the floor, Rivald covering her with his body. Her eyes immediately go to the rift in the sky, and she stares at it for several long moments. Finally, she turns and locks gazes with me. “You have your army, Queen Sarielle.”

I nod, and Zyren leads me by the arm from the room, Owyn and Merla on our heels. No one speaks. I feel numb from shock, my mind reeling at the appearance of the tear in the sky. Even if we stop Avonia, can the damage she’s done be repaired? I told Esbella I could control the nightmares. But closing a hole in the sky? A passage to another realm? I don’t know if it’s possible to fix things now.

Owyn and Merla depart to their rooms, and Zyren and I to ours. I sink down on the bed, despair churning in the pit of my stomach. Zyren approaches, resting a hand on my shoulder. “There is hope still. You have the northern armies now. That was the first step.”

Tears prick at my eyes. “It just feels like things keep getting worse, and not better. The odds were already stacked so high against us. Now this? How can I undo this damage?”

Zyren sits down next to me and pulls me gently against him. “Not you, Sarielle. Us.”

I lean into his embrace, exhausted. He continues holding me, and gradually we sink into the bed and fall asleep, Zyren’s arms wrapped around me.

At first my sleep is deep and dreamless, but then I find myself running in the ice forest, the voice of the demon in my head. The voice which has haunted me each night since we left that place, reminding me of the terrible choice I’d made. My heart begins to pound faster and faster, my breath coming out in white puffs in the shadowy forest. I see that face, half beautiful, half rotted, looming everywhere I turn. I can’t escape it, can’t escape her, can’t escape what I’ve done.

“You should have died here, girl,” the creature whispers.

And then I do see my death. My body, lying in the snow, ribbons of blood splashed across it. My body, hanged from a tree, feet dangling. My corpse, trapped beneath the ice of the glowing pond, eyes staring sightlessly. As the images flash faster and faster, I feel not only my torment, but Zyren’s. I see him, running through the forest, coming across me each time, falling to his knees in horror.

I realize then, even as I’m dreaming, that I’ve connected to him again, as I did before when we traveled to Selaye. We’re linked. But this time, it’s different. I’m not just observing his dreams. It’s like mine and his have merged, and I’m dreaming both at the same time. Panic rises in my chest as both sets of images assault me, and the demon’s voice worms through my head.

“He’ll be so furious when he finds out what you’ve done,” she croons. “The bargain you made with me to earn your freedom.”

In the dream, I run faster through the forest, trying to somehow outrun her. Trees whip past, icy branches slicing my skin, tearing at my eyes. My breath comes faster and faster. The cold burns me as if it’s fire. But still, I can’t get away. At every turn, I see my death, a hundred different ways to die. And at every turn, I hear that voice.

“You can never escape a deal with a demon. You are mine now.”

I run faster, even though I know it’s pointless. Heart racing, lungs burning, shadows closing in.

“Not only you, but your guardian. And your friends. And all of Valaron.”

I stop and I scream into the snowy forest, my voice rising into the night sky. The trees begin to shiver and shake, thousands of dagger-sharp icicles starting to break free from the branches overhead.

“You are all mine now. You’ve doomed them all.”

The icy shards shatter and fall on top of me, burying me…

I snap upright in bed, a cry rising from my throat. Zyren moves with me, as if he’d woken at the same moment. We stare at each other, both breathing heavily, eyes wide and panicked.

Then, shaking his head as if to clear it, Zyren speaks. “What deal did you make? With the forest demon?”

My heart goes still as a stone in my chest, my breath catching. It hadn’t just been a one-way connection. Somehow, Zyren had seen into my dream, too. My throat goes dry, searching for words. Words I know will condemn me, make him hate me forever.

“I—I didn’t know what else to do,” I whisper. “I had to do something, to save us. So we could stop Avonia and save Valaron. She said that if I…”

“What?” Zyren says in a low growl. “What did you give her?”

“She said she would set all of us free…” I squeeze my eyes shut and reopen them, force myself to meet his gaze. “If I release her from the forest for one night a year.”

Zyren’s eyes widen even further. “That is the bargain you made with her?”

“It seemed…it’s only one night. One night seemed worth it, to continue on our quest, to stop Avonia…”

He makes a slicing gesture in the air with one hand. “Do you know what something like that creature can do in just one night? She will feast on thousands of fae, wreak havoc you cannot fathom.”

Tears spill down my cheeks. “I didn’t know what else to do. Otherwise, we’d still be stuck in that forest, and Avonia would be tearing apart Valaron, letting more and more nightmares free.” I wipe my tears away angrily. “I know it’s awful, but the alternative is terrible, too.”

Zyren’s expression softens slightly. “This is what demons do. They prey on our weaknesses. She knew you wanted to stop Avonia at any cost. She could see into each of us, see our greatest fears, play them against us.”

“I just thought… that maybe if we escaped, we could figure a way out of the bargain. A way to stop her.”

He shakes his head. “We’ll find a way. We have to.” But his tone belies his words. He clearly doesn’t think it’s possible.

“I’m sorry, Zyren. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“I know.” He stands, face stormy. “Let’s both try to get some rest. It’s another couple of hours before dawn.”

And he walks over to the chair across the room, leaving me alone with my shame.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

Sarielle

Esbella summons me to her study early in the morning. When I arrive, Zyren on my heels, she gives him a pointed look.

“Perhaps Rivald and your guardian can both stay outside for a few minutes.”

Zyren scowls, but after a quick examination of the room, seeing no other entrances or exits, he reluctantly agrees to stay outside with Rivald. His gaze sweeps across mine as the northern queen closes the door between us. She gestures for me to take a seat opposite her, in a chair opposite a roaring fire. Bookshelves line the other three walls of the small space.

“Last night, I summoned all the lords and ladies of the north and their armies. Most will arrive by this evening. We will hold a ball, not just to celebrate you, but as a send-off to the warriors, many of whom will march to their deaths. It is tradition.”

I take a moment to absorb her words. It’s been one thing to risk my own life to defeat Avonia and save Valaron. And I’ve known this entire time that we were making this near-impossible journey north to obtain an army to defeat her. Part of me never thought we’d make it this far, a big part of me. But now that I’m here, sitting with the queen of the north discussing the lives of thousands of fae, lives which are in my hand, lives which will be lost because of me, nausea spins in my stomach.

But if we don’t defeat Avonia, what happens next will be so much worse. Not just for Valaron, but for all of Aureon.

It doesn’t make it any easier.

I suck in a deep breath and meet the northern queen’s gaze. “Thank you. When do you think we’ll begin the march south?”

“At dawn tomorrow.” She pauses and turns to look into the fire for several moments. “Seeing that rip in the sky last night… we don’t have time to waste.”

“Agreed. Every moment spent hastens the destruction of Valaron, and threatens Aureon as well.”

“There’s another matter I’d like to discuss,” Esbella says, her violet eyes reflecting the light of the flames.

“Certainly.” I make a gesture with my hands for her to continue.

“In order to unite the north with the rest of Valaron, as you’ve claimed is your desire in exchange for my armies, I’d like you to choose a husband from the northern lords. This will ensure our alliance remains strong. We can both trust each other more.”

My eyes fly wide with shock, and seeing my expression, she misreads it.

“I know your husband just perished, so it no doubt seems rushed. But desperate times require sacrifice.” She pauses, eyes burning into mine as she waits for a response.

I open and close my mouth several times, trying to find words. I can’t tell her that Zyren is my husband, because it will shatter what little trust we’ve built between us. We hadn’t lied exactly, but it will come across that way. And either way, she clearly wants this union to ensure I uphold my end of the bargain.

“When do you anticipate this marriage taking place?” I ask.

“Tonight at the ball, you can meet all of the eligible suitors, and make your selection,” Esbella says, flicking her fingers in the air as if choosing a husband is the easiest thing in the world. “We could even have a short ceremony afterward…”

I cut her off. “I—I’d much rather wait until after the battle.”

“Then a betrothal tonight, and the ceremony after Avonia is defeated?”

My heart pounds so hard in my chest it feels like my ribs might crack. How many terrible choices must I make to keep Valaron safe? But I am a queen. And queens must make terrible choices.

“We have an agreement,” I say, my words ringing across the room with a finality that send cracks across my heart.

“Very good,” Esbella responds, a smile on her lips. She rises from her chair. “I’ll send a dress to your room later today, and servants to help you get ready.”

She gestures toward the door, and it’s clear our conversation is over. My legs feel weak as I walk toward the door, and when I open it, Zyren is standing there, his gaze moving to mine like a hawk. Rivald follows the queen down the hall, and we head in the opposite direction. As we walk, I can feel Zyren’s eyes burning a hole in the back of my head, but I stay silent until we reach my room.

But the moment we shut the door, he’s on me. “What did you discuss with the queen that required such privacy?”

I look up at him, my heart pounding in my chest. “The northern armies will begin arriving today. We march at dawn.”

“What else?” His eyes search my face. “What’s happened?”

“As part of our agreement, the queen wishes…” I trail off, swallowing the huge lump in my throat. “She wants to ensure I keep my end of the bargain if she’s sacrificing the lives of so many warriors. She asked me to choose a husband from the northern lords.”

“And you told her no,” he growls, taking a step closer to me.

My fear vanishes, replaced by anger. “Told her no, and ruined our chance of reclaiming Valaron? Is that what you think I should have done?”

Zyren’s shadows pulse off him. “Should have done? So, you agreed to it, then?”

“Yes!” I snap. “What else was I supposed to do?”

“You could have come out and asked me, could have—”

“And then she would have withdrawn her warriors. Zyren, think it through!”

His words are deadly. “But you are already married to me.”

“A marriage you have made very clear you consider purely duty, and only something you entered into as a last resort to trap the nightmares back in their territory.” He opens his mouth, but I hold up a hand and cut him off. “Not only that, but our spell didn’t fully work, or else Avonia couldn’t be releasing nightmares through the barrier.”

“So, your plan is to annul our marriage, then?”

“My plan is to save Valaron,” I snarl. “And I will do anything to achieve that. That’s what a queen must do.”

“Yes. It’s clear you will stop at nothing.” His jaw rolls, his shadows spinning around me. “Have you wondered if your resolve is fueled by saving Valaron, or simply revenge against Avonia for killing your family?”

I feel a swell of my own magic, which rolls out, clashing against Zyren’s shadows. “And have you wondered if maybe the reason Avonia has broken our spell is that you never took our marriage seriously to begin with?”

“You know why I didn’t. Why I couldn’t.” Zyren’s face contorts with rage. “How can I enjoy my marriage when I betrayed my brother, which led to his death? I have failed in so many ways as your guardian. That was the one thing I could do to redeem myself. Not that I can ever fully wash away my sins.”

His eyes begin to turn black, and he spins and strides out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
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Part Three
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Zyren

Istand outside the door to Sarielle’s room all day, my thoughts in a dark spin, my shadows and my inner monster barely in control. Outside the castle, I hear the blare of horns as contingents from across the north arrive, lords and ladies with their warriors. Each time I hear the sound of another new arrival, it feels like a spear to my gut.

One of those lords will be Sarielle’s husband.

The part that makes me the most furious is that I know she’s right.

We knew from the beginning that our only hope, the only court with enough warriors to challenge Avonia, was the Court of Memory. We knew that they would be hard to convince. Even before the surprise change of leadership we discovered when we got here. It was always a long shot. Sarielle did what she had to, a sacrifice to ensure Esbella stayed loyal to our cause.

She was never meant for me. I knew that from the moment she arrived in Valaron.

But that doesn’t lessen the fury that burns in my core.

At first, I was angry with Sarielle, but I’d quickly realized my anger was misplaced. She is the queen. She doesn’t have to consult me on her decisions. I told her that our marriage was only duty and that she was free to make whatever choices she needed to for her life. And she hadn’t made the choice for personal gain. She’d made it for Valaron. Just as she’d been willing to marry my brother, someone she’d never met. She may not have been raised to be queen, but something within her knows how to rule, knows to put her realm before herself. She embodies a leader more than anyone I’ve ever met.

No, my anger is because I feel helpless, once again. Here we are, in the same position as before, something larger than us requiring a sacrifice neither of us want to make. But a sacrifice that must be made nonetheless. After centuries of living my life for others, countless years making the right choices for the good of the realm, all I want to do right now is make the wrong choice. I want to rush into her room and make a very bad choice, over and over again, until Sarielle screams my name and the entire castle knows she is mine.

So, I stand here, my feet rooted to the floor like a tree, because I don’t trust what I might do if I see her face.

Owyn and Merla emerge from their rooms after a time and go to practice magic with Sarielle in hers. Owyn shoots me a strange look as he walks past. I almost follow them, but I manage to stop myself.

A few hours later, several servants come, a large box carried by one, and a basket of supplies carried by another. I catch glimpse of hair brushes and perfume bottles, and I stare resolutely ahead at the wall opposite me to keep my shadows at bay.

And then, after night has fallen, what seems an eternity later, the door opens and the servants step back out, followed by Sarielle.

My breath leaves my chest in one big rush.

She is wearing a dress the color of fresh blood, satin, with a tight, low-cut bodice that shows the rounded tops of her breasts. The sleeves are off the shoulder, revealing her glowing skin before draping elegantly to her wrists. The skirt flares out, layers of silk beneath it that make a swooshing sound as she walks. Her hair is pinned in elaborate curls on top of her head, tendrils of it hanging around her face. They’ve added paint to her lips so they’re as red as the dress, and a smoky color to her eyes. A glittering necklace of gray quartz crystals hangs across her chest.

She looks stunning. The lords of the north are going to start the war early tonight just fighting over her hand.

“Zyren,” she says, her tone formal, though her eyes search mine as if looking for something. “Will you escort me?”

“Of course,” I respond, my voice thick.

I want to apologize, to tell her I understand why she did what she did. But then she is sweeping away in her rustle of silks, the servants behind her, and my chance is gone.

The servants lead us to the first floor of the castle, back to the throne room we entered when we arrived here. I hear the cacophony of voices as we approach the doors. And then we reach the doorway from our wing of the castle, and I see the chaos within. Half the northern armies seem to be jammed inside the space. The ball spills over into the courtyard beyond, where I can see twinkling lanterns and strings of light criss-crossing the space.

Inside the throne room, huge banquet tables have been set out, laden with a sumptuous feast. Musicians play in the corners, happy tunes that distract the warriors from the fact that they’re riding to their death at dawn. Servants walk throughout the space with silver platters holding cups of wine, handing them to the warriors and the lords and ladies. I see Esbella and her husband sitting in their thrones at the far end of the room.

When Sarielle steps into the room, two trumpeters lift their instruments and play several notes from where they stand a dozen paces ahead between two of the elaborate columns lining the room. Then, a herald in a golden vest steps forward and calls, for all the room to hear, “We welcome Sarielle Otreyas, Queen of southern Valaron, ruler of the Court of Nightmares!”

The buzz of voices in the room quiets, and everyone turns to look at Sarielle as she walks slowly through the crowd, between the columns and out into the open part of the huge room. Esbella rises from her throne and walks forward to greet us. I can see the hungry gazes already, the lords of the north sizing up this new queen, imagining her as their bride. When Esbella reaches us, the two offer each other a slight bow in greeting. I notice the baron on her tail, and suddenly realize that I haven’t seen or heard mention of his wife. My suspicions are confirmed when Esbella loops her arm through Sarielle’s and leans in to talk in her ear.

“My nephew will take your first dance, to start things off. He is unmarried, and I can introduce you to the other eligible lords in the Court of Memory throughout the night. Mingle and enjoy the festivities.”

Baron Ethanas steps up and bows to Sarielle, which is ironic considering he couldn’t be bothered to show the proper courtesy before. I feel a rumble from the nightmare within me and have to force back the lash of shadows that threatens to pour forth. Sarielle takes the hand he offers, and he leads her out into the center of the room. There’s an open space for dancing, lined by tall crystal urns filled with plumes of black feathers. I stalk along the edge of the crowd, suppressing the desire to walk out there and choke the baron until he blacks out.

I see red when the baron slides his hand around to the small of Sarielle’s back. He leans in and whispers something to her, to which she smiles politely. I know Sarielle well enough to know she’s not falling for the baron’s sudden display of charm, but it doesn’t matter, in the end. She’ll have to pick one of these lords to win her an army that can save Valaron. Someone in this room will wed the woman I love, and there’s nothing I can do about it unless I want to watch my whole realm burn.

And there’s a part of me—a big part of me—that would rather have Sarielle than the world.

Thoughts of death and destruction rotate through my head as I watch Sarielle and the baron twirl around and around on the dance floor. He’s looking at her as if she’s a deer in the forest, and he a hunter, his arrow notched, his gaze traveling the length of it to the deadly point at the end, sighting her for the kill. That’s all she is to him—to any of them—a political pawn, a play for power. The fact that she’s beautiful just makes the game all the more enticing.

I want to kill him.

When the song is over, I breathe a momentary sigh, feel my shoulders release their tension the tiniest bit. But another suitor is already waiting, stepping onto the dance floor before the baron has even dropped her hand from where he planted a kiss. Another northern lord with a build like a bear, burly and thick, his boots and cloak lined with fur. Another hand sliding around Sarielle’s lower back, fingers splayed just shy of an inappropriate length from her ass; another whispered comment, this one making Sarielle’s cheeks turn red.

I don’t know how I’m going to survive this night. Because surely, someone will push me over the edge. Someone whose life I will claim. And then my own will be forfeit, and Sarielle will be all alone here, in the cold, dark north, in this pit of serpents.

That’s the only thought that keeps me in check as this torturous night continues.

Three more suitors come and go. One of them escorts Sarielle to get food and wine, and I follow on their heels. She glances back at me once, but the northern lord does not. I am invisible to them, someone they view as a non-threat. If they only knew the dark plans spinning through my mind for each of them, they might pay some mind to the threat that looms behind them, might realize that any wrong move, and I will be their end.

The night continues, my own personal hell. When suitor number seven approaches Sarielle on the dance floor, I am instantly on high alert. It’s how he carries himself with an arrogant swagger, the smirk on his lips that tells me he’s had just a bit too much ale, and that he’d probably wear that smirk even if dead sober. But when he leans in to speak to Sarielle as they begin to dance, the look of shock on her face as she pulls back tells me all I need to know.

I am out on the dance floor in an instant, stepping up next to them, my shadows coiled just below the surface, one hand on a dagger at my belt.

“You’ve disrespected my queen,” I growl, eyes locked on the arrogant northern lord, voice low so no one around us can hear. “Walk away. Now.”

The lord’s eyes widen, bulging from his head. “Are you jesting? Do you know who I am?”

I lean in even closer, and I send my shadows out to encircle the man’s neck. I squeeze until his face turns purple. “You apparently do not know who I am. I am Queen Sarielle’s guardian, and if you do not turn and walk away right now, I will cut your head from your shoulders in front of this entire court.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

Sarielle

Istare in shock as a strand of Zyren’s shadows chokes the northern lord where he stands. It’s thin enough so no one would be able to see it unless they were as close as we are. The other dancers circling around us are looking at each other, paying us no mind.

The cocky northern lord lets out a small, strangled sound, looking from me to Zyren, and then nods.

“Apologize before you go,” Zyren snarls, his voice deadlier than I’ve ever heard it. A storm of dragons wouldn’t be as terrifying as Zyren in this moment. “Apologize to your queen.”

The eyes that turn to me are bulging, his skin so purple, I think he might pass out before he can make a single utterance. But he slurs something that sounds like “Apologies, my queen,” and Zyren releases him. The lord stumbles backward, then turns and cuts through the crowd.

Zyren turns to me and takes my hand. “I can take this song.”

He spins me, and now the crowd does begin to look, eyes resting on us as my guardian dances with me. “We cannot dance together, Zyren,” I whisper. “People are watching.”

“It’s too late. If we stop now, they’ll talk even more.”

He’s probably right. I’m surprised not many seem to have noticed the altercation that just took place in the middle of the dance floor, but this they notice.

“What did he say to you?” Zyren asks in a low growl as we move about the dance floor.

I can feel my heart rate slowing now that Zyren’s body surrounds me like a shield, his hand in mine, the other wrapped around my back. My body relaxes for the first time since we stepped foot in this room.

“He… he, uh, suggested that his cock was so powerful I’d be on my knees begging him for more every night.” My cheeks heat again just thinking of his slurred words in my ear.

Zyren’s expression is murderous. “I will kill him…”

“You will not.” I shoot him a pointed look. “You made your point, and he’s gone now, for which I am grateful. That’s enough.”

“He should never have spoken to any woman that way, let alone a queen…”

“Let’s just hope he doesn’t tell Esbella what you did to him. Or withdraw his warriors from the battle.”

“To hell with all of that,” Zyren growls. “If you think I’m going to let you be disrespected, and shy away from protecting you because of court politics, then you don’t know me at all.”

I look up at him, and our gazes lock. “I know,” I say softly. “This is hard for both of us.”

We continue to spin around the dance floor, and I catch sight of Owyn and Merla a ways off, as well as the queen, who is giving us a curious look. Along with quite a few other people.

“Everyone is staring,” I say, my heart starting to hammer again.

A low rumble moves through Zyren’s chest. “Let them stare.”

“Okay.” I don’t take my eyes off his for a second. “One last dance.”

Zyren’s jaw rolls and he pulls me even closer. One last dance. Not just for tonight, but for always. Because after this, I have to choose one of these men to be my husband. Whatever bond Zyren and I shared, even fleeting and conflicted as it has been, will exist no longer. After tonight, things will never be the same between us again.

I melt into Zyren’s gaze, those storm-colored eyes. I feel the heat of his fingers touching my back, feel the warmth of his breath on my face. We spin, and everything else fades away. There is no crowd, only us, only this moment. Music wraps around us, and I smell Zyren’s musk in the air between us. That smell of leather and night, sensual and familiar. The dance feels like one of my dreams, like his visits every night, that comforting presence, the dark warrior who watched over me. I wish we could stay here, and never wake up.

But then the song is over, and another suitor is approaching me.

I smile and tell him I need refreshments, then walk away before he can follow. My feet lead me to one of the tables set with wine, and a servant hands me a fresh glass of pale liquid which holds a faint rose glow. It’s cool sliding down my throat, and it calms the sudden racing of my heart. I stride over to stand in the shadow of one of the huge columns at the edge of the room. Zyren follows behind, but gives me a few feet of space, as if sensing that we both need a moment.

My lungs take in a steadying breath, and I close my eyes a moment, steeling myself to reenter the melee and finish dancing with all these lords so I can make the impossible decision of picking one as my husband. I hear footsteps and open my eyes, and smile when I see Merla.

“Hi,” she says, smiling her own shy smile. “You must be exhausted.”

I nod. “Yes. That’s an understatement.” I let out a bitter laugh. “Perhaps you can help me pick one of these men as my husband?”

Her eyes widen. “I can’t imagine.”

A snort. “Neither can I.”

“Do any of them seem… decent?” She raises her brows.

“Decent. I suppose a couple seem tolerable.” I sigh. “But it’s hard to decide in one night. And then I’m stuck with them the rest of my life.”

“It seems so… transactional.” She frowns. “I thought marriage was supposed to be about love.”

“Love, ha.” I shake my head. If only she knew. I do actually love the man I married, but he never wanted to marry me. He only did it to save Valaron. It’s beyond ironic that now I have to make that same choice. “If only.”

Merla looks over at me, her face inquisitive. “I saw you dance with Zyren.”

“Yes.” I wave a hand dismissively. “He was rescuing me from someone with very poor manners.” I dart a glance over at him, but he’s still a few paces off, his eyes scanning the room, not paying us mind. I doubt he can hear us over the buzz of voices in the room.

She’s silent a moment, then, “You look at him in a way that…”

My gaze sharpens. “In a way that what?”

“You love him, don’t you?”

“Oh, dark goddess…” If Merla had noticed, who else had? The queen? Some of the lords?

She hastily replies. “It’s not—I don’t think it’s obvious to everyone. I just, we’ve traveled together for many weeks. I know you.”

I glance toward Zyren again, but he’s not looking this way, which confirms my guess that he can’t hear us. “Yes,” I say softly. “I do. But it doesn’t matter.”

“How can it not matter?”

“I have to marry someone else, to save Valaron. It’s the only way we’ll have a big enough army.”

Merla shakes her head. “That just seems so unjust.”

“Zyren doesn’t love me in return anyway,” I say. “Sometimes we just have to deal with the situation we find ourselves in. And that’s it.”

Merla opens her mouth to respond, but at that moment we see Esbella approaching. As the queen of the north stops before me, Merla bows and scurries away. Zyren’s gaze rotate toward us, but he stays where he is.

“I see you’ve met most of the lords,” Esbella says, sidling up next to me, shoulder to shoulder as if we are old friends. She scans the festivities before us. At this point, a couple of hours into the event, the free-flowing wine has everyone behaving quite a bit less formally than they did at the onset.

“Yes,” I say. “Anyone else you think I should meet?”

“There are two unmarried lords remaining, but to be honest, your strongest choices are already before you. Give them each a dance so they think they have a chance, but choose from one of the others.”

I can’t help but notice this last bit sounds more like a command than friendly advice. “Well, it is an important choice, one I will carry with me the rest of my life, so I’ll take them all under equal consideration. Anything I should know about those I’ve met thus far?”

She dips her head to the side, a nod of acknowledgement of my point. “Lord Hefen is quite arrogant, but I think you found that out already.”

I fight a blush. So, she did see that little display with Zyren.

“Lord Jode has a temper when he drinks too much.” She nods outward to one of the men out in the crowd, the third one I danced with. “Your best choices for husband, level-headed and steadfast, would be Lord Wyn, or of course, my nephew, Baron Ethanas.”

Silence falls between us for several moments.

“If I marry your nephew, we’ll be family,” I say. “Which secures your line to the throne in Selaye.”

“I would be thrilled, of course, with both of those outcomes,” Esbella says with a sly smile. “And considering that my armies will win back your throne, it seems fitting.”

“Indeed.” We lock gazes for several long moments. “Well, let me finish my courtesy dances.”

I feel Zyren’s eyes on me, heavy as the sky, as I walk back out toward the dance floor. Within moments, one of the remaining lords approaches and offers his hand to lead me out onto the floor. I dance with him, and then the other. I make a point to seek out Lord Wyn for a more intimate conversation off the dance floor. He has a castle east of here, sitting on the coast, where the ocean is frozen and strange sea beasts sit on the cliffs and call to each other in a sort of song each full moon. He tells me of his two thousand warriors, and the town surrounding his castle, and his love of hunting and weaponry. He is handsome and seems reasonable enough, but there is just one problem, one problem that is the same for all of them.

None of them are Zyren.

When the clock chimes midnight, I find myself in a similar conversation with the baron, who has found some sparkling newfound interest in me that miraculously appeared just this evening, after his complete and utter disdain of the two previous days. I pretend to be interested in tales of his exploits against frost dragons and snow ghouls and the mountain wolves in the peaks not far from here. He commands the three thousand men stationed here in the Court of Memory. He asks about my upbringing in Aureon, and shares memories of my father from long ago when they rode together on a journey to stamp out an attack from the Septarus on lands south.

“History has a way of repeating itself, doesn’t it?” he says with a grim smile. “Tomorrow, we ride south to handle the Septarus yet again.”

“It certainly does.” Because here I am, yet again, forced to marry someone I barely know. Forced to make terrible choices to protect my people and my realm.

“I don’t suppose I could convince you to stay behind,” he says. “Stay safe behind these walls until we defeat Avonia and I return victorious.”

I lock my gaze onto his. “Swords alone will not win this battle. The nightmares must be dealt with, and only I have the magic to put them back where they belong. If we win this war, it will be a joint effort.”

His eyes flare a moment at my boldness, but then he smiles. “I like the sound of that. Joint effort.”

I shiver, because I know where this is going, can hear the words before they come out of his mouth.

Baron Ethanas goes down on one knee. “If you are willing, I think we would make a formidable pair. I offer you my hand and my house. Be my wife, Sarielle Otreyas.”
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Chapter Thirty

Sarielle

Istare at Baron Ethanas, my heart hammering in my chest. Behind him, about a dozen paces away, I can see Zyren over the baron’s head, and even from here I can see thin wisps of shadow spinning off him, see the murder in his gaze.

I’ve spent the most time with the baron, I know who he is when he’s not trying to impress me, when he couldn’t care less. And an indifferent prick is something I can handle. It would be best if my husband, since I have to have one, ignores me entirely. I just need my army, and the baron is the easiest choice.

I can’t bring myself to smile, but I say, “I accept.”

The baron rises, taking my hand and kissing it before thrusting our intertwined hands into the air. His voice booms out for all to hear. “We are to be wed!”

Applause swells throughout the throne room, deafening in its ferocity. I glance over at Zyren, and his gaze has gone cold, stony, as if he’s a statue glued to the floor. The baron leads us out into the throngs of people, and we are inundated with celebratory words and well wishes. The queen approaches and hugs me, and I force a smile on my face as we lead a final dance for the evening. I can feel my heart frosting over, that now familiar feeling, just as it had in Selaye the night before my wedding to the king. Just as it had when Zyren had turned away from me, refusing to acknowledge our marriage as anything other than duty.

I feel numb as the dance concludes, and the baron leads me back to my room. I am overly conscious of Zyren trailing behind him, the swell of his magic pressing against me. The baron holds my hand, his fingers softly brushing across mine as we walk. When we reach my room, I turn to bid him farewell, but he steps in close, his voice a deep purr. “Would you like me to stay?”

My heart skips a beat, my throat running dry. I bat my eyes demurely. “I’d rather wait until our wedding night.”

“As my future wife desires.” He brushes his lips over my knuckles, then shoots me a smoldering gaze. “If you change your mind…”

“I won’t.” I smile politely and let myself into my room, closing the door behind me. Then I turn my back to it, heart racing in panic, listening as his footsteps retreat.

The baron will be my husband, if we even survive the battle. I will spend the rest of my life shackled to someone I don’t even like.

I hear the door to Zyren’s adjacent room open and then close behind him, and he stalks toward me, fury in his eyes. “I don’t want to fight, Zyren,” I growl, avoiding his gaze as I walk toward the bed. “You know I had to…”

He grabs me and spins me just as I reach the edge of it. The light from the fire a few feet away burns in his eyes. “I know,” he says. “I don’t want to fight either.”

And he crushes me against him.

His hands slide around me, and his mouth meets mine with all the maddening torture of the last few hours. Tongue and teeth collide, and I moan into his mouth, wrapping my arms around his neck, digging my nails into his back. I tug off his jacket, his tunic, snap off his belt, pull down his pants. A sharp sound rends the air as my beautiful red dress is shredded by Zyren’s hands, split down the side and tugged off of me in a matter of moments. Our shoes follow, and then we are bare except for the glittering necklace at my throat.

Zyren lifts me and I wrap my legs around his waist as he carries me to the white fur rug in front of the fire. He drops to his knees and our lips meet again, burning more ardently than all the stars in the sky. We are the fire, we are the dark night, we are shadow, and we are magic.

I lie back on the fur, pulling Zyren with me. “I need you now,” I growl, reaching for the length of him, guiding it toward my sweet core.

“Not yet,” he says, his voice rumbling across my skin as he kisses my neck. “I want you to remember this night for as long as you live.”

I know I’m in trouble, then, as he begins to kiss his way down my body. He stops to lick each pink nipple, he kisses down my stomach and bites along my hip bone. When he starts kissing and licking the inside of my thigh, a shiver moves over my whole body. He works his way back up until he’s an inch from the opening to my magic. He flicks his tongue along the length of it once and a moan escapes my lips.

Then he pulls back, looking me up and down. “You are so gorgeous, in the firelight. I will remember you, just like this.”

And then he buries his face between my legs.

A cry rips from my throat as he enters me with his tongue, with both ferociousness and expert precision. My hips buck up off the floor, but he just holds me more firmly, tasting me, torturing me, pleasuring me unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. The desperation of this night sings between us, everything heightened, every sensation amplified. Bliss begins to ripple across my core, and Zyren moves faster, harder, pushing me to the highest cliff, and then over. I break into a million pieces, shimmering, glittering waves of pleasure claiming every inch of my body.

He doesn’t give me time to recover. He pounces when I am still limp and quivering with echoes of ecstasy, climbing over me and then thrusting inside in one swift movement. I wrap my legs up and around him as he slides out and then buries himself inside me once again. He lets out his own moan, and his eyes meet mine, holding me there, so we can both see the pleasure building in our gazes. He slows then, gyrating his hips back and forth, the pleasure building to a crescendo again almost instantly.

My fingers dig into his back as he slides in and out. I can’t imagine doing this with anyone else. He is my heart, the only love I will ever have. Right here, in this moment, our bodies and our magic are one. Shadows begin to spin out of me, as well as golden light. Sparks of gold wrap around us, and Zyren’s shadows merge with mine, soft like an approaching storm, a steady rumble of thunder. The light of the flames flicker over us, and we are light and dark, sun and moon, day and night. A perfect balance.

Zyren kisses me, his tongue tangling with mine again, and thrusts powerfully once, twice, a third time. I cry out against his mouth as those ripples of bliss find me again. Zyren growls and begins to shudder against me, but he continues rolling his hips, moving deep inside me. And then, together, we lose ourselves in a rush of pleasure, the universe fracturing into endless fragments of light once again.

We lay there after our climax fades, clinging to each other, until we fall asleep in the warmth of the fire.
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I’m not sure when the dream finds me. Or when I find it.

All I know is that, quite abruptly, I’m in the Amethyst Palace, in Lilette’s room. I’ve seen her almost every night in my dreams, though in none of them since the second time have I actually been able to speak to her. As if whatever magic connected us in the ice forest is fading. Like she’s slipping away from me.

Tonight is different in another way, too. The palace is dark and silent. Moon streams in through the large windows, illuminating Lilette’s empty bed. My heart stills when I look at it. It’s not only vacant, but the sheets and covers are tangled and pulled off to one side, pooling on the floor. Lilette would never have left her room in such a state; the coriata had trained us to be tidy from a very young age.

It looks as if she’d been dragged out of her bed.

My heart resumes its beating, climbing into my throat as I stride quickly from the room. The door is open, as is the door across the hall. That room is already empty, with the bed in similar disarray. I continue down the hall to the next room and the next and the next, and they’re all the same. I begin to run, racing down each hall, looking for someone, anyone, but no one is there. The palace is completely empty, and the courtyard beyond, and the cathedral beyond that.

Lilette and the other priestesses have all been taken.

I sit bolt upright, gasping and clawing at the air in panic. The first thing I see is the fireplace as I blink sleep from my eyes, the next is Zyren as he is instantly awake alongside me, his eyes scanning the room for a threat. I can’t form coherent words at first, but slowly, gradually, I’m able to describe what happened.

“What or who do you think took them?” he asks, his brow crinkled in concern.

I shake my head. “I have no idea. Lilette told me, in the last dream where we spoke, that priestesses were vanishing. But she made it sound like one at a time, not a mass abduction.”

“And you’re sure they didn’t flee on their own? Perhaps they heard of an impending attack?”

“No. The beds were all the same. It wasn’t just that they were unmade, in most cases they were half-ripped off the bed.”

Zyren wraps an arm around me. “I wish we could do something.”

Tears spring to my eyes. “It’s just all…. It’s too much. Avonia. The nightmares. My deal with the demon.” My breath comes in quick gasps as I start hyperventilating, panic coursing through my veins. “Having to marry the baron. All for just the smallest chance that we’ll actually win. That we can get Valaron back. And now… now Lilette is…”

I can’t even finish. Can’t bring myself to say the words out loud, because I’m hoping against hope that I’m wrong. But my hope, what little spark there was left of it, vanished with the women in my dream. Sobs wrack my body and I collapse against Zyren, sucking in sharp, painful gasps of breath in between shudders.

Zyren holds me, stroking my hair. “I will do everything in my power to make this right, Sarielle. Don’t give up. Not when we’ve made it this far. We ride at dawn, with an army that stands a chance against Avonia’s forces.”

“But if we win, I have to marry Baron Ethanas. And you and I…” I suck in a shaky breath again, burying my face in his chest.

Zyen is silent for several long moments. When he speaks, his words are slow, careful. “I failed you before. I should never have let you stand there, on the steps of Selaye, ready to marry my brother after what he threatened to do to you.” He lifts my chin so our eyes meet. “I will regret that day forever. And I won’t make the same mistake again. If you want me to, I will tell the queen our secret, that we married to renew the spell and keep the nightmares at bay. I know you are good and honorable and want to save Valaron, but you don’t have to marry the baron. You’ve sacrificed enough already.”

I stare into those silver eyes, my breath leaving me in a rush. “It wasn’t your fault, Zyren. I went to that altar willingly, to save my realm. And I will do it again if I have to. That is what a queen does. It’s my fate.”

“You and I share a dark fate,” he whispers, resting his forehead gently against mine. “I would burn this entire world if it meant keeping you safe, keeping you happy. I would let every single fae die to save your life alone. I shouldn’t feel this way. It is blasphemy even to say it. But it’s true.”

Shock pulses through me, and I pull back and look at him again. “I don’t—you would really do that for me?”

He runs a hand through his hair as if frustrated, a grim laugh escaping his lips. “Of course I would, Sarielle. Because I love you.”

Time slows and then freezes as I stare at Zyren. My lips finally form the words my brain is screaming over and over again. “You love me?”

Anger and disbelief flash over his face. “Are you blind? I’m madly in love with you. Why do you think I’ve made such terrible choices? Why I couldn’t stop myself with you that first night in the meadow, betraying my king and my brother? Why I keep coming back to you even when we both know we shouldn’t?”

“I-I thought it was just physical,” I stammer, “an attraction between our inner nightmares…”

“That may be what it is for you, but not for me,” he growls.

“No,” I gasp. “That’s not what I’m—it’s just that you can’t love me. You can’t.” Horror rises in my chest, and I feel a crushing blackness tightening around me, threatening to pull me under. All this time I thought my love was unreturned, I thought he was safe…

“Don’t tell me I can’t.” He pulls back. “I could no sooner stop how I feel than I could lift the moon. I’ve tried, Sarielle. A guardian shouldn’t love his ward. It’s the biggest betrayal of my oath that there is. I’ve tried so hard not to love you. But it remains an immovable and eternal fact. I will love you until I draw my last breath. And I will love you in the next life, and the one after that.”

Fresh tears run down my cheeks. I should be happy, but I can’t be. Because his words are his death sentence. “You can’t love me because if you do…”

His brow furrows. “Because what?”

“The book…”

“What book?”

“My family history. I read it there… I told you how the nightmare blood from that first union, the first war, how it doesn’t hit every Otreyas or Lyonian. But I didn’t tell you the rest.”

He’s staring at me, face set in a grim line. I take a deep breath and continue.

“If it happens that a male heir of Lyonian blood and a woman of Otreyas blood fall in love, and both happen to have nightmare blood and magic…” I force myself to meet his gaze as I utter the dark secret I’ve kept these past weeks. The secret I thought I would never have to tell. “The man will slowly go insane, and then… die.”

Zyren blinks several times, then shakes his head. “Sarielle, that’s an old book. That sounds like superstition, or maybe a series of unfortunate coincidences…”

“I can’t take that chance.” I shake my head firmly. “I won’t risk your life. I thought all this time… I mean, half the time you act as if you can’t stand being in my presence.”

“Only because I know I failed you,” he groans. “Only because I keep trying to find a way to redeem myself, only to fail again and again and again.”

“You didn’t fail me,” I whisper. “You could never fail me.”

We stare at each other, and then a realization moves over Zyren’s face. “Before… you said that if a Lyonian and Otreyas fall in love… does that mean?”

A half-sob trembles up through my chest. “I’ve loved you since before the meadow. I’m pretty sure I made that abundantly clear.”

Zyren pulls me against him, and his mouth finds mine. This time he is slow and sweet, kissing me until the room around us falls away, and it feels like we’re the only two beings who exist in the universe. When he enters me, he takes his time, stretching out the pleasure for an eternity until we both dissolve in ecstasy against each other. And then he begins again.

When we hear the blast of clarion horns outside the castle walls, we realize the night must have passed us by in our hours entwined together. I look at Zyren in panic. Surely it’s not dawn yet. But before we can speak, another set of horns can be heard from further away.

Zyren’s face grows stormy.

“Something is wrong.”
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Chapter Thirty-One

Zyren

Ihelp Sarielle up off the fur and we hastily get dressed. She leaves her ripped red dress on the bed, and dons pants, a tunic, and a fur-lined cloak instead. When we reach the door, I pause and pull her against me, my lips pressing softly to hers.

“Whatever happens out there, remember that I love you,” I say. “I will always love you. I don’t want you to exist another moment in this life without realizing that.”

Her golden eyes glow, her smile breathtaking. “As long as you remember that I love you, too.”

“Yes, my darling. I promise.”

I open the door, my eyes lighting instantly on Owyn, who is stepping out of his room with a perplexed look. “Did you hear the horns? They’re not leaving without us, are they?”

“I don’t know,” I say, shaking my head, my jaw tight. I don’t have a good feeling about this, whatever it is. “Let’s go find out.”

We stride through the castle. The few windows to the outside reveal that it’s still dark, though the sky has that haziness that announces the approach of dawn. It should be another hour at least until we march. Was the second set of horns just a latecomer from the northern armies who didn’t make it in time for the ball last night?

When we reach the courtyard, we find a state of chaos. By torchlight I can see warriors running back and forth, half-dressed, some still strapping on their swords. Most of them are massing behind the main gate in the distance. In the village, people are poking their heads out their windows, looks of bewilderment on their faces. Several loose horses gallop in front of us, a stable hand clearly having lost control of them.

It snowed overnight, and it’s still coming down lightly now, sparks of diamond against the dusky purple sky. Everything is dusted in white, and small banks of crystalline powder collect in odd places, driven by the wind. Frost bites my cheeks and tries to make its way under my cloak. Above the noise in the courtyard, I can hear a clamor beyond the gate, the sound of a very large army.

I see Baron Ethanas making his way across the courtyard toward the gate, a stern look on his face. “Stay here,” I tell Sarielle, and I start after him.

“I will not,” she barks, following me. Owyn and Merla follow as well.

When we reach the back of the crowd gathered at the gate, I slip in between people, following the path the baron has carved through his men. He heads for the tower on the left side of the gate. I move faster so I don’t lose him, and I catch up as he begins to climb the steps into the tower. He turns when he hears my footsteps, and his eyes widen when he sees Sarielle behind me.

“Sarielle, go back to your room,” he commands. “I will retrieve you shortly, after I see what’s going on.”

My chest tightens. That means it’s not one of the northern armies arriving late.

“Excuse you?” Sarielle growls, her expression turning deadly. “I will do no such thing.”

The baron’s eyes narrow. “The Queen of Valaron, and my future wife, should not risk her life so foolishly. Stay here.”

“Is this how you always address women, let alone women who outrank you?” I ask, my tone darker than the sky. It takes all my strength not to cut him down where he stands.

He makes a gesture to the warriors on either side of Sarielle, but she has her shadows up and around her before they can lay a hand on her. “Touch me and you will regret it,” she snarls. The men blanch and look to their leader.

A look of fury flashes over the baron’s face. “We will address your disobedience later. Just stay in the stairwell so you’re not a target.”

He rushes up the steps. For a moment, I think Sarielle is going to blast him with her magic, but she seems to decide that whatever is outside the gate is more important. We follow him up into the tower. When we reach the top, we pause in the doorway, looking out across the walkway between battlements, and beyond, to the snowy plains leading up to the castle.

There, black and red against the pure white snow, is an army stretching as far as my eyes can see in the pre-dawn light.

Only one person possesses an army of this size. Avonia. How had she known we were here? Sarielle killed all the nightmares that attacked us. Or at least I thought she had. Had she missed one, or was this just a lucky guess? It’s an insane journey to make based on a hunch.

A horrifying thought washes over me. Had she found where the survivors from Selaye and House Lyonian were hiding in Valor’s Keep and killed them all? Tortured an answer from someone?

The baron’s voice booms out across the battlement to his warriors. “Have they said or done anything, after sounding their horns to announce themselves?”

“No, my lord,” one of the warriors responds. “They sounded the horns and since then they’ve just been standing there.”

The army is set back from the castle walls, beyond the moat a couple hundred feet. No doubt they don’t want to be beset upon by arrows, catapults, or magic. It’s eerie, however, how still they’re all standing. I can make out the warriors in the dim light, all at attention, eyes forward, arms straight at their sides. It’s like they’re waiting for something.

Footsteps ring behind me and Esbella pushes her way past Sarielle to join her nephew. He turns, his eyes widening. “My queen! It’s not safe here. You should step back into the stairwell.”

“Hush,” she says, her voice emanating with absolute power, silencing him with one word. She gazes out across the scene before her for several long moments, then turns to sweep her gaze over me and Sarielle. “Well, I suppose this doesn’t change much. Now we don’t have to travel to meet them. And our position is highly defensible.”

Sarielle nods. “That is true.”

“But why are they just standing there?” Esbella muses, echoing my thoughts from moments before, her brow crinkled with consternation.

Silence falls for several moments, and then, far off in the distance, I see movement, a flash of something in the dark. In the same breath, Sarielle lets out a gasp of horror. I tear my eyes from the sky ahead for a moment, spinning my gaze to hers. “What is—”

And then I feel it. A nightmare, one of the ancients, like the one Sarielle had killed. Avonia had freed another?

A strange sound rends the sky, like a great wind cutting across the plains. Avonia’s warriors ripple, their stoic formation shifting ever so slightly. I realize then, a moment before it comes into view, what the sound is. It’s the sound of wings, massive wings beating down the air, slicing through the sky.

It comes into view, the biggest nightmare I have ever seen. It looks somewhat like a dragon, but no one looking at the thing could mistake it for an ordinary dragon, not with eyes that are spinning vortexes, a mouth that could be a portal to another world. And its wings… its wings are huge black spiny things, but between the bones and joints, glowing galaxies can be seen. The size isn’t what makes my heart tremble in my chest, however. This creature feels older and more eternal than anything I’ve ever encountered in all my centuries here in Valaron.

Even though it could, the nightmare does not fly over the walls of the castle. Instead, the massive thing lands right before the gates. I stride to the battlement and look over, transfixed. The monster shakes its head and peers upward. I can see the death of all things in those eyes, the end of everything.

Two people sit on the back of the winged terror. The one closest to its head is Avonia. For a moment, her face blocks the second person sitting behind her, but then she shifts, and the blood drains from my face, and my world tips entirely upside down.

The person seated behind Avonia is my brother, the King of Valaron.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

Sarielle

From where Zyren stands at the edge of the battlement, his head whips around and his eyes land on mine, his expression stricken. I don’t hesitate. I run to him, closing the five feet between us in two big strides.

When I look over the edge of the wall and down at the thing below us, my breath leaves my chest all in one big rush.

Zyren’s brother?

It can’t be. This has to be an illusion. I saw him die, saw his blood pour out across the steps of the Court of Nightmares. Saw him staring sightlessly up into the sky. He died that day, moments before we were wed.

Moments before…

Right? The ceremony hadn’t actually been completed, had it? I remember the sorcerer cutting our palms, Jonavus grabbing mine and mixing our blood before I could pull away from him. But Xinius had still been performing the spell, so it hadn’t been final. It hadn’t been… it couldn’t be…

The winged nightmare is so massive that Avonia and Jonavus can both stand upright on its back. They stare up at us, and I hear the queen gasp. Her face shows clear recognition of the man standing beside Avonia, the man she knows as her king. Her head pivots and her eyes lock onto mine, a storm of emotions moving across her face.

And then the king’s voice booms across the darkness.

“Loyal subjects of Valaron, residents of the Court of Memory. We have come here, not to seek war, but to seek my wife, Sarielle Otreyas!”

His eyes find mine, those cruel, bright points of sapphire piercing me like a spear.

“You are not my husband!” I yell, my voice carrying just as powerfully. “I saw Jonavus Lyonian die. Whatever dark magic this is, you are not him!”

I feel Zyren’s shoulder brush against mine, his heat washing into me. I look at him, a quick dart of the eyes, and see that his face still bears the same look of horror. Does he actually believe this could be his brother?

Jonavus, or the thing that looks like Jonavus, lifts his arms in the air. “I am alive, I can assure you of that. Come outside, Sarielle, before we are compelled to collect you by force.” His gaze pivots to Esbella, standing on the other side of me. “I would hate to make enemies with those who have long been loyal at the Court of Memory.”

Esbella turns toward me, her body shaking with rage. “You lied to me. You are a traitor to the crown.”

“I did not lie to you,” I say, my words coming out in a rush of frantic breath. “I saw him die, I swear it…”

“Enough!” she snaps. “How can you expect me to believe you when the king stands outside the walls of my castle!”

“It’s not him.” I shake my head, my chest fluttering in panic. “It’s not.”

“You have sixty seconds!” Jonavus shouts.

The queen spins, and with a single gesture, two dozen warriors rush for me and Zyren. I summon my shadows, as does Zyren, and we blast through the first wave of them. I can hear the baron screaming in rage. As we spin and fight our way through the onslaught, I realize Owyn and Merla are with us, all of us with our backs together, facing outward, cutting a path.

We break free from the mass of warriors and flee down the battlement. I don’t know where we’re going to go, just that I want to get as far away from the king as possible. I’m not even sure there’s anywhere in Valaron we can now hide, now that Avonia has a lookalike of the king. Whatever dark magic she has wrought, we are doomed now. No one will take us in.

But I keep fighting, because that’s all I can do.

I’m almost to the corner of the battlement when I feel a rush of magic, and the castle walls explodes beneath my feet. Zyren lunges for me, and we tumble into darkness.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

Sarielle

Irise from blackness slowly, my head spinning and my vision spotty. The first sensation to hit me is bone-chilling cold. My skin feels hard, icy.

I shift my body slightly, which sends a spike of pain down my spine. My hands are bound tightly behind my back with thick, rough pieces of rope. Panic rolls through me.

The wall. An explosion. Falling. Darkness.

Avonia.

She must have blasted us off the wall. And now…

I rotate my head, trying to see where I am. A tent erected over the snow. That’s why I’m so cold. I’m literally lying on snow. I’m also alone. Or at least from what I can see in my limited field of vision.

Sucking in a deep breath to steel myself, I roll my body, gritting through the pain, until I flop all the way over onto my other side. I think I broke something in the fall, one of my shoulders maybe. That seems to be the source of the agony every time I move.

Once I’m on my other side, I see that Owyn and Merla are lying bound a few feet away from me. I also see the entrance to the tent. A swirl of snow slips in through the flap, and up around the boots of the guard standing there. His eyes narrow when he sees me, and he turns and steps outside, no doubt to tell Avonia I’m awake.

Owyn is facing away from me, and I can’t entirely see Merla on the other side of him to tell if they’re awake. “Can you hear me?” I call.

“Aye,” Owyn says, his voice laced with pain.

“And Merla? Is she okay?”

“I’m okay,” she says, though her voice is more faint than usual. “My legs are broken.”

“Oh, goddess…” I close my eyes a moment. “And you?” I ask Owyn.

“My nose had a run-in with one of the warrior’s fists.”

I wince. So he’d been conscious at some point after we fell from the wall. I try to keep the terror out of my voice as I ask the question that’s been burning on the tip of my tongue. “Where is Zyren?”

“He’s having a reunion with his dear brother,” says a voice that makes my body even colder than it already is.

Avonia straightens from where she’d just ducked through the tent opening. A strange mix of relief and horror and rage burn through my body. Zyren is alive, that’s the most important thing. But here I am again, Avonia’s prisoner. The woman who slaughtered my entire family, who made the Otreyas line nearly extinct. The woman who has hunted me since the moment I stepped foot in Valaron.

She stands there, flame-colored hair and black armor, and I notice she has a strange metal appendage attached to the stub where Zyren cut off her arm rescuing me the last time. There’s a glow of magic about it. As I watch, she flexes her fingers, and the dim light inside the tent hits the metallic surface as it moves.

“You know,” she continues, “I had no idea that your guardian was Lyonian royalty. And I’m not often surprised. That was a well-kept secret.”

“A guardian must sever their ties to all titles and attachments. Surely you know that,” I say.

“But he certainly didn’t adhere to that with you, now did he?” She smiles, and it’s all ice and daggers. “To marry one’s ward… that’s a bit unorthodox, to say the least.”

Even though I can’t see Owyn’s face, I can read his shock in the way his body tenses.

“We had to complete the spell to seal the nightmares back in their territory. It was the purest form of duty to his realm.”

“Pure? I’m not so sure.” Her smile widens. “Something tells me the two of you have done a great many unpure things together.”

I ignore her barb. “The spell seems to have failed, though. How did you do it, Avonia? How did you release nightmares through the seal on their territory?”

“When one possesses nightmare blood, they have access to magic that the Valaronians couldn’t even dream of.” She smirks. “No pun intended.”

She runs her hands across her belly, which has grown slightly since last I saw her a few weeks ago. She’d obtained her nightmare blood through direct union with one of the nightmares. But the way she’d said it… access to magic that the Valaronians couldn’t even dream of…

She doesn’t know Zyren and I possess nightmare blood, too.

I keep my face carefully blank. “So, your enhanced blood allowed you to summon nightmares to this side of Valaron. And I suppose that’s how you created a lookalike of King Jonavus.”

Avonia’s smile grows even more sharp and deadly. “Oh, my little queen, that is not a lookalike. It’s the king, alive and well.”

“But I saw him dead.” My words come out hard, despite the panic spiking through my veins, the horror. “I saw the blood, saw the life leave his eyes.”

“He was dead. He just didn’t stay dead.”

“But how…”

“Necromancy,” Owyn says, his voice cutting in for the first time. “One of the rarest forms of magic. But she’s leaving out an important detail.”

Avonia’s glittering gaze cuts over to Owyn. “Do enlighten the queen, sorcerer.”

“When necromantic magic is used, the person brought back from the dead is beholden to the person who wrought the spell,” Owyn says, his words simmering with anger.

My heart goes still. “So, the king is your slave.”

Avonia shrugs. “It makes things more convenient, don’t you think? You already saw how quickly the Court of Memory turned against you. I’ll likely kill him later. I haven’t decided yet. It was more a fun experiment than anything else.”

“What’s your next move, then? Name yourself queen and rule with Jonavus for as long as it suits you?”

“You’re forgetting a vital point, Sarielle.” Avonia takes a couple of steps forward until she’s standing over me. “I don’t just want to rule over Valaron. I want to rule all of Aureon.”

She squats down so her face is close to mine, her gaze locked onto me.

“And that’s where you come in, Sarielle.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four

Zyren

Istare across the tent into the eyes of my brother, eyes which had been dead and staring sightlessly at the sky the last time I’d seen them.

I’d known from the moment I saw him astride the nightmare with Avonia that it had truly been him. Some brotherly bond, some sense of the energy within him. His magic. Our shared blood.

From the chair I’m sitting in, bound tightly around the waist, wrists, and ankles, I try to gain control of the wild storm of emotions moving through me. Relief that he’s alive. Fury at the way he’d become my enemy, the things he’d threatened to do to Sarielle before he’d died. Guilt, that I had driven him to that dark place within his soul. Horror, because I know what Avonia must have done to him.

“You know that Avonia controls you now, since she used necromancy to bring you back?”

Jonavus looks unperturbed, sitting in the chair across from me as if he hadn’t a care in the world. “You don’t get to lead this conversation, brother. Last I saw you, you had slept with my bride-to-be, defiled her and defiled your honor as a guardian. Not to mention betraying your own blood. You disgust me.”

“I’m in love with her, Jonavus.” I don’t take my eyes off him, even as his words cut into the deepest, shameful wound I have in my heart. “I know I betrayed my oath, and you. I didn’t intend to, I fought against my feelings as hard as I could. And I failed.”

“You did fail,” Jonavus snarls. “In every conceivable way.”

“And I will work the rest of my life to atone for my sins. Saving Valaron is the first part of that. I will not allow Avonia to take the throne and destroy this realm and its people.”

Jonavus laughs. “You say that as if you’re in any position to stop us.”

Shadow fills my voice, and my magic pulses around me. “I will fight until there is no longer breath in my body.”

His gaze sparkles with malice. “Maybe I just kill you now and let Avonia raise you from the dead, so you’re controllable, too.”

Horror spikes through my veins, threatens to crush my chest. But I keep my voice steady. “If she’d commanded you to kill me, I’d already be dead.”

Jonavus shakes his head. “True. But outside of a direct command, I’m exactly the same person I was before. And while she hasn’t told me to kill you, I can still make my own choice to end you. For taking my wife from me.”

But he remains rooted in his chair, a sick smile on his face. “No, the better revenge is for you to watch me enjoy my wife.”

“She’s not your wife,” I growl, surging forward against my bonds.

“Xinius made the cuts, and we joined hands, joined blood, before I was killed.”

“But the ceremony wasn’t complete. Not to mention—” I cut off, not wanting to utter the words that damn me even more. But I’m not going to let my shame control me anymore. I’m done hiding from my truth. “Sarielle is my—”

“Oh, I know what you did, brother.” Jonavus’s words are saturated with hatred, his face twisted with rage. “You married Sarielle. That’s the only way the nightmares were sent back to their territory. Otreyas and Lyonian blood joined together.”

“I had to, to save my realm. And I would do it again.”

His next words stab me to the core. “Except me coming back to life makes your marriage invalid.”

“You died before the ceremony was complete!” I yell.

“Are you certain? Completely and without any doubt certain of that fact?”

I go still. I’m not certain. The only way to know for sure would be to find Xinius, to ask him if the joining of hands was enough to bind their marriage.

“That’s what I thought.” Jonavus smiles, cruel and blade-edged.

“Either way,” I growl, “I will not let you harm her. Do you hear me? A guardian is dangerous enough, but a guardian in love? If you touch a hair on her head, I will kill you again, brother.”

“Such a touching reunion,” Avonia says, stepping into the tent. Her gaze flicks to Jonavus. “It is time.”

“Time for what?” I snarl, but they both ignore me. Three guards stride in and untie me from the chair so I can stand. I’m still bound at the wrists and ankles, enough that I can walk forward with small steps, but not enough to run. I don’t fight back. Not yet. I need to find Sarielle.

Avonia and Jonavus duck out of the tent and the guards haul me out after them, shoving me forward and prodding me in the back when I don’t walk fast enough. They laugh when I trip and go to my knees in the snow because of the ropes. We move between a sea of tents. The shadow of the castle looms over us, but we travel away from it, out into a large field between the tents. Sarielle, Owyn, and Merla are already there, bound as I am. Merla is on her knees at a weird angle, her legs must be injured.

“Zyren!” Sarielle cries when she sees me. I try to go to her, but the guards grab me and drag me a few paces away.

And then a sound cuts through the air, the sound of vast wings. A dark spot on the horizon moves toward us, more quickly than should be possible. The massive, winged nightmare circles in the sky overhead, then lands in front of us. The earth shakes as it lands, and snow and ice fly up, spraying across us. I turn and attempt to cover my face. The thing lets out a low growl that vibrates in my heart.

“Now that we’re all back together, it’s time to create an even grander reunion,” Avonia calls, her voice fever-pitched with zeal. “The reunion of Valaron with the rest of Aureon. A plan two thousand years in the making.”

“I will not help you,” Sarielle growls, spitting on the ground toward Avonia. “You are insane.”

“But that’s why Zyren and your friends are here,” Avonia croons. “If you refuse, I will feed them to Astherius one by one as you watch. And she will do it slowly.”

The nightmare lets out another growl, its eyes narrowing as it gazes on us hungrily.

Sarielle’s eyes go wide with panic, spinning to catch on mine.

“Who’s first?” Avonia asks, walking down the row of us standing there, her eyes grazing over us. She pauses in front of me. “Your guardian seems the obvious choice, but maybe I’ll save the best for last.”

She continues walking, stopping in front of Owyn. “Don’t think I don’t recognize you, sorcerer. The son of House Saorsen, long thought to be dead. Best friends with your brother, Sarielle. He avoided the slaughter all those years ago, so today seems fitting.”

Owyn glares at Avonia, and a flare of magic pulses off him. “I would gladly die for my queen. Any one of us would. Sarielle isn’t going to destroy all of Aureon for the lives of three people.”

Avonia shrugs. “Perhaps.” She continues on to Merla, who is closest to Sarielle, stopping in front of her. “You, my dear, are no stranger, either.”

Merla stiffens, her eyes flaring with abject terror.

A chuckle. “Did you think I would not recognize one of my own? You are Septarus, through and through. A slave, judging by the tattoo on your left earlobe.”

Owyn struggles against his bonds, a growl rising from his throat. “Leave her alone.”

Avonia looks to Sarielle. “Perhaps I just send this one back to the slave camps. Death would be too easy for one who deserted her own people. A traitor and a coward. I’ll make sure every day she lives a torturous existence. The Septarus slavers are renowned for their incredible cruelty, and their specialized skills in torture. And for a deserter? They would find new levels of agony for this one to endure.”

Sarielle’s jaw flexes, fury in her eyes. I can feel a pulse of magic burning in her core.

Avonia shrugs. “Okay. You don’t seem to mind condemning this girl to a life of torture. We’ll start with her. You’re more cutthroat than I imagined.” She cocks her head to the side. “I actually admire that in you, Sarielle.”

She lifts her hand and makes a gesture to her warriors, and several stride forward and grab Merla, hauling her up off her knees and dragging her backward. A scream rises from the girl’s throat, her eyes filled with dread. I spin, as do Sarielle and Owyn, watching in horror. Sarielle turns and looks at me. I catch her eyes and she nods.

Together, we call forth our shadows. It’s now or never.

But I feel another surge of magic. My gaze rotates to Merla. Through the fear and glimmer of tears in the girl’s brown eyes, I see a pulse of anger.

“I will not go back!” she screams, her voice ringing across the field. “My life belongs to me!”

And then, from the tiny, broken body being dragged through the snow, an enormous pulse of magic rocks the earth.
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Chapter Thirty-Five

Sarielle

One moment Merla is there, her eyes fixed on mine as if trying to tell me something, the next she is gone, a massive pulse of magic blasting out of her.

The warriors holding her dissolve in the blast, as do the tents at the edge of the field. Blue light nearly blinds me, and the impact knocks me and the others off our feet. I land hard in the snow. Screams fill the air, and the nightmare roars, rearing up and backing away. The smell of burned flesh hits my nose, making my stomach turn.

Tiny, sweet Merla is dead. She’d sacrificed herself for me. For Valaron.

And I know what I have to do now.

I stagger to my feet amidst the chaos. From deep within me, my shadows burst forth. They break the bonds holding me, and I spin to face the nightmare at my back. The deadly, winged terror that could demolish the entire castle behind us, raze mountain ranges to the ground.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Zyren and Owyn climb to their feet. But my only focus is the beast in front of me.

“Bow down before your queen,” I say, my voice low, but loud enough for the thing to hear me.

“I do not take orders from you,” it growls, a voice I can hear in my head only.

I unleash my shadows, firing them into the monster. She roars as my magic hits her, and she thrashes against me, flailing in the snow. After several long moments, she falls to her knees before me. I don’t let up, letting all of my power, all of my rage, pour into her until she trembles and finally bows her head, submitting to me.

I see Avonia running toward me in my periphery, but I ignore her. Zyren and Owyn intercept, knocking her back with a dual blast of magic both deep gray and amethyst-toned. I run for the nightmare, climbing up its foreleg and onto its back, and I scream for them to follow me. The Septarus warriors, seeing their ruler on the ground, and the nightmare under my thrall, back away in fear.

Zyren and Owyn climb up behind me on the nightmare’s back, and I lean forward, uttering a command, my voice resonating with power. “Take us there.”

And I point to the rift in the sky over the castle.

“It’s not big enough,” the nightmare growls in my head.

“It will be,” I respond.

The nightmare surges upward, its leathery wings beating the sky in powerful strokes. The icy wind whips around us, nearly sending me flying backward off the thing. Zyren and Owyn lean forward against me, all of us hugging low against the nightmare’s neck.

The rift in the sky is fast approaching, gold-green light pulsing from whatever lies on the other side of it. I raise my hands and send my shadows into the tear in the sky. My entire body shakes with the force of the magic moving through me, as if I myself am splitting in two along with the sky. I scream into the wind as power pours out of me, breaks me, as I become nothing but shadow and magic.

And the rift opens, widening, just as the nightmare dives toward it.

We plummet through. The light on the other side is blinding, and for a moment I can’t see anything. But then we collide with something, and the nightmare flips head over tail, hurling all of us from its back. I fly through the air, my breath leaving my lungs, color spinning around me as I catch sight of sky and trees and…

Earth. I slam hard into the ground, a field of golden grass. I roll several times before coming to a stop. Agony makes my vision go dark as my broken shoulder is slammed again and again.

For several long moments, all I can do is suck in air. Then I manage to roll over, clawing at the grass with my fingers. My vision spins, but I pull myself upright.

Owyn is lying a few feet beyond me, and Zyren a few beyond him. The nightmare is half-buried in the ground twenty feet away, but it stirs, still alive. Owyn moves a little as well. But Zyren is completely still.

A whimper rises from my throat, and I climb to my feet. “Zyren!” I jog toward him, panic racing through my veins.

That’s when I see the two warriors standing by the rift. It hovers only a dozen feet above the ground on this side, and through it I can see the ice-blue sky over the Court of Memory. The warriors begin to stride toward me, their expressions fierce. Both of them emanate powerful magic, some of the most powerful I’ve ever felt.

I stop a few feet away from Zyren, holding up my hands. “We mean you no harm!”

I risk a glance down at him. He stirs just the tiniest bit, and I see his chest rise and fall. Relief floods me. I turn my attention back to the strangers.

“Who are you? Speak quickly!” the woman barks. She’s got bronze-toned skin and raven-black hair that’s tied back behind her, trailing over one leather-armor covered shoulder. Her eyes are a deep purple. The man beside her is pale, with dark hair and golden eyes like mine.

“I am Sarielle, Queen of Valaron. We seek refuge here. Wherever… this… is.”

“You’re in Eldare,” the man says, a rumble of power moving across him.

The two of them glance at each other for the barest of moments, as if ascertaining the truth of my statement.

“My realm was overtaken by a tyrant named Avonia. I was forced to flee. I was raised in Eldare. I assure you I mean it no harm.”

“If you were raised in Eldare, then how did you get to Valaron? Let alone become its queen?” the woman asks, her gaze sharp.

“It’s quite a long story,” I say. “I am happy to tell you, but please let me make sure my husband is okay.”

The man looks over at the nightmare. “And that thing?”

“A nightmare. It obeys me, and will do you no harm, either.”

Another shared glance between the two warriors. The moment stretches, my heart pounding in my chest. Then the woman nods. “I’m Zara, and this is my husband, Asher. We will help you, so long as you are no threat to Eldare, or the rest of Aureon.”

Relief floods through me. We’d escaped, and we’re alive. It’s more than I could have ever dreamed possible an hour ago. In this moment, it’s all that matters. “You have my word, Zara.”

I turn my gaze from the warriors back to Zyren and I drop to my knees in the grass next to him. My hands flutter over his chest as the adrenaline spiking through my veins dissipates. He doesn’t appear to have any obvious wounds. I rest one hand gently over his heart. “Zyren? Are you okay?”

His eyes blink and then open. He looks at his surroundings, his expression dazed. Slowly, he sits up, wincing in pain as he moves. His eyes travel over me, Owyn, the newcomers, and the nightmare behind us. Then they move back to me.

I pull him into a careful hug. “You’re alive. Thank the goddess.”

When I pull back again, he’s looking at me with the strangest expression. His storm-gray eyes lock onto mine.

“I’m sorry,” he says, shaking his head. “How did I get here? And who are you?”
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