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Deep in the Darkwood, a mystic portal awaits...

Mara Geary faces a bleak future in the village of Little Hazel until, on the eve of her seventeenth birthday, strange glowing lights beckon her into the mysterious shadows under the trees. She follows, hoping for adventure. What she finds is her destiny...

Prince of the Hawthorne Court, Brannon Luthinor has spent his life becoming a powerful warrior in order to save his people. Now, on the eve of war, his fate is rapidly approaching. 

Centuries ago, the Dark Elves retreated to their homeland of Elfhame, sealing the portal between their lands and the human world. But when their realm is threatened, prophecy demands that the doorway be opened, and that Bran marry whatever mortal woman manages to find the hidden key and unlock the door.

Thrown together, Bran and Mara forge an unlikely alliance. But in the face of evil, will they be able to trust their lives - and their hearts - to one another? 
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There was no music at Castle Raine, little light, and the fresh-quarried stones still bore the clammy chill of the earth.

A chill that Mara Geary was supposed to banish as part of her duties as one of the new maids. Not that she thought Castle Raine would ever be warm, not even in midsummer. It certainly was frigid now, in spring, with no hint of the softening air outside penetrating the tall stone walls or creeping in through the narrow windows.

Mara’s tallow candle sent flickering shadows dancing over the grey walls, lighting the way as she and Fenna, who had only been hired two days ago, hurried to the Great Room to light the fires. Mara’s wooden bucket of kindling bumped against her leg and the whisk broom at her waist rasped over her wool skirts with every step she took.

“It’s not what I imagined,” Fenna said as they knelt to clean the ashes out of one of the great hearths. “Somehow I thought it would be more exciting, serving at the castle.”

“Well, Castle Raine has only been finished for a month,” Mara said. “Perhaps once the weather turns warm and more lords and ladies come to visit, it will be more interesting.”

Fenna frowned and cast a look over her shoulder at the dark recesses of the Great Hall. “Dunno why anyone would want to come visit here. The castle’s grim enough, and then there’s the Darkwood just outside.”

Mara refrained from pointing out that the King of Raine lived at the castle now, and soon enough it would become a hub of activity. Fenna was a sweet girl, but not quick to put all the pieces together.

Still, it was true that life as a maid in Castle Raine had been dreary so far. If she were honest with herself, Mara had to admit that she, too, had thought working at the castle would be less full of drudgery and more… She tried to find the right word for it. More lively.

“You don’t have to worry about the Darkwood,” she said to Fenna. “I know you’re from the coastlands, but the forest isn’t anything to fear.”

“But the stories…” Fenna trailed off, the sibilant echo of her words hanging in the shadowed air.

“Just old tales.” Mara finished sweeping up the last of the ashes and deposited them in Fenna’s bucket. “Nothing interesting has happened in the Darkwood for centuries. Not since the Dark Elves disappeared.”

“Were they real, then?” Fenna paused in laying the kindling and stared at Mara with wide eyes. “What if they decide to come out and murder us all in our sleep?”

Mara laughed. “Believe me, that won’t happen. There’s no magical doorway in the forest anymore. People have searched for generations.”

She didn’t mention that strange things still happened sometimes in the Darkwood. No point in frightening Fenna any further. And strange didn’t necessarily mean dangerous.

She brushed off her skirt and rose to her feet. “That’s this fire done. One more in here, and then we move to the smaller rooms.”

Only one peculiar thing had ever happened to Mara in the forest, and even now she wasn’t entirely sure it had been real. It had been on her thirteenth birthday, nearly four years ago. Mara had gone out with her siblings to fetch wood for their dwindling stores. Birthday or not, there was always work to be done.

As the middle child of five, she was used to being left on her own. Her older brother and sister were twins, and always paired up, even when they were fighting. Sometimes it seemed that they lived in a different world from the rest of the family, a world full of the secret language of shared birth that no one else could penetrate. 

Mara had tried for years, and when she’d finally given up and resigned herself to being nothing more than the tagalong, she’d found that her two younger sisters had made an alliance of their own, with no room left for annoying older siblings.

So there she was, the odd one out, quite literally.

The air had been cool that day in the Darkwood, and moist enough that dew still clung to the new leaves of the underbrush. Mara practiced walking silently and smoothly through the trees, letting the moss cushion her steps. She’d become used to her solitude, though she didn’t necessarily embrace it.

A few black-capped birds chirped and fluttered from bush to tree, their wings flashing whitely as they flew. She tried not to feel jealous that even the chickadees had companions when she did not.

Perhaps it was because of her birthday, or that the yearning inside her to belong somewhere was beginning to blossom into true misery, but she paused, tilted her head up to the feathery needles of the hemlock trees, and spoke.

“I wish that my life were different,” she said. “I wish something exciting would happen.”

There was no answer but the rush of the wind in the high branches. Sighing, Mara dropped her gaze back to the forest floor, searching for deadwood to stick in her burlap bag.

Then the breeze changed, murmuring down to pull at her brown hair and push against her skirts. The air felt thicker, as though filled with invisible mist, and she could no longer hear her siblings calling to each other through the trees.

Small, twinkling lights darted and danced in the shadows ahead, bright as candle flames. Mara’s breath hitched in fear, and in wonder. 

Something was happening.

The dark evergreens shivered, like animals sensing danger. Mara didn’t know whether to run toward the glimmering motes, or dash away in panic. Her heart thudded beneath her simple woolen dress.

Not yet.

It was a whisper of regret, rolling through the Darkwood. The breeze quieted and let go of her dress. The air grew lighter. The glowing lights abruptly winked out. Loss ached through her, but for what, she did not know.

“Mara, aren’t you done?” her older sister called, her tone sharp. “We’re ready to go.”

Mara wanted to shout back that they should leave without her. Maybe if she stayed, she would rediscover whatever little bit of magic she’d just seen.

But it was the cardinal rule of living beside the Darkwood: no one ventured there alone until they were well of age. The forest might not hold uncanny dangers any longer—though after what she’d just experienced, Mara wasn’t so sure—but there were plenty of other threats lurking in the wild depths of the woods. 

Bear, boar, and even wolves who howled in the winter at the far-distant moon. Not to mention poisonous mushrooms and spiders, sinkholes where a body could disappear forever, treacherous snags, and deep ravines.

Heaving a sigh, she turned and lugged her sack of branches back toward her family. She sent a single glance over her shoulder, but there was nothing to be seen but empty underbrush and ancient trees.

Later, she’d tried to tell her next-youngest sister what she’d experienced, but Pansy only looked at her.

“There’s nothing special about the Darkwood,” Pansy said. “I can hardly wait until I’m grown up and can marry a rich merchant and move away from here. Do you want to rot in Little Hazel forever?”

Mara didn’t know what she wanted, beyond a future that felt important and real. And though the idea of seeing the wider world was quite appealing, she was fairly certain her life wouldn’t feature a rich merchant.

“Where do we take the ashes?” Fenna’s question jolted Mara back to her work.

She blew out a breath and turned her mind back to tending the cold hearths of the castle. Back to a life that was small and exceedingly unimportant.

“The compost heap is behind the kitchen gardens,” she said. “I’ll show you.”

She led the other maid through the chilly stone corridors and into a grey morning filled with mist. The fog would burn off later, but for now everything was seen through a filmy veil. The tall trees of the Darkwood rising beyond Castle Raine’s walls were soft blurs, and the newly risen sun a flat coin barely rolling into the sky.

“The heap is here.” She dumped the bucket and powdery ash drifted down, covering the onion skins and withered greens on the top of the pile.

Something else slid out, too, with a soft clatter.

“What’s that?” Fenna leaned forward.

“Careful—sometimes there are still live coals buried in the ashes. Let me poke at it.”

Mara cast about and found a discarded stake at the edge of the heap. She prodded gently at the item. It glowed faintly, as an ember would, but the light was much cooler, a pale blue instead of the orangey-red of coals.

A puff of wind made the ashes swirl, and when it cleared, Mara could see what lay there.

It was a key—but the strangest one she’d ever seen. Cautiously, she poked at it again. The stick clicked lightly against the surface, which seemed to be made of glass. The key was as long as the measure of her fingertip to her palm. Eerily, the bow was formed to look like a grinning skull, the shank formed like a bone, and two teeth protruded at the end. 

“A key?” Fenna asked.

“Seems to be.” 

Mara gave it a wary glance. She didn’t remember sweeping it up, but somehow it had ended up in the ash bucket. It shone from the middle of the compost heap, and almost seemed to be laughing at them.

“Whatever do you think it opens?”

“I’ve no idea.” There was something very unsettling about the key.

“Suppose we’d better take it in to the housekeeper,” Fenna said doubtfully.

“Yes.”

They both stood there, unmoving. Clammy mist curled around them, and a bird called mournfully from the hazy trees beyond.

“Pick it up,” Mara said.

“What, me?” Fenna tucked her hands in her apron and backed up a step. “I’m the new girl, remember? It’s your job to do such things.”

Unfortunately, she was right. Mara pulled her handkerchief from her pocket and plucked the key from the compost, careful to keep the glass from touching her skin.

“Is it hot?” Fenna asked.

“No.” 

It wasn’t cold, either, but the warm temperature of something alive. Mara slid the key into her pocket. As soon as she and Fenna finished with the hearths, she’d have to turn the uncanny thing over to the housekeeper.

It might be adventure, a voice in her mind whispered. It might be important.

This was true—but Fenna had seen the key, too. It would mean instant dismissal if a maid kept any trinket she found lying about the castle, and this glass key was no exception. Mara couldn’t keep it, even if she wanted to.

She and Fenna completed their early morning chores, and then Mara went to find Mrs. Glendel, the housekeeper.

“I’m sorry, I have to return you,” she whispered to the key, patting her pocket as she went down the narrow servant’s hallway to the housekeeper’s office. However it had come to be in the ash bucket, surely it belonged somewhere far grander.

Mrs. Glendel was going over her household lists by the light of an oil lamp, and looked up sharply when Mara came in.

“My apologies for bothering you,” Mara said, “but Fenna and I found something while cleaning out the hearths.”

“Very good.” Mrs. Glendel stood and held out her hand. “Give it over.”

Mara reached into her pocket, then paused. A knot of discomfort formed in her belly as her fingers met her handkerchief—and nothing else. There was no warm, heavy weight in her pocket.

“Well?” The housekeeper waggled her fingers. The starched cuff of her brown dress drew a sharp line across her wrist.

“It’s here,” Mara said, her breath tightening. “I know it is.” 

She felt about in her pocket, jamming her fingers into the corners. Was there a stray hole the key had slipped out of?

All the seams were tightly sewn, however. In desperation, she turned out both pockets of her heavy woolen skirt. Her empty kerchief fluttered to the slate floor. Mrs. Glendel’s thin eyebrows rose higher in her seamed forehead.

“It seems you’ve misplaced the item, Miss Geary. What was it, pray tell?”

“A key. A strange glass key with a skeleton head.”

“Hm.” The housekeeper gave her a disapproving look. “No one’s reported such a loss. But you know that the place of every maid here depends on complete honesty. You have until tomorrow to find that key and bring it to me.”

“Of course.” Mara swallowed the sour taste of her own saliva.

“Then you are dismissed for now.” Mrs. Glendel sat back down and turned her attention to her papers.

“Yes, ma’am.” Mara bobbed a curtsey and let herself out the door.

She’d have to retrace every step and find that blasted key, wherever it had gotten itself to. Her job at the castle—little though she might love it—depended upon finding that key again.
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In the double-mooned realm of Elfhame, the halls of the Hawthorne Court were hushed, the dim corridors even more shadowed than usual. The Hawthorne Prince, Brannon Luthinor, strode in and out of patches of starlight thrown from the high windows onto the flagstones.

Although he was not pleased to be summoned to his father’s court, Bran let no hint of his feelings show. For this audience, he had replaited his black hair into formal warrior’s braids on either side of his face, and donned a court tunic of indigo silk embroidered with silver. 

He’d even washed the mud off his boots. Court opinion was brutal, and though he was protected somewhat by his rank and power, it was always best to give the gossips nothing to fasten upon.

Just outside the ornately patterned silver doors of the throne room, Bran paused. He’d rather face the gyrewolves and twisted spiderkin threatening their border than set foot inside this room filled with courtiers speaking untruths and twisting their actions to suit their ambitions. But the robed servant standing outside the room was watching him expectantly, and there could be no escape.

Settling his jeweled sword more firmly at his hip, Bran took a deep breath, then nodded at the doorman. The servant waved his hand, summoning the small magic that would open the double doors.

“His Highness the Hawthorne Prince, Brannonilon Luthinor!” 

The doorman’s voice rang out, and Bran stared impassively at the far wall as all eyes turned to him. A few gazes held admiration, others envy, but the worst were the ladies who viewed him as a means to an end, either for themselves or their daughters. That end being the Hawthorne Throne.

Their court was not the most powerful in Elfhame, but it was one of the oldest, and well placed among the seven ruling families.

Luckily, the circumstances of his birth provided an easy answer for why he was not yet married. It did not, however, provide him with a reasonable excuse for not taking mistresses—a fact that many of the women of the court liked to remind him of.

He’d had his share of dalliances, of course, but had no interest in weakening himself or his mission with misplaced attachment. Need for love made one vulnerable. He’d grown up learning that lesson, and had no desire to repeat it.

At the far end of the hall stood a raised dais, and upon it sat the Hawthorne Throne, occupied by Bran’s father, Calithilon Luthinor. The years lay lightly on his face, as was the way of their people, but silver threaded his once midnight hair, and his dark eyes held a weary cast.

Beside the ornately carved Hawthorne Throne stood a smaller, less elaborate chair where Bran’s mother, Tinnueth, sat. There was no trace of warmth or greeting in her expression, but that was no different from the reception he’d received from her all his life.

According to the gossip, the moment the prophecy had been pronounced over his newborn head, his mother had distanced herself. Although even with his younger sister, Anneth, their mother had never displayed an excess of affection.

“A heart like ice,” the nursery servants used to say after Tinnueth paid her obligatory visits to her young offspring.

Bran wasn’t supposed to understand, but he did. He’d grown up thinking he was flawed, unworthy of his mother’s care, and perhaps it had made him hard, but all good weapons must be made of stern stuff. Without that core of stone, he would not be half the warrior he was. 

A warrior who held the fate of Elfhame on his shoulders—and that fate was growing more perilous every day.

From his dais, the Hawthorne Lord lifted his hand in a clear summons, his eyes meeting Bran’s. Letting no hint of his reluctance show on his face, Bran made his way toward his parents. He murmured greetings to the courtiers as he slid past them like water. Most let him go with a nod or reply, but his passage was halted when a particularly cloying young woman named Mireleth gripped his sleeve.

“I’m so glad you’re back at court, milord,” she said, in a low voice that was meant to be seductive.

He nodded and disengaged himself from her hold. Despite their few dalliances, he was not interested in pursuing a connection with the woman. She, however, seemed unable to grasp that fact.

“I’ll visit you later,” she called as Bran strode away.

He did not respond. Even if he’d fancied Mireleth, the prophecy was very clear concerning his fate. He was destined to marry some ungainly mortal. There was no escaping it, but his life would be a little less miserable if he did not fall in love in the meantime.

Soon enough he reached the dais and dipped into a formal bow before his parents.

“Prince Brannon, you took your time in coming,” his father said. “I sent that summons a quarter moon ago.”

“Your pardon, my lord.” Bran kept his tone level. “I could not leave the front until we’d closed the current breaches and reinforced the barrier.”

Even then, it was risky for him to be gone. As one of the leaders, and the strongest magic user among the Dark Elf forces, they couldn’t afford for him to be away from the battle for long. But ignoring his father’s summons would have been worse.

His mother gave a delicate sniff, conveying her disapproval and disappointment. Bran ignored her.

“Is the fight going well?” his father asked.

“Well enough.” 

It was an outright lie, but Bran would say no more where the sharp ears of the courtiers might hear. Later, in the privacy of his father’s chambers, he would confide the desperate position the Dark Elves were in. 

And although he’d been dreading the fulfillment of the prophecy his entire life, if it didn’t happen soon there would be nothing left to save. The Void creatures infiltrating their world would destroy Elfhame and all its courts. By now, Bran almost welcomed his fate. Almost.

“It’s good to have you back in the Hawthorne Court,” his father said. “Meet with me later in my library, and you can recount to me your glorious tales of battle.”

The look in Lord Calithilon’s eyes promised that Bran would know then why he’d been summoned. It was not something he looked forward to hearing—though if it had to do with the prophecy, then perhaps the news would not be so unwelcome. The fate of Elfhame was paramount to his own wishes.

“My lord.” Bran bowed again, then stepped away.

He hated the dance of protocol, the layers of meaning hidden behind veiled words. And he hated to wait, especially when the barrier was not nearly as strong as everyone thought. As soon as he could escape the court for the haven of his rooms, he’d contact the front and see how they were holding.

Halfway across the throne room, he glimpsed his sister standing near the wall and altered his course to meet her. She was alone, a glass of nectar in her hand. As he approached he could see her struggling to keep her features composed in the cool expression required of court protocol.

“Lady Anneth.” He bowed before her, and could not prevent the corner of his mouth from curling up into a brief smile. His sister was the one person at court he truly cared for, and missed.

“Bran.” She held up the golden glass of nectar to hide her grin. “I’m so glad you’re home. How long can you stay?”

He glanced about, checking to make sure no eavesdroppers hovered nearby. “Not long, I’m afraid. They need me back at the battle.”

Anneth’s blackberry-colored eyes lost their merry sparkle. “Truly?”

“Don’t look so unhappy. I’ll sup with you at eventide, and you can tell me all the gossip of the court. Have you any suitors?”

A faint blush stained her pale skin. “Not to speak of.”

Bran arched a brow at her. “We’ll see about that.”

“You have your own future to think about, as well. Now that father…” She busied herself with her glass of nectar.

“What?” Cold foreboding swept through him.

“It’s not for me to say—and besides, he’s only dropped hints here and there.” She gave him a wide-eyed look. “I don’t know anything for certain. You’ll have to ask him yourself.”

“I will.” The sooner the better.

Bran glanced at the dais, to see Lady Tinnueth watching them with a calculating expression. What scheme were his parents brewing?

“I’ll see you at supper.” Bran made his sister a bow of farewell, then strode from the hall.

He did not slow his steps until he’d reached the privacy of his rooms in the family wing. Although he was not much in residence lately, everything was kept clean and ready for his arrival. 

He wanted to throw the bedroom shutters wide to the dusky air and fill his lungs with freshness instead of the stultifying formality of court. Instead, he made sure they were firmly latched. To counter the dimness in the room, he conjured a flickering ball of foxfire. The pale blue light bobbed at his shoulder as he checked the door, then went over to his saddlebags. On his orders the servants had left them undisturbed, though the head houseman had frowned mightily when Bran requested they leave the unpacking for him to do.

He drew out his silver scrying bowl, then poured a measure of water from the ewer on the nightstand until the bottom of the bowl was covered. Slowly, he sank down on the forest-green carpet in the center of his bedroom. It was not as soft as the mosses he was used to perching upon, but it did have the advantage of being dry.

With the ball of foxfire hovering above his head, Bran took several deep breaths to focus his magic. He held the bowl between his cupped hands. The surface was lit with pale blue, and the dark shadow of his silhouette.

He spoke the Rune of Scrying. The hiss of the word of power twisted round the bowl. Light flared up and Bran squinted against that brightness. When it faded, he bent over the surface. 

“Show me Hestil,” he said.

The image of the second-in-command of the Dark Elf forces appeared, shivering over the top of the water and then coming into focus: thin nose, narrow eyes the color of malachite, dark hair braided back from a battle-weary face.

 “Well met in shadow,” Hestil said.

“And in starlight,” Bran answered, the code words assuring her that he was alone and not under duress. “How goes the fight?”

Her lips tightened. “We’re holding, but your magic is sorely missed. How soon can you return?”

Bran gave a sigh that fluttered the surface of the water, making Hestil’s reflection waver. The Dark Elves could not win. Every time they threw back the invaders, another breach opened and more twisted creatures flowed out of the crack between the worlds. Even if Bran revealed how dire the situation was and brought every magic-wielding elf to the front, it was only a matter of time before they were overwhelmed.

But he would not share such hopeless thoughts with his second.

“I meet with my father later,” he said.

“Well, I hope your precious prophecy chooses to manifest soon. Doesn’t it say that during Elfhame’s greatest need, a doorway will open, bringing help?”

“That’s one interpretation.” Other than specifying that Bran must wed whatever mortal opened the door, the prophecy was annoyingly vague.

Hestil’s eyes narrowed. “I’d say the moment of need is fast approaching—especially if you dawdle overlong in your father’s court.”

“I’ll return as quickly as I can. I know how desperate our situation is.” He made his voice cold. It was not for Hestil to question her commander.

She dipped her head in apology. “I must go.”

“Of course. I’ll come soon.”

He waved his hand over the bowl and Hestil’s image disappeared. His own reflection stared up at him, skin pale as moonlight, slitted eyes filled with violet shadows, dark slashes of eyebrows drawn down in a frown.

Though he knew it was useless—he’d tried it hundreds of times—he spoke the Rune once more. The silver light flared about the circumference of the bowl, and he gave his command.

“Show me the woman of the prophecy.”

As usual, the water remained a blank pool of light, revealing nothing. Bran stared into it, willing something, anything, to appear. The force of his need and frustration burned through him.

“Show her to me,” he demanded again, pulling deeply on his wellspring of magic.

The surface of the water shuddered.

He leaned forward, barely breathing. As if through a mist, he made out the figure of a mortal woman running through a forest. Her long mud-colored hair was tangled, and he glimpsed her face for one moment—the smooth curve of her cheek, a stubborn tilt to her chin, desperation in her strange blue eyes. 

Then she was gone.

Only empty water stared up at him. His power subsided and the tremble in his fingers sent a faint ripple across the surface. Bran passed his hand over the bowl, dismissing the magic, then gently set the silver bowl aside. Closing his eyes, he fixed the glimpse of the woman firmly in his mind.

She did not seem old or disfigured, she looked healthy, and even through the scrying bowl he sensed the determination of her spirit.

Thank the double moons.

Now if he could somehow drag her through the sealed doorway, there might be hope for Elfhame. 


[image: ]

 

That night, as Mara hung up her serviceable woolen skirt in the small wardrobe she shared with Fenna, she felt a hard lump in the pocket.

Brow creasing, she reached into her skirt pocket. Warm glass met her fingers. Carefully she pulled it out to find the skeleton key had reappeared.

“Where were you hiding?” she asked it, not a little annoyed.

She’d scoured the Great Hall and the corridors in a fruitless search for the key—and it had been in her pocket all along. How could she have overlooked it? She held it up to the light, just to make sure it was really there. The skull grinned back at her.

“I thought you were giving that to Mrs. Glendel,” Fenna said from where she sat cross-legged on her bed, brushing her hair.

“I tried,” Mara said. “Truly, I did. I turned my pockets out and everything.”

“You can’t keep it.” Fenna’s tone clearly conveyed that she thought Mara was lying.

“I know.” Blast it! “I don’t want to lose my position here any more than you do.”

She’d just started settling into the rhythm of life at the castle, for once making a place for herself that was not defined by her family.

Not that she imagined herself as a maid for the rest of her years. This was a stepping stone out of her predictable life in Little Hazel, the first rung on her journey toward something better. When the announcement had come from the castle that they were hiring new servants, she’d been one of the first applicants in line.

“Are you quite certain?” her mother had asked.

“Oh, yes.” A year of hard work, maybe two, and Mara would have saved up enough to travel.

To the coast, at least, and perhaps she’d even book passage on a ship bound for foreign lands. Somewhere out there in the wider world her life was waiting for her—she just knew it.

 All that waited for her back in the village was a boy besotted with her that she had no feelings for whatsoever, a family immersed in their own lives, and a hopelessly monotonous future.

The key rested, heavy in her hand. Mara pressed her lips together in thought as she stared down at it. She’d never seen any door in the castle that it might open; they all had large cast-iron locks that would require a much longer and wider key than this.

The glass shone as if lit faintly from within, full of promise. Full of magic.

“I’ll keep the key for you,” Fenna said, twisting a tie about her hair and standing. “Give it to me for safekeeping and tomorrow morning we can go together to give it to the housekeeper.”

“Come with me if you like.” Mara closed her hand around the key. “But I’ll just put this back in my pocket for now.”

The other girl gave her a hard look. “If you say so.”

“I do.” Mara slipped the key back into her skirt pocket. “Stay there,” she told it sternly.

What if you find the door it opens? part of her whispered. If you give the key back, it will stay locked forever.

Mara glanced at her roommate. Fenna had her arms crossed, a suspicious look in her eyes.

“I don’t want to get in trouble along with you,” Fenna said.

“You won’t.” Mara shut the wardrobe door, closing the key safely inside.

She blew out the candle beside her bed and climbed under the covers. Fenna did the same, and the room was soon filled with the other girl’s gentle snores.

Sleep did not come so easy for Mara, and when it finally arrived, it pulled her down into nightmares.

She ran through a dark forest, something immense chasing her, and she knew she’d never reach safety in time. Monsters shambled in the shadows, watching her with glowing eyes. A bell tolled midnight.

Gasping, Mara sat up in bed, the sheet wound tightly around her body. The castle was silent. Fenna still snored in the other bed.

It was just a dream, Mara told herself, though her hammering heart insisted otherwise. She needed to go back to sleep. A maid’s work began at an ungodly hour, and she’d never been fond of waking before the dawn.

Instead, she ignored all common sense and silently slipped out of bed. The stone floor pulled the warmth from the soles of her bare feet as she padded over to the wardrobe and opened the door.

Silvery radiance lit the inside of the wardrobe, and Mara sucked in a breath. The key glowed from within the pocket of her skirt like a tiny, vibrant star. If she took it out, she feared it would blind her.

“Stop it,” she whispered. “I can’t keep you.”

She couldn’t go haring off in search of some mystery door when she had yet to receive her first month’s pay.

The light dimmed somewhat, and she found herself wondering if the key had any value. But that was silly. If she ran away from the castle bearing a magical key, certainly the king would send riders after her. She wouldn’t make it to Little Hazel, let alone the city of Meriton beyond.

Slowly, she closed the wardrobe door, then crept back into bed. As her feet warmed up again beneath the blankets, she turned the problem over and over in her mind, but could find no way she could possibly keep the key. Even if it was magic.

First thing in the morning she would have to give it to Mrs. Glendel, and that would be the end of it.
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Mara and Fenna stood before Mrs. Glendel’s desk. The whole chilly walk to the housekeeper’s office, Mara had kept her hand closed tightly around the key, reassuring herself it hadn’t disappeared. The narrow corridors were dark and unfriendly, and it had felt like miles, but at last they’d arrived. Good thing, too, as her hand was starting to cramp.

“Mara’s here to give you the key we found,” Fenna said.

“Good.” Mrs. Glendel gave Mara a stern look. “Let’s see it.”

Mara pulled her hand out of her pocket and opened her fingers. A knobbled stick sat in her palm, and she stared at it, cold disbelief running through her.

“Very funny, Mara.” Mrs. Glendel did not sound amused. “The key, if you please.”

“I… But… I swear it was right here, in my hand.”

Anger swept hotly through her. The key was playing terrible tricks on her, and was about to cost her everything.

“She has it,” Fenna declared. “I saw her with it last night, clear as you please. And she refused to give it to me to look after.”

Mara set the useless twig down on the housekeeper’s desk. She stared at it, willing it to change back into the glass key, but nothing happened.

“Produce the key.” Mrs. Glendel’s voice was cold.

“I don’t know where it is. Search me, if you like.” Trembling with hot frustration, Mara turned out her pockets.

There was no explanation she could make. The key existed, and Fenna had seen her holding it the night before. Any talk of magic wouldn’t be believed, and instead would be taken as Mara trying to make weak excuses for her behavior.

“Fenna,” the housekeeper said, “run upstairs and make a thorough search of your room and all Mara’s belongings. Mara, you will remain here.”

Fenna made Mrs. Glendel a quick curtsey, then sent Mara a sour look as she left.

“I must say, I’m disappointed in you,” Mrs. Glendel said. “You showed promise as a maid. I didn’t pin you as the lying, stealing kind.”

“I’m not!” But there was no way to prove it.

“You do realize your time here is at an end? Whether Fenna returns with the key or not, I’m going to have to dismiss you. And I’m going to have to ask you to strip to the skin now, so I can determine you’re not hiding anything.”

It was humiliating, but Mara did as the housekeeper asked, handing over each item of clothing and then turning about with her hands in the air. Of course, Mrs. Glendel found nothing.

“It’s a good thing no one has reported any such key as missing,” the housekeeper said. “If they ever do, you’ll be hunted down and arrested by the king’s men.”

Mara didn’t think it likely that would happen, as the blasted key seemed to have chosen her alone for its pranks. In fact, she had a nasty suspicion it would rematerialize in her pocket the moment she left the castle grounds.

She hastily re-donned her clothing, trying not to shiver from the cold castle air. Frustration scraped her lungs with every breath.

“Will I receive any of my pay?” she asked, trying to keep the temper from her voice.

The housekeeper regarded her for a moment, her expression softening slightly. “You were a hard worker, I must admit. I’ll see that you get half of it. No references, of course.”

Of course. The unfairness of it flared up inside Mara, and she clenched her hands. Half a month’s pay was a trifling amount, and certainly not enough to travel on.

She’d have to return to Little Hazel in disgrace. Her parents would take her back, of course, but she could just see the look of reproach in her mother’s eyes when Mara told them she’d been dismissed.

Her siblings would be unbearable, and Thom, the woodcutter’s son, would no doubt renew his wooing of her with his usual single-mindedness.

Was that what her life was meant to be? A resigned marriage to an uninteresting fellow, and then picking up kindling in the Darkwood until her body was too bent with age to venture out?

“Sit.” Mrs. Glendel nodded to the straight-backed chair in the corner. “I’ll arrange for your pay while we wait for Fenna to return.”

Trapped, Mara sat, mentally cursing the key. She’d wanted adventure in her life, but not like this. What good was magic if it only booted her back into the life she was trying to escape?

After a few more uncomfortable minutes marked only by the scratching of the housekeeper’s pen, Fenna returned.

“I didn’t find anything,” she reported.

Mrs. Glendel nodded, as if she’d expected as much. “Very well. Mara, you are free to gather your things. Stop by my office when you’re packed up. And Fenna, you’d best get one of the other maids to help you with the hearths.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Fenna bobbed a curtsey, then turned to Mara. She looked a little regretful, but perhaps that was because her workload had just doubled. “Goodbye, Mara.”

“I wish you well,” Mara said. She refrained from telling the other maid to steer well clear of strange keys shining in the compost heap.

Fenna hurried off, and Mara made her way more slowly to the servants’ quarters. Although the room she shared with the other maid was in disarray from the girl’s search, nothing was torn or destroyed. Fenna had a good heart, despite her suspicions.

It didn’t take long for Mara to bundle up her extra set of clothing and her two books. She donned her cloak, relaced her boots, and soon enough was back in Mrs. Glendel’s office.

“Here you are.” The housekeeper handed her a small sack. “You’d best be off now.”

The sack clinked when Mara took it, the weight dismayingly light. But what could she do?

“Thank you,” she said, though she didn’t mean it, then tucked her paltry pay into her pocket and heaved up her bundle.

It would not be a comfortable walk back to Little Hazel, but at least she’d be home before sundown. 

Steps heavy, she traversed the cold corridors of Castle Raine one last time and let herself out the servants’ door. The morning fog was burning off, showing glimpses of pale blue sky, though the air was still chilly.

Servants bustled about in the courtyard, and she heard the muffled whinny of a horse, but no one paid her any mind as she went to the small postern gate. The shadow of the tall grey walls fell over her as she stepped out, leaving the castle—and all of her hopes for the future—behind. 
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A soft chime rang through the halls of the Hawthorne Court, signaling that the Lord and Lady’s reception hours were now at an end.

Bran rerolled the scroll of border maps he’d been studying, and rose from the table. He knew the seven courts of Elfhame by heart, of course. Four of them, including Hawthorne, lay in a rough circle along the magical barrier protecting their realm. The other three were enclosed by the outer courts. 

He’d spent more than a turn concentrating on the courts flanking Hawthorne—Nightshade and Moonflower. So far, he’d found nothing that would give the Dark Elf warriors an overlooked advantage in their war against the Void. The barrier between the worlds that his forebears had erected still pulsed with magic, standing strong. Unfortunately, this time the Void was stronger.

A tap sounded at the door.

“Come,” Bran called, dropping his hand to rest on the hilt of his bejeweled court sword. Despite its ornamentation, it was a sharp and serviceable blade.

“Your Highness.” The door swung open to reveal a pageboy. “Your father will see you now in his library.”

Bran nodded. He stepped out and reset the magical lock securing his room, then followed the boy through the patches of faint moonlight filling the halls. He had no need of an escort to his father’s library, of course, but there was no arguing with the rigidity of court protocol.

The boy left him before the tall ebony door. Bran rapped once and went in, smothering the spurt of nervousness that tried to rise up in his belly. He was no longer a child, but commander of the Dark Elf forces and a powerful magic wielder. Whatever his father wanted, Bran had no need of fear.

“Brannon.” The Hawthorne Lord turned from the window, where the landscape of dark trees was turning silver from the light of the newly risen palemoon.

“My lord.” Bran bowed. “I must tell you of the battle.”

“Of course—but we can sip wine and sit like civilized folk. Pour out two glasses, if you please.”

Bran went to the sideboard, where his father kept a decanter of elderberry wine and several crystal goblets etched with twining vines. He deftly poured them each a glass. The scent of the wine tickled his nose—dark and pungent, the color a deep purple that was almost black.

Lord Calithilon had settled in one of the armchairs in his sitting area. His indigo eyes glowed softly as Bran approached and handed him a goblet.

“I believe this is one of the finest vintages we’ve yet produced,” Lord Calithilon said. He brought the glass to his nose and sniffed appreciatively. “Now, sit and tell me of your exploits in battle.”

Bran took the chair opposite his father and set his wine on the small side table.

“I’m afraid I’ve no heroic tales to recount. The fighting is brutish and difficult, and we’re sustaining losses we can’t afford.”

Lord Calithilon raised one thin, dark eyebrow. “When Void opened the first breach to our world, our warriors had no trouble containing the creatures. Like every other incursion in our history, the Void attacks, we repel its efforts, and it passes us by once more.”

“This time is different,” Bran said. “The first small breach opened nearly four doublemoons ago. For a time, the creatures issuing forth were easily dealt with. But now bigger creatures have begun to emerge—things not so simple to kill or return to the Void. The barrier is weakening, with more breaches opening every brightmoon. Our forces are spread dangerously thin. Surely you and the other court rulers have read the reports?”

“It is difficult to believe that our forces cannot prevail, as they have in the past. Dark Elves are the most powerful magic users and warriors in the known worlds.”

Bran’s fingers itched, and with effort, he kept his hands claws from springing forth. It was that kind of complacent arrogance that would be the downfall of Elfhame.

“Not powerful enough for this,” he said through gritted teeth.

Lord Calithilon looked taken aback for a moment, then leaned forward and smiled. There was something very uncomfortable in his smile, and Bran knew he was not going to like his father’s next words.

“If things truly are getting so much worse,” Lord Calithilon said, “then I’m sure you’ll be eager to put a new plan in motion. You know, of course, that the whole realm, and certainly our court in particular, has been waiting to see the prophecy foretold at your birth come to pass.”

“High time for it,” Bran could not help but say.

A pleased expression crossed his father’s face. “Exactly. Which is why we think the best course would be to announce your betrothal.”

“My betrothal?” Bran rose to his feet, unable to contain his visceral reaction. “No. Out of the question. The prophecy is very clear on the fact that I am to wed a mortal woman.”

“Which is why your mother and I are in complete agreement.” Lord Calithilon stood as well, facing Bran. “For years we’ve been waiting for the prophecy to manifest. It’s time to help it along—past time, judging from your accounts. By announcing your betrothal to a Dark Elf, surely fate will take note, and produce the mortal you are supposed to marry.”

“You can’t dictate to fate.” Bran stared into his father’s eyes, aware that the power and will he saw there was a match for his own. “The woman will appear when it is time.”

Lord Calithilon waved an impatient hand. “You said yourself that time is running out. Before you leave the Hawthorne Court, we will celebrate your betrothal and set a date for the wedding. Say, in one doublemoon? How will the battle be going at that point?”

“Badly.” Bran pulled in a deep breath through his nose, trying to contain the temper simmering in his belly. “I don’t believe this is the answer.”

His father gave him an arch look, then paused to take up his goblet and have a sip of wine. “Has the prophecy showed any signs of stirring?”

“I glimpsed a mortal girl today, when I was scrying.”

“See, then! Our plan is working already. Your mother will be most pleased to hear it.”

“It’s not because of this ridiculous scheme,” Bran said.

“Can you prove otherwise? Now sit down and stop baring your claws at me. We can discuss this like sensible men, not animals.”

Chagrined, Bran glanced down to see the sharp ebony tips of his claws protruding past his fingertips. It was very bad manners, and a sign of how quickly his father had upset him that he’d lost control of his reactions.

“Your pardon.” He retracted his claws and sat. “If I were to agree to this plan—which I’m not saying I am—who would the lucky fiancée be?”

Even as he asked the question, he had the creeping suspicion he already knew. 

“I understand you’ve always had a fancy for Mireleth Andion, and she has already agreed to undertake the role of your sham fiancée.”

His father’s words confirmed his guess, and sourness settled in Bran’s belly. He took a sip of wine to try and clear the taste of defeat from his mouth.

“Mireleth and I were once companions,” he admitted. “But that affair is long over.”

“All the better—she won’t distract you from your battles.”

Bran’s gaze went to the window, where the moon was now sailing above the trees. Silver light illuminated the pale blossoms in the nearby meadow and filtered through the forest, stitching patterns of leaf and shadow over the mossy ground.

“What if the mortal girl from the prophecy never materializes?” He spoke his greatest fear aloud.

What if, somehow, they had all misread the intent of the prophecy? What if he’d spent his life in service to an empty promise? The thought made him cold.

“Then, according to the blasted thing, all Elfhame will be lost, and it won’t matter who you marry. Come now, Brannon. Things can’t continue as they are, you’ve made that clear. We must take charge, and this is the best way to do it. Will you agree to the betrothal?”

Eyes still fixed on the moonlit forest, Bran gave a slow nod. “Very well.”

He could see no use in defying his parents. Perhaps they were right, and such a drastic action would wake the slumbering prophecy. He must take the chance, before everything he cared for slipped into oblivion. 
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Mara’s seventeenth birthday dawned sunny and clear. She lay beneath her colorful quilt for a moment, staring at the familiar ceiling of the bedroom she shared with her sisters. The bumpy plaster had always seemed like a miniature landscape, and she’d spent hours imagining herself as a tiny being walking over the ceiling, armed with a needle for a sword, encountering strange creatures and having all sorts of adventures.

Too bad her attempt to leave home had ended in disaster, and she’d nothing to show for it but a thin bag of coins. The blasted key had not rematerialized after all. It seemed to have done its work in ousting her from the castle, then disappeared for good.

She blew out a long breath, pushing away the creeping sense of defeat that shadowed her thoughts. She refused to believe that she would wake to this view every morning for the rest of her life. Surely she must belong somewhere, beyond Little Hazel, or even the country of Raine itself. One day, she’d find that place.

Holding that determination close, she got up and donned her favorite dress. She’d used all her pin money to buy it off a traveling merchant last summer. Clearly some noble’s castaway, there had been enough salvageable material for Mara to combine it with one of her other gowns and make a whole new garment. The sleeves and over-bodice were light blue silk, with bands of gold-embroidered trim, flowing down to the full skirt. It was rather impractical for doing housework, but she didn’t care. She’d put on an apron. Today was her birthday, after all.

When she came downstairs, her mother looked her up and down, then handed her the wooden spoon to stir the porridge. 

“Good morning to you,” she said. “Up bright and early, I see.”

Mara snagged an apron from the cupboard, then took the spoon and replaced her mother in front of the cast-iron stove and began to stir the lumpy oats.

“This is sleeping late, compared to the hours at the castle. We’d be up before dawn to light the hearths.”

“A pity your time there wasn’t a success.” Her mother’s voice held questions. 

Ones she’d never get the answers to, as far as Mara was concerned. She concentrated on stirring. “I’m sure something else will come along.”

She hadn’t explained why she’d been turned out of Castle Raine. It wasn’t as though she’d actually stolen anything. She could try and tell them about the magical key, but her parents were the practical kind. Despite living at the edge of the Darkwood they gave little heed to the old tales, and always had a commonplace explanation for any odd occurrences.

The dancing lights she’d glimpsed that once in the forest? Nothing more than fireflies out of season. The enormous black boar with glowing eyes that roamed the deep ravines? A frightened hunter’s exaggeration.

They did not approve of the book of fanciful stories she’d discovered in a used bookshop during their yearly visit to the city of Meriton, and they certainly did not understand why she wanted to leave Little Hazel.

“Thom the woodcutter’s son is a perfectly nice boy,” her mother had remarked on more than one occasion. “Give up your silly notions and settle down, Mara. I’ll help you look after the children.”

Heavens, no.

“Come with me to market today,” her mother now said. “Perhaps we can find you something nice for your birthday.”

“I wondered if you’d forget,” Mara said, sliding the pot of cooked oatmeal off the stove.

“Forget the day you were born? Not likely. You were a noisy child coming into the world, Mara Geary, yelling to wake the dead. It was a morning much like this, in fact, clear and with a bit of warmth. Now, is our breakfast ready?”

Mara dished up wooden bowls of porridge while her mother called the rest of the family to breakfast. They all gathered around the long table, and Mara couldn’t help smiling. Much as her family might annoy her at times, she still loved them.

In addition to the oatmeal, there were dried apples, honeycomb, and milk from the neighbor’s cow. It tasted much better than the food the servants were given at the castle, and Mara gave a contented sigh as she took a bite of honeycomb.

“Mara and I are off to market after breakfast,” her mother said. “I thought we could take some fresh nettles for barter. Lily and Pansy, cut me some before you go off to school. And Mara, we’ll take eggs along, as well. Mrs. Weir is always happy to give us some good trout in exchange.”

“Don’t cut all the nettles,” Mara’s elder sister, Seanna, said. “We need some for our studies with the herbwife.”

Their mother gave her a sharp look. “Plenty of nettle patches all over. Old Soraya doesn’t need to raid ours.”

Sean nudged his twin’s shoulder. “We can gather some from beside the baker’s.”

The twins had been apprenticed to the herbwife since last fall, in an arrangement that seemed to suit everyone.

Mara’s father, a man of little words, finished his breakfast, gave his wife a peck on the cheek, and departed for work at his small brewery located on the outskirts of the village. He and a good friend had started it up ten years ago, and everyone scoffed at the notion. Little Hazel was too tiny a village to support a brewery! 

But their beers and mead had turned out to be excellent, and they now had a nice export business going, with vendors and even a few inns all over Raine carrying Geary’s Meads and Ales.

Mara glanced around their cozy cottage, at her family who all seemed content with the fit of their daily lives. Well, except for Pansy, who had already mapped out her future away from Little Hazel and seemed to have no doubts about it.

Mara wondered, not for the first time, what was the matter with her. Why did she never quite belong? What was the restless itch she’d felt just under her skin ever since she’d been a child?

Swallowing the last of her tea, and with no answers, she rose and helped her mother clear the table.
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“Look.” Mara’s mother prodded her in the ribs. “Thom is over there, by the potato seller. Go and say hello.”

Mara glanced up from the tray of silver jewelry she’d been admiring. The necklaces were beautiful, like spun moonlight—and far above what they could afford. When her mother asked, she’d say she’d been looking at the braided copper rings instead.

“Oh look, he’s seen us.” Mara’s mother waved and called a greeting.

Thom saw them and, smiling widely, started to make his way to where they stood.

Too late to escape. Mara dredged up a pleasant smile. It was always difficult, trying to be kind to Thom without giving him undue encouragement.

“Mara!” Thom fetched up before her, his brown eyes shining. He took off his cap and made her a clumsy bow. “You’re back from the castle.”

“She missed you too much to stay,” Mara’s mother said.

“Mother!” Mara glared at her mother, then turned to Thom. “She’s teasing, of course. They found they’d hired too many maids, and I was let go.”

“That’s a pity,” he said. “But I can’t say I’m sad about it, since now you’re home where you belong.”

More than ever, Mara felt as though she did not belong—but it was hardly the time or place to try and explain.

“It’s Mara’s birthday,” her mother said. “Seventeen—such a good age to think about starting a family of her own.”

“I disagree,” Mara said, but the damage was already done.

Thom gazed at her, the adoration shining in his eyes making her quite uncomfortable. For the first time that day, she regretted wearing her prettiest gown. While she’d always thought Thom a nice enough boy, if she thought of him at all, she’d never returned the force of emotion he so clearly directed at her every time they met.

“May I come and call upon you soon?” Thom asked, crumpling his cap between his hands.

His intent was plain: he meant to begin courting her in earnest.

“I really don’t—”

“Mara will be delighted to see you,” her mother said. “Come visit us tomorrow after supper, if you’re free.”

“I am. Yes. That would be marvelous.” Thom grabbed Mara’s hand and planted a moist kiss upon it. “I can hardly wait. Thank you, Mrs. Geary.”

“We’ll see you tomorrow then, Thom,” Mara’s mother said. “Have a good afternoon.”

“Oh, I shall.” Thom jammed his cap back on his head and walked away, glancing back at Mara every few steps.

“He’s like a puppy.” Mara wiped the back of her hand on her cloak. “Mother, did you have to be so encouraging?”

“Well, you weren’t.” Her mother shifted her market basket. “Come, we don’t want to be late to Mrs. Weir’s stall, or we’ll miss the best fish.”

“I don’t want to marry Thom.” She hurried after her mother. “I wish you’d understand that.”

“Puppies grow up in time,” her mother said. “And you need to do something with your life, since the castle didn’t work out.”

“I thought I’d travel.”

“Alone? The world is full of troubles waiting to beset an innocent young woman. Besides, you haven’t any money.”

Mara felt she’d be able to handle most difficulties that might arise on her travels, but her mother’s last words were depressingly true.

“Not much,” she said.

“Perhaps you can convince Thom to spend a little time seeing the country, once you’re married.”

“He doesn’t seem the adventurous sort,” Mara said.

“Then he’ll settle you down nicely.” They halted in front of the fishmonger’s. “What do you think of that fat trout there, on the end?”

Clearly their discussion about Mara’s future was at an end. She swallowed back her words of protest and privately vowed that, no matter what happened, she would never settle for a life in Little Hazel, married to Thom the woodcutter’s son. 
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The only redeeming feature of the Hawthorne Court’s formal dinner was that Bran was seated beside his sister. Although it was rude, he ignored the woman on his left and spent the meal conversing with Anneth.

During the soup course, she made him smile with tales of her escapades in the court, including raiding the library and making off with as many lurid tales of mortals as she could carry.

“One of us needs to know what you’ll be getting into when your human woman finally appears,” Anneth said, giving him a teasing look. “Did you know that mortals prefer strong light—even stronger than our brightmoon—and like to eat snails?”

“That sounds most unappetizing.”

“What, the light or the slugs?”

“Both.” But the prophecy demanded he bear with honor whatever challenges a mortal wife would bring.

“What is afoot with our parents?” Anneth glanced to the head of the table, where the Hawthorne Lord and Lady presided over the feast. “Mother looks as though she’s swallowed something surprisingly pleasant, and Father is absolutely gloating.”

Bran leaned back to let the servant take his bowl, and did not speak until the man had moved away down the table.

“They have a scheme that they hope will force the prophecy to manifest.”

Anneth frowned. “I was afraid of that, from the tidbits Father let drop. But is it even possible to make a prophecy happen? Can you tell me more?”

Bran paused again as the fowl course was served, and took the opportunity to take a deep draught of elderberry wine. His father was correct: it was one of the finest vintages yet.

Anneth took a bite of pheasant, patiently waiting until Bran was ready to speak. It was one of the reasons he was so fond of her. She never pressed, never scolded, but simply accepted him as he was. 

Which was more than their parents had ever done.

Bran made himself eat, though he’d lost his appetite. He needed all his strength for his return to the front, and it would be foolish to refuse the food set before him.

As soon as conversations rose about them, he leaned toward Anneth.

“They think that making a formal announcement of my betrothal will activate the prophecy,” he said.

She stared at him a moment, her dark eyes flaring with sympathy. “So they do want you to marry someone. That’s absurd. You didn’t tell them yes, did you?”

“I did.”

Her expression turned to dismay. “Bran, no. Was that wise? What if the prophecy abandons us altogether? I’m sure such things don’t like to be dictated to.”

“Something has to happen.” He could not entirely suppress the note of urgency in his voice. “The battles are getting desperate.”

He took another swallow of wine. By all the stars, he should be there now, not enduring a formal banquet while his parents gloated over forcing his hand. His mother, in particular, had always hinted that she did not quite believe in the foretelling that had accompanied his birth.

Anneth laid a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. “I trust we’ll prevail. Surely the fates would not desert us altogether.”

“I wish I shared that trust.” He took another bite of tasteless meat, made himself chew and swallow.

“But who is the lucky—”

“I beg your pardon, Lady Anneth.” The syrupy-sweet voice came from just behind him. “I need to borrow your brother for a moment.”

Bran turned in his chair to see Mireleth standing there, a predatory look in her eyes. Anneth’s gaze met his, and her eyes widened. She knew how he felt about Mireleth, and he read horrified sympathy in her expression.

“Lady Mireleth.” He set his napkin aside and rose smoothly. “It would be my pleasure to attend upon you.”

“Good.” She twined her arm through his, and he felt the delicate prick of her claws through his shirt.

As soon as they stepped out of the dining hall, she turned to him. Her pale cheeks were flushed with emotion, and her eyes glowed dangerously.

“Do you think so little of me,” she said in a tight voice, “that you force me to seek you out in the middle of dinner?”

“My most sincere apologies,” he said. “I was busy in strategic meetings until the dinner bell rang. I had every intention of finding you after the feast, to discuss matters between us.”

“Discuss matters?” The words came out in a hiss. “You have a duty to me now, Prince Brannonilon Luthinor. Our fathers signed the agreement.”

Cold twisted in Bran’s chest. “You are aware that we won’t actually be married.”

“Oh, Bran.” She ran one hand possessively up and down his shoulder. “Who’s to say what might happen? Now, I’ve brought the vow bracelets. You must say the words.”

Bran closed his eyes briefly. Of course, he should have guessed that Mireleth and her politically grasping father would take every advantage to seal the betrothal as tightly as they could. He’d hoped it would be a mere formality—a tactical error on his part.

Now he had no choice but to ask Mireleth to become his fiancée, and even wear the cursed bracelet. But no way under the moons would he allow the full betrothal bond to be forged. Luckily, even Mireleth would not overstep protocol by dragging him away from the rest of the feast to put her permanent claim upon him.

“Here.” She handed him the smaller of the silver-runed bracelets.

“Lady Mireleth Anion,” he said, reluctantly taking it in his palm, “will you pledge your future to mine, under star and shadow, by pale moon and bright, through fire and storm?”

“Prince Brannonilon Luthinor, heir to the Hawthorne Throne.” Her voice was exultant. “I will do so, under star and shadow, by pale moon and bright, through fire and storm. Until the day we are wed, let these bracelets seal the depth of our vow.”

She held up the bracelet meant for him, kissed it, and then slid it over his hand. He was hard-pressed not to make a fist to keep it from encircling his wrist. The veins in his hands corded, and he forced himself to breathe evenly.

The cold metal closed over his skin, latching with a click that reverberated through him like a slammed door.

“My turn,” she said, a hint of threat in her voice.

 Dutifully, Bran raised her bracelet to his lips, then pushed it onto her hand. It slithered over her skin like a metal snake, eagerly snapping shut the moment it reached her wrist.

The bracelets flared in tandem, and Mireleth gave him a smug smile. “Now there will be no doubt when our betrothal is announced at the end of dinner.”

“As you say.” He felt numb. 

If this betrothal did not call the woman of the prophecy, he would be shackled to Mireleth for life. Fortunately, that life would be very short as the creatures of the Void overran Elfhame and destroyed everything in their path. It was a bitter consolation.

“I’ll come to your rooms tonight, after moonset,” she said, lifting her hand to caress his cheek. “We’ll seal the bracelet bonding then. Leave your door unlocked.”

His heart was a stone, his mouth full of pebbles. He said nothing.

“You could show a little more emotion,” Mireleth said, huffing out a breath. “After all, we’ve been companions already. This will only formalize things.”

“We ought to return to dinner,” he said, catching her arm and deftly steering her back inside the dining hall. 

He could not bear another moment in her company, and he absolutely refused to bond their bracelets by welcoming her to his rooms later that night.

He escorted Mireleth to her seat, bowed and kissed her hand, then hastily retreated to his place.

“Oh dear,” Anneth said, once he sat down. “She’s determined to get her claws into you, isn’t she?”

Bran glanced at the pinprick holes in the arm of his linen shirt. “I’m afraid she already has.”

His sister grimaced. “And making you wear the vow bracelets, too. Does she really think she’s more important than the prophecy that will save our realm? Oh, don’t answer that. Cleary she does.”

The fruit course was served, and Bran made his decision.

“I’ll be leaving right after dinner,” he told his sister in a low voice. “I must return to the front. I’ll leave a note.”

“She’ll be furious.” Anneth glanced down the table, to where Mireleth sat, showing off her bracelet to anyone whose attention she could catch.

“Stay well out of her way until she calms down,” he said. “And send for me at any sign of trouble. So far we’ve been able to keep the border secure, but I fear some creature might slip through. Do you have the dagger I gave you?”

She nodded. “I wear it at my belt, always.”

“And are you still practicing the moves? Go to Garon at the first hint of danger—he may be old and lame, but the man still knows how to fight.”

“Yes—he complains constantly to anyone who’ll listen that he ought to be out fighting with the rest of the warriors.”

“He’s needed here as captain of the guard. Remind him of that next time he grumbles. And that I’ve entrusted my sister’s safety to his hands.”

“Surely it won’t come to that?” Anneth ate a slice of moon melon, but he could hear the fear in her voice.

Before he could reply—and really, he had nothing but empty reassurances to give her—Lord Calithilon stood from his place at the head of the table.

“Attention,” he said, his voice enhanced with magic to fill the room. “We have a very important announcement to make.”

The clink of cutlery and babble of conversation faded. Tinnueth rose to stand beside her husband, her expression austere and regal.

“It gives us great joy to announce the betrothal of our son, Prince Brannonilon Luthinor, heir to the Hawthorne Throne, to Lady Mireleth Anion. Let us toast to their happiness!”

A shocked murmur ran through the room, and Bran heard the questions rise: What of the prophecy? Does he love her that much? Is the Hawthorne Lord mad?

He ignored the buzz of speculation and concentrated on not openly scowling.

“You look very forbidding,” his sister murmured.

“It’s the best I can do,” he replied.

In contrast, Lady Mireleth was smiling broadly. She lifted her arm so everyone could see the betrothal bracelet.

“I’m so delighted that Bran has asked me to marry him,” she said in a voice pitched to carry. “I’m sure you all know we’ve been madly in love for years.”

Anneth nearly choked on her wine, and Bran tried not to wince at the outright lie. If he hadn’t already decided to leave immediately, Mireleth’s words would have sent him running.

So much for the brave warrior, he thought cynically. He was fearless in battle, but in the face of Mireleth’s court-sanctioned grasping, he felt like an untrained youth facing his first enemy in the field.

“Congratulations!” one well-wisher shouted, and the toast was taken up through the dining hall.

Bran raised his goblet and wet his lips with wine, acknowledging the cheers. He needed a clear head to travel on, despite the impulse to drain his cup.

He was gratified to note that several people sent him looks filled with commiseration, however, rather than congratulation. Not everyone believed Mireleth’s fabrications, or thought the betrothal was wise.

The Hawthorne Lord and Lady resumed their seats, and the musicians in the gallery struck up a jaunty tune on flute and cittern. As people’s attention returned to their food, Bran considered how quickly he could depart. 

He’d make it through the last course, pen a note for Lady Mireleth saying he’d been unexpectedly called back to the battle, fetch his mount, and be well away from the Hawthorne Court before the palemoon set.
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The rest of the market trip was uneventful, but despite the bright sun on her face, Mara’s mood turned gloomy. As expected, her mother had bought her the braided copper ring, and she twisted it back and forth on her finger as they returned home.

“We’ll have trout and spring greens for supper,” her mother said. “And honeycakes to celebrate your birthday.”

“That sounds lovely.” Mara tried to sound enthusiastic. “I’ll cut a bouquet for the table.”

She helped her mother put away their supplies, then took a pair of shears and a basket and went outside again. The late afternoon sun warmed the front stoop of their cottage, and mint and wallflowers were already growing there in profusion.

Mara cut a few stems of each, then went down the lane toward the Darkwood, adding forget-me-not and sweet rocket to her basket. Near the forest, she took a few ferns for greenery.

Other flowers grew deeper in the shadows between the trees: delicate columbine and pale lady’s mantle. She was tempted to venture in, even though she had plenty of flowers to make a pleasing arrangement. For a long moment she stood, staring into the forest and hoping to see golden sparks of light dancing toward her.

“Mara!” Her younger sisters waved to her from down the lane, carrying their slates and schoolbooks.

Nothing sparked or glimmered in the Darkwood. Well then. Mara took up her basket and went to join her sisters.

The rest of the afternoon and evening was pleasant enough, in a humdrum sort of way. All her siblings had remembered it was her birthday, and after supper they presented her with a book-shaped package.

“We put all our pocket money in,” Pansy said. “Of course, that was when we thought you’d be away forever, working at the castle.”

She sounded a little put out that they’d splurged for nothing, and that there would be no lavish reciprocal gifts bought with Mara’s salary as a maid.

Seanna rolled her eyes. “I’m sure Mara will enjoy it, regardless of her surroundings. Go ahead, open it.”

Mara carefully unwrapped the brown paper, pausing when the gilt-edged corner of the book was revealed. Had they found her another book of fabulous tales? Quickly, she pulled the rest of the paper free, and couldn’t help a little yelp of joy.

“It’s the sequel to my storybook! Oh, thank you all so much.” She went around the sitting room, giving each of her siblings a hug and a kiss.

“You’ll have to read us out the best ones,” Lily said.

“Hmph,” their father said. “An impractical waste of money.”

Mara’s mother did not agree, as she usually did. After all, she’d bought Mara a ring with the leftover market money. Despite her obvious disappointment that Mara had lost her position at the castle, it seemed she was happy to have her middle child home again.

If only to marry her off. Mara banished that thought and ran her fingers over the green cloth binding of the book. Tonight she’d stay up late, reading by candlelight, and let the tales take her away from the drab future awaiting her.

“Off to bed, the lot of you,” Mara’s mother said. “Morning comes early enough.”

Pansy and Lily made noises of complaint and dragged their feet upstairs. Sean and Seanna followed them, displaying far less reluctance. Mara stayed in the faded armchair, her new book in her lap.

“Happy birthday, love.” Mara’s mother kissed her cheek, then took up the oil lamp. “Don’t stay up too late, mind.”

“Foolishness,” her father said with a glance at her book, but he set a fond hand on her head. “Bank the fire when you go to bed.”

“I will. Goodnight.” A rush of warmth filled her as she watched her parents step down the hallway, a circle of lamplight surrounding them. They worked hard, and it couldn’t be easy raising five children, especially with all of them still at home.

No wonder her mother was in favor of Mara taking up with Thom.

But she wouldn’t let herself think of that—not now, not with the solitude of the night folding sweetly about her, and a new, tantalizing book of tales waiting for her to dive in.

Mara lit a fat beeswax candle from the flames still dancing on the hearth, then settled in to celebrate her birthday.

The cottage quieted as she devoured tales of dragons and magic and impossible quests. Although she wanted to read the entire book in one sitting, she made herself mark the halfway point and stop. She needed to have something to look forward to over the coming days.

Quietly, she rose and banked the fire, smiling at the thought that she wouldn’t have to rise before dawn to stoke it up again. She picked up the candle, noting how the reflection of the flame danced in the night-darkened windows.

Then she froze, eyes fixed outside. Carefully, she lifted her hand and shielded the candle flame, blocking its reflection.

The bright spark flickering beyond the window did not disappear. Her breath trembling with excitement, Mara blew the candle out. 

At the edge of the Darkwood, a golden mote bobbed and beckoned. All around her, in the darkened cottage, Mara’s family slumbered.

Now.

She did not know if she breathed the word, or if the breeze rustled it through the distant trees. In the dimness, she set the extinguished candle down on the kitchen table. After a moment’s hesitation, she laid the book beside it. 

Moving quietly, she slipped on her boots and cloak, then grabbed a kitchen knife and slid it through her belt. It wouldn’t do much to protect her from the wild beasts of the wood, but she felt a little better taking some kind of weapon, no matter how small.

The door creaked softly as she opened it. A cool breath of moist night air circled around her, carrying the scent of mint. Her heart thumped in her chest. Before she could question herself too closely, Mara stepped out and closed the door behind her.

Overhead, the stars winked brightly. The moon had already set. It felt very late; the still, deep hours of the night, when the fussiest of babies quieted and even the village cats slept. Mara moved like a shadow down the lane, past the few other cottages that stood between her family’s home and the Darkwood.

The light at the edge of the trees bobbed up and down, as if aware she was coming. A breath of cedar and hemlock issued from the forest. She quickened her step, but as she came closer to the forest, the spark receded, dancing back into the shadows.

She stopped, and the light stopped, then bobbed again. Clearly it wanted her to follow.

Mara glanced up at the tall trees, the peaks of the evergreens feathery against the starlit sky. What if she got lost in the Darkwood, or fell into a sinkhole, or was attacked by a wild beast? Her family would never know what had become of her.

Ahead, a second light joined the first, darting and dancing around the hemlocks as if urging her to hurry. 

Standing just outside the forest, she knew she was on the edge of something momentous. This choice would never come again—return to the cottage and the safety of her familiar life, or go forward to meet the dancing sparks beneath the trees.

Now, the forest breathed.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the Darkwood.

The two motes of light twirled up into a spiral, then parted and continued to float expectantly beneath the boughs.

“I’m coming,” Mara said softly.

Gathering up her skirts, she strode through the sparse underbrush. The forest floor was soft beneath her boots, and faint starlight filtered through the trees, giving her barely enough light to avoid tripping over downed logs and getting tangled in briar thickets.

She glanced up from navigating around one such thicket to see that her guides had doubled in number. Now four sparks glimmered through the forest. They seemed a bit larger, too, as if she were closer to them.

What could they possibly be? Not fireflies, as her parents had suggested. They did not pulse and glow as insects did, and their movements were far more purposeful than the random flittings of bugs.

Increasing her stride, she made an effort to catch up to the motes of light as they wove in and out of the trees. The smell of moss and loam filled her nose. Around her, the wind stirred the trees and they sighed and whispered in the language of the forest. The sparks—now numbering five—glowed ahead, shedding a golden radiance through the Darkwood. But no matter how Mara quickened her pace, she couldn’t draw any closer.

A sound came from behind her, a low, guttural growl filled with menace. Her heart leaped into her throat, and she cast a fearful glance over her shoulder. The forest revealed nothing; only tree trunks receding into shadow, with pure blackness behind.

A sudden flare of light made her look up to see one of her elusive guides hovering just above her head. She sucked in her breath when she saw it was a small creature made entirely of light, its slim body borne aloft on butterflylike wings.

Her temporary wonder was smothered by another growl, closer this time. The light-creature fluttered urgently. Mara grabbed up her skirts in her clenched fists and ran, as fast as she could.

The bright flyer kept pace, lighting her way while the other sparks flew ahead, marking the path she must follow.

A rank scent drifted in the air: matted fur and old meat. Lungs tight with panic, Mara leaped over branches and dodged around tangled underbrush. Whatever was following seemed to be gaining, the crash of its passage growing louder as she sped through the forest.

Please. Just the one word, keeping time with her gasps for breath. Please.

The lights winked out, and she lost her footing in the sudden dark. A roar sounded from behind her as she tumbled over the edge of a hidden precipice. Stones and roots scraped her hands as she tried to slow her fall. After a sickening eternity she landed, dazed and breathless, at the bottom. She scrambled into a crouch, heart pounding, and fumbled for her kitchen knife. At any moment the dreadful creature chasing her would leap down to devour her.

Nothing happened.

No wild beast crashed over the bank. No growls filled the air, not even the crackling rustle of the underbrush. Only the rasp of her own breathing. After a few moments where she was not, in fact, mauled to death, she forced herself to stand. The kitchen knife was still clenched in her right hand, though somehow she’d lost her cloak.

The Darkwood was quiet about her. Stars peeked between the branches overhead. She pushed her sweat-dampened hair back from her face and tucked her blade away, then took a careful step forward, glad to discover she was only a little bruised from her tumble.

But where was she? She’d never be able to find her way home now.

Her fall had deposited her at the edge of a clearing. Two standing stones rose from the mossy ground, positioned about a meter apart and taller than her head. Her glowing guides hovered above them. The stones emitted a soft silver light that mixed with the golden radiance of the winged sparks, until the clearing was illuminated with uncanny brightness.

Mara pulled in a reverent breath. Clearly this was one of the deep secrets of the Darkwood.

She stepped closer, to see mysterious runes carved into the stones. The sparks whirled into a flurry as she approached. One of them flew down, made a circle around her, and then darted into the space between the tall stones.

It winked out. There one moment, gone the next.

The hair on the back of her neck prickled. This was true magic.

The night wind kicked up at her back, pushing her forward. Clearly the forest wanted her to step through.

Mara set her hand to her knife, took a deep breath, and walked directly between the two standing stones. 

The air flickered. For a moment she glimpsed a land steeped in indigo shadows, a sky full of strange and brilliant stars. The sweet scent of unfamiliar flowers wafted on the warm air.

And then it was gone, and she fetched up on the other side of the clearing, the stones behind her. The wind died to a quiet sigh. Slowly, Mara turned to look at the doorway she had almost stepped through.

An owl hooted from a distance, the mournful cry giving voice to her disappointment. Whatever that place had been, it was full of a wild magic that stirred her senses.

“It didn’t work,” she said.

Perhaps this wasn’t to be her adventure after all. But why had she been led to these stones, if she was not meant to go through?

One of the other sparks spiraled down, flying close to the right-hand stone. Bits of mica glinted in the rock as it passed. Halfway down, it hesitated, then flew into the stone. No, not into the solid granite. It had gone into a small hole in the rock.

A keyhole.

“Oh,” Mara said, more sigh than word.

Slowly, she slipped her hand into the inner pocket of her dress. Her fingers brushed against something warm and solid. Holding her breath, she pulled it out.

The skull-headed key grinned at her, shining whitely against the shadows.

“You trickster,” she whispered. “You didn’t abandon me.”

She felt as though her heart would take flight like the bright-winged sparks now darting ecstatically above the stones. This was the moment she’d been waiting for her entire life. Her body was a bell, reverberating in a single, sure peal.

She took three steps forward, until she reached the stone. The golden light darted out of the keyhole, and slowly Mara inserted the glass key.

It slipped in smooth as water. She turned it carefully to the right. A soft chime filled the clearing, and the air between the stones shimmered. They key fell out into her hand.

She tucked it back into her pocket, lifted her head, and walked through the doorway between the worlds. 
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A shower of sensation drenched Mara’s skin, as if she’d stepped through a curtain of warm water. She took a gasping breath of flower-scented air while her body realized it was not, in fact, drowning. 

She stood between two standing stones in a clearing, similar to the one she had just left. Similar, and yet the air held a wild tang, and an unseasonably warm breeze wafted against her cheek. The sky above her was violet-black and spangled with unfamiliar constellations, including a bright spiral of seven stars high overhead. Silver light illuminated the tall evergreen trees surrounding her, and beneath them grew strange flowers that glowed dark purple and scarlet. 

The trees, at least, were still hemlock and cedar, though they whispered to her in a language she could not understand.

A flicker of light danced through the air, and Mara was glad to see that one of her guides had accompanied her. It flitted to the edge of the clearing, then bobbed impatiently up and down.

“Very well,” Mara said. There was no reason to linger near the doorway when a magical new world awaited her.

She patted her pocket to make sure the key was still there—not that she trusted it to remain—then checked the knife at her waist. Before stepping under the trees, she turned and studied the clearing. The stones stood tall against the night sky. She could see no distinguishing landmarks—no twisted bushes or ragged stumps to signal the way back.

Well then. She’d just have to trust the winged sparks to guide her when it was time for her to return.

But first, she was truly embarked on an adventure.

The glowing creature lit a path into the evergreens, and Mara followed, her steps taking her through a deeper, richer version of the Darkwood. The scent of cedar and rich loam tickled her nose. The glowing flowers grew in clusters between the trunks, along with a soft moss that shed a faint emerald light. The trees were much taller than in her world, the trunks wider—some even as broad as a cottage. High overhead, the wind waved the branches in a hushing lullaby.

The light grew stronger, until she stepped out of the woods into a meadow filled with tall, silvery grasses. The little golden glow she’d been following swooped back to circle three times around her head, then flew straight up into the sky.

“Wait!” Mara cried. 

She stared up at the night until her eyes watered, but the mote had settled itself in among the stars. Now she was alone, and the wind suddenly blew cooler, bringing with it a dank whiff of something rotten.

Where did she go, now that her guide had abandoned her? She turned a slow circle, wrinkling her nose at the stench. It seemed to be coming from her right. Moving quickly, she headed away from the smell and into the meadow. The grasses were almost as high as her chest, but parted easily as she passed.

No matter how fast she went, though, she could not get away from nasty smell. In fact, it was growing stronger. There was a noise, too, a chittering sound that made the back of her neck prickle with fear.

She broke into a run, pushing through the grasses. The sound grew louder. Breath coming fast, Mara risked a glanced over shoulder, then wished she had not.

A hideous creature scuttled out of the forest. It looked like an enormous spider—if spiders had hard shells and pincer claws. It had at least six red eyes that swiveled to fix upon her. Quicker than she thought possible, it hurtled into the meadow, clicking and emitting a high-pitched screech.

Mara dug her feet into the earth, praying she could outrun the monster. A noxious shadow passed over her, and then the creature landed ahead of her, pincers raised.

A moan of fear curdled in her throat. Though it was hopeless, she drew the kitchen knife. It trembled in her hand. It seemed her adventure this night was going to be very short-lived, indeed. 

The monster opened its mouth, and the stench that emitted nearly brought her to her knees. Then it jumped again, directly for her. 

Mara dodged and went to her knees, slashing out blindly with her knife. Miraculously, it connected with one of the creature’s legs, sending out a spatter of green ichor that burned her arm. She let out a cry of pain and dropped the blade. Her forearm felt seared to the bone.

The monster screeched and pivoted, raising its pincers, and despair washed over her. Goodbye, my family, she thought. I wish I’d had the chance to tell you all I love you.

Then, from out of the blackness of the night, a new creature arrived. With a deep battle cry, it launched itself at the spider monster. Blinking away her tears of pain, Mara saw that it looked somewhat like a human man. His eyes were slitted like a cat’s and glowed with violet light, his bone-white features contorted in a fierce grimace.

He wielded a long, curved sword in one hand. As she watched, stunned, he cleaved through one of the monster’s legs, nimbly dodging the acidic spray of green blood.

“Vende!” he shouted, pointing at her.

Get away, she heard, echoing in her mind.

Cradling her injured arm across her chest, she scrambled back, but could not take her eyes from the fight.

The spider monster hissed, swiping at the man with its claws. He dodged the attack and raised his free hand. A ball of purple fire flew from his palm, hitting the creature in the head. The smell of scorched flesh joined the rank odor of the monster, and Mara swallowed back bile.

With a shout, her rescuer leaped gracefully forward and plunged his sword into the creature’s body. It let out a screech that rasped the air, then collapsed, legs and pincers twitching. One claw rose feebly and he set it ablaze with another gout of fire. After a few seconds, the monster stopped moving altogether.

“Rhanc na,” her rescuer said. It is dead.

He pulled his blade from the carcass and wiped it clean on the silvery grasses. While he was thus occupied, Mara scanned the battle-trampled ground for her kitchen knife. It lay near the dead monster, nearly buried by the churned-up soil. She scrambled forward, gritting her teeth against the pain in her arm, and grabbed the blade. It was a poor weapon, but better than nothing.

Gasping, she rose to her feet, knife awkwardly raised in her left hand.

“Who are you?” she asked. “What are you?”

“Nahtadh!” he exclaimed. You are hurt.

With two quick strides he stood before her, ignoring the feeble waving of her knife. He was tall and lithe, and wore dark leather armor. Pointed ears poked up through the midnight-black hair framing his pale face. Even without the battle grimace his features were forbiddingly alien—the sharp planes of his cheeks too angular, the set of his mouth too harsh.

Worst of all were his eyes, the irises contracting to thin slits as he studied her. She glanced away from the sight, trying to calm her galloping heartbeat.

She was not sure if she was in any less danger from this manlike creature than from the spider monster. Although he had come to her rescue, he was nonetheless quite terrifying.

With a shaky breath, she steeled herself and looked up into his glowing violet eyes.

The unfamiliar stars spun above his head, and the world seemed to tilt.

He reached to steady her. She flinched, and was surprised to feel his hands were warm on her shoulders, not corpse cold. A strange sensation coursed through her, a buzzing that centered on her injured arm. He dropped one hand and gently took her arm, and she let him straighten it, though the movement made her hiss with agony.

Thin lips turned down in a frown, he passed his hand over her arm. The pain lessened somewhat, and she let out a relieved breath, though she could not help noticing that his fingertips ended in hard ebony claws. He truly seemed more monster than man.

“Naresta,” he said. Help is nearby.

“I don’t trust you,” she said. “What kind of being are you? Do you even understand what I’m saying?”

He gave her a look she could not interpret. “Tolo.” Come.

She could not gaze overlong on his frightful features, but he was offering to help, and she didn’t have any other options. Mara took a step, then nearly collapsed. The adrenaline that had carried her through pursuit and attack had gone, leaving her shaky and filled with pulsing pain.

With a muttered curse, he swept her up in his arms. She barely had the presence of mind to keep hold of her knife as he bore her through the silvery grasses.

His stride was smooth, and it seemed to take no effort to carry her. Some of his long, dark hair fell forward and brushed her face, and she smelled the dusty scent of hawthorn blossoms. She was too afraid of him to struggle in his arms.

“Gartong,” he said. Hold tight.

He was a being of few words—but at least she was able to understand them. Though it seemed their communication was only one-way.

He shifted her in his arms, then lunged up. It took a moment for her stomach to settle, and then she realized they were on a horse. A very large black horse that seemed to have neither saddle nor bridle. He resettled her across his lap, holding her securely yet carefully. Her head rested against his chest, where she was relieved to hear a heartbeat. Her legs draped over his, and had he been a human man it would have been embarrassingly intimate.

But this strange, stern creature, despite seeming somewhat human, was certainly not a mortal man. If she were to guess, she would name him one of the fearsome Dark Elves out of legend. And she had fallen firmly into his clutches.

The horse moved into a walk, then a faster gait that was smooth as water. Mara listened to the Dark Elf’s heart beneath her ear and wondered what her fate was to be, and how she might escape it. 


[image: ]

 

By the seven bright stars! Bran could not believe he’d found the human woman he’d seen in his vision—and nearly lost her to a creature of the Void.

He didn’t know how the abomination had penetrated the barrier undetected, but it was a very bad sign. As was the appearance of the girl, if the prophecy was to be believed. Elfhame’s darkest hour must be nearly upon them.

She was a brave thing, he had to admit, even armed with that laughable blade. The fact she’d managed to cut the monster was impressive. But how strange she looked, with her soft, blunt features and small, clawless hands. She’d said she didn’t trust him—as if she had any choice in the matter.

His first impulse had been to take her back to the Hawthorne Court, so they might be married immediately. But she was injured, and the camp at the border was much closer than his father’s court. After they tended her wounded arm, and made sure she was well enough to travel, then the prophecy could be fulfilled.

Cautiously, he glanced down, to see that she was sleeping in his arms. The determination that had filled her face was smoothed away, and she looked vulnerable and young. His muscles tensed again at the thought of the Void creature attacking her, and a strange possessiveness welled up in him. He made a swift vow to the absent moon to do whatever he must to keep her safe.

In less than a half-turn, he crested a rise and saw the soft glow of the border camp ahead. The woman in his arms made a quiet moan of pain. Without thinking, he gently smoothed her mud-colored hair away from her face. 

With his knee he nudged Fuin, his faithful steed, into a canter. The guards at the perimeter lifted their hands in silent greeting as he passed. On the horizon, the first light of the brightmoon washed out the stars.

When he reached the center of camp, he slid off his horse. Though he landed as lightly as he could, the girl’s eyes flew open and she stiffened in his arms.

“Hush,” he said to her. “All is well.”

Whatever magic lay between them, she seemed to understand. Her body relaxed, though she raised her head, surveying the tents and warriors.

“Are you at war?” she asked.

He made no reply. There would be time enough, later, to explain the dire situation the Dark Elves were faced with, and her part in saving them.

The healer’s tent was lit inside with golden everflame lanterns. Avantor, leader of the healing hands, hurried over when Bran strode in. He glanced at the human, and his eyes flared with questions.

“Void ichor burn,” Bran said. “Her right arm.”

“Lay her there,” the healer said, gesturing to an unoccupied cot. 

Bran gently deposited the woman, then stood back while Avantor peeled the sleeve of her gown away from her blistered skin. She let out a hiss of pain, then looked up at Bran. 

“Will it leave a scar?” she asked.

He did not know, and only pressed his lips together in reply.

She let out a low breath. “I don’t know why I bother asking. You don’t understand me, and all you do is give me that hideous glare.”

Bran opened his mouth to answer that he was not glaring at her, let alone considered hideous, but Avantor waved him back.

“Give me room to work,” the healer said.

Bran nodded and took a step away. He had some rudimentary ability to heal, but Avantor was far more skilled, and had spent years honing his abilities.

Humming a song of soothing, the healer passed his hands over the mortal’s burned flesh. She closed her eyes, a look of blessed relief crossing her face. It had been brave of her, to bear the pain so long without protest.

As Bran watched, Avantor made a second pass, golden light radiating from his palms. The reddened skin turned to pink, the blisters faded, but the ichor would leave its mark, a faint etching of lines on her skin. Thank the distant moon it had not burned her down to the bone.

“Her forearm will be weak and the skin tender for a quarter moon,” Avantor said. “And it will leave a scar. I’m sorry. The injury was not serious enough to call forth my deepest healing songs.”

“I understand.” Though Bran wanted his bride whole and unscarred, Avantor must conserve his power to tend more grievous wounds. There were few enough Dark Elf warriors standing whole upon the field as it was.

“Rest now,” Bran said to the woman, who seemed already half asleep.

She opened her eyes fully at the sound of his voice.

“Wait,” she said. “What is your name?”

He hesitated a moment. His full, formal name might be too difficult for her. Should he introduce himself as the Hawthorne Prince, or would that make him even more intimidating in her eyes?

She clearly took his silence for incomprehension. With an exaggerated movement, she pointed to herself. 

“I am Mara.” She tapped her chest with her uninjured hand. “Mara. You?” She pointed back to him.

It was a simple name, and he decided to return it in kind.

“Bran,” he said, putting his own hand on his chest.

Her gaze followed the motion, and he saw her shiver at the sight of his partially sheathed claws. Then her gaze darted back to his face. Her eyes held more gold than mud, illuminated by the everflame, and he stared, caught by that brightness.

“Bran,” she said.

The sound of his name in her mouth sent a jolt through him, as though the prophecy had been waiting for a moment of weakness to pounce. He suppressed the feeling, and made her a slight bow.

“Mara.” It was not displeasing, as far as mortal names went.

Her lips bent into a slight smile and she closed her eyes.

Bran stared at her a long moment, studying the curves of her face—so different from the angular planes of his own people. Avantor cleared his throat.

“Are you in need of anything else, my lord?” the healer asked.

“No.” Bran gave himself a mental shake. “I’ll be consulting with Hestil. Summon me if there’s any change.”

“There should not be. She’ll sleep for several turns, and be a little unsteady on her feet when she wakes.”

“Fetch me then,” Bran said.

He hoped there would not be an attack while Mara was convalescing. The sooner he could get her away from the front and to the safety of court, the better.

Hestil was in the command tent, leaning over an array of maps spread out on the low table. She straightened when Bran walked in, and raised one eyebrow.

“My scouts tell me you arrived with a human woman. Could it be that the long-awaited prophecy is finally in motion?”

“Yes.” He nodded at the maps. “Have there been any more incursions beyond the ones marked?”

She made an annoyed sound. “For just a moment, forget you are a commander, and answer as though you have a heart. What do you think of her?”

“It doesn’t matter what I think.” It never had, not when he’d grown up bound by prophecy. 

“Nonsense. You have to marry the girl. It’s better if you don’t find her odious.”

“She’s human.” He shrugged. “They are somewhat different than our kind.”

“Our kind. You know as well as I that before the doorway was closed, Dark Elves and humans interbred. Just because the Hawthorne line never intermingled doesn’t mean she’s of completely alien blood.”

“My mother would disagree.” 

Tinnueth had always found the idea of the Hawthorne Heir married to a lowly mortal quite distasteful. Which was why she’d probably concocted the scheme to betroth him to Mireleth.

“Just because part-blood mortals almost never showed Dark Elf characteristics doesn’t mean they’re not compatible mates,” Hestil said.

Mates. Bran could not help the shiver of distaste that went through him at the thought. “The prophecy says nothing of breeding. Only that we must wed.”

His second-in-command regarded him a long moment, then gave a small shake of her head and turned back to the maps. “There’s been a breach further south. We were able to contain it, but the forces are spread too thin.”

“One creature got through,” Bran said, his voice tight. “It attacked Mara, and that might have been the end of us all, right then. We must increase the patrols.”

Hestil’s eyes widened. “Muck and mire. Was she badly injured?”

“Burned, but not too badly. She’s resting in the healer’s tent. I killed the creature.”

“Of course. And you know we haven’t enough warriors to add extra patrols.”

Bran clenched his fist and tapped it against the sword at his waist. What Hestil said was true—they were desperately shorthanded.

“Up the ration of puffdust,” he finally said. “We’ll all be short on sleep, but the alternatives are worse.”

Hestil frowned, but made no argument. They both knew prolonged use of the stimulant could cause debilitating headaches. Still, they had no choice.

“I’ll go out now,” Bran said. “Who’s in most need of a rest?”

“Lieth. She’s been pulling double shifts since you left.”

There was no censure in her voice, but Bran felt a stab of guilt anyway. Lieth was the strongest magic user the Dark Elves had, after himself. But she was not also heir to a court, and subject to the beck and call of an imperious father.

“I’ll send her in right away,” he said.

The brightmoon had just cleared the horizon, spilling milky light over the land, as Bran stepped out of the command tent. He blinked, letting his eyes adjust to the light, then went to fetch Fuin. 

It took less than a turn of riding to find Lieth. The glow of her magic was a simple guide, though Bran noted the light wavered unsteadily as he approached. He dismounted at Lieth’s rough camp and tethered Fuin, then hurried to the clearing where she held the Void at bay.

She stood, bathed in a halo of purple light, one hand upraised to try and maintain the barrier. With her other hand, she directed a stream of lightning at a huge, lumbering creature who had obviously issued from the Rift. Its five eyes glowed menacingly atop an elongated neck and it sported a maw of wickedly sharp teeth, but thankfully its stumpy legs did not propel it very quickly.

Bran summoned his magic, adding his own powerful blast to Lieth’s attack. With a wet whump, the creature exploded. Lieth staggered back a step, but to her credit kept the flow of power going to the barrier. Quickly, Bran stepped up beside her, ready to lend a steadying shoulder.

“Prince Brannon. Good to see you,” she said with a weak smile.

By the light of the risen moon she looked wretched, her pale skin tinged ashen, her eyes faded and barely glowing.

“I have the barrier,” Bran said, opening his hand and letting magic flow from his palm. “You need a rest.”

“I’ll just lie down in my tent—” she began.

“No. I insist you return to the main camp and see Avantor. You’re dangerously close to draining your magic dry.”

She regarded him a moment, then slowly nodded. 

“I won’t argue with you, commander. The breach here is nearly sealed, but I couldn’t close it and fend off the creatures at the same time. I’m sorry to say that I lost my mount to a gyrewolf.” She dropped her gaze to the trampled grasses.

“The Void attacks are growing more aggressive. You did well to hold the border for this long.”

And he was an idiot for letting Hestil send her out alone. 

It was fortunate that one of the slower Riftlings had emerged, not another gyrewolf or spiderkin. Had he been much later, Elfhame might have seen an influx of creatures they could not contain.

Thank the prophecy the mortal woman had appeared at last.

“Take Fuin,” he said. “I’ll finish closing the breach, then come back on foot. That way I can check the border more closely.”

He did not want to be unable to reach Mara quickly, but Lieth was nearly dead upon her feet. He could not make her march back to the main camp, and he did not want her to wait until he finished sealing the border—not with the way the light in her eyes was dimming.

As if to mock his thoughts, the breach in the barrier bulged, and two creatures emerged: a chittering spiderkin and a red-eyed wolf.

Lieth raised her hands, but Bran grabbed her arm. “No. I command you to go. Now.”

He knew she would obey. None dared go against the Hawthorne Prince when he used such a tone.

A poor leader he would be if he allowed the second-best magic user they had to drain her powers to the bone. As it was, it would take at least a brightmoon for her to regain her strength. 

He was powerful enough to handle two foes and maintain the barrier by himself. Not with perfect ease, but he could not be distracted by worrying that Lieth was about to collapse from exhaustion.

As she turned and trudged over to where Fuin was tied, Bran sent a blast of magic at the spiderkin. It flew backward, temporarily disabled. He drew his sword and, still keeping some power flowing to the breach, ran forward to meet the gyrewolf.

It was overeager, and leaped straight at him. Bran ducked and thrust his sword up into the wolf’s belly, then dodged the shower of ichor as the creature thudded to the ground. It twitched once, then was still.

Behind him, he heard the thud of hooves as Lieth left. 

The spiderkin righted itself and began scuttling toward him. Bran sent an extra jolt of power into the breach to keep it closed, then turned his magic on his attacker. It would take more force than he wanted to use to dispatch it the way he and Lieth had killed the lumberer, especially since he must make sure the border was secure afterward.

With a grim smile, he raised his sword again. One of the reasons he was the strongest magic user among the warriors was that he knew when to conserve his power and use his blade instead. True, he had unusually deep reserves of magical energy, but his fighting prowess helped him maintain that power rather than constantly spending it in battle.

As the spiderkin circled, claws clacking, Bran pulled out his dagger with his left hand. Best to end this soon. He must seal the breach and return to Mara before she woke. He balanced the blade, then sent it hurtling toward one of the creature’s glowing red eyes. It struck true and the spiderkin let out a screech of pain and anger.

In that moment of distraction, Bran leaped forward, sword swinging. It did not take long before the carcass of the spiderkin joined that of the gyrewolf. He retrieved his dagger, then carefully wiped the ichor from both blades before re-sheathing them.

Now to seal the border.

He studied the small tear in the barrier surrounding Elfhame. Behind it, he could feel the pulsing power of the Void, hungry and relentless.

As he had told his father, the Void had never before pressed so closely against their world. It concentrated its attack on the portion of the barrier guarded by Hawthorne and Nightshade, and every time their warriors sealed a breach, the Void managed to open a new one. The other courts had sent reinforcements as well, keeping only enough warriors to patrol the boundaries of their own territories. 

But there were not enough Dark Elves to contain the sustained assault from the Void. Not this time.

Bran drew in a long breath and glanced at the full orb of the moon. Planting his feet firmly in the soil, he lifted his hands and drew upon his wellspring of power.

Violet light streamed from his hands, splashing across the invisible barrier that encircled Elfhame. He found the edges of the tear, and pulled them back together, weaving his magic back and forth to create a strong seal. When it was mended, he raised his voice and spoke the word of binding.

White light flared across the clearing. The border was secure.

Just below hearing, he was aware of the Void’s rage, a black hum of fury. If he had to guess, he would say the Void had exhausted the other worlds it preyed upon. In the past, Elfhame had been too much trouble, but now he could sense a desperation in its hunger.

He thought it no coincidence that the Void’s efforts to break through were concentrated near the doorway to yet another land: the mortal world where humans dwelt. They would stand little chance against the creatures now attacking the Dark Elves.

Humans were weak, despite their iron swords and masses of soldiers. It was not because of their fighting prowess that the Dark Elves had closed the doorway and returned to Elfhame. Mortals, with very few exceptions, lacked the magic to repel the creatures of the Void. They would make a sweet feast for its devouring energy.

But he should not dwell on such dark thoughts. Now Mara had arrived, an end to the battle was in sight.

Bran strode back to Lieth’s small camp. He bundled up her sleeping roll and struck her tent, stowing it and most of her supplies in the waterproof saddlebags she’d brought. Without a horse to help transport everything back, he’d have to leave most of it for later retrieval.

He made up a smaller pack for himself with the food, water, and a blanket. It should not take him more than a turn or two to return to the main camp, but it was always wise to be prepared.

As the brightmoon rose high in the star-etched sky, he set off. He paralleled the barrier, keeping a tendril of magic lightly touching the boundary that walled off the world. For a half-turn, all was quiet. Silver light filtered through the trees and cast radiance into the open glades where white-petaled flowers bloomed. Their faint perfume drifted on the air, along with the quiet coo of ashdoves.

Then Bran sensed a tremor in the barrier. He paused and extended his power more fully, then shuddered at what he felt. The coldness of the Void seeped into his soul.

A large breach had opened ahead—and if he was any judge, it was near the main camp. If Mara was in danger…

Quickly, he withdrew his magic and began to run, cursing his lack of a horse. His heart beat, fast and strong, as he dashed through the silver-lit forest that lay between him and the threat to Elfhame’s entire future. 
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Mara blinked, emerging from strange dreams of moonlight and monsters with slitted pupils. She felt cold; the fire had died down and she must have kicked off the quilt. 

Something was awry with the ceiling. Unease curled through her as she blinked again, trying to clear the muzz of sleep from her head. Pale fabric rose above her, and she lay in a narrow cot. Shouts filtered in from outside, voices raised in a language not her own.

A jolt of wrongness went through her.

She was not lying in the bedroom she shared with her sisters. Not in Little Hazel. Not even in the world she called home.

She was in the Dark Elves’ world, where they were fighting a battle against strange creatures—and it seemed the fight was taking place right outside. Strange glows lit the tent walls, and she heard screeches and howls that raised the hairs on the back of her neck.

Carefully she sat up, relieved to find that beneath the tatters of her sleeve her burned arm was only tender and pink. The blisters and searing pain were gone, and she let out a low breath of gratitude.

 There was one other patient in the tent, an older Dark Elf, judging by the pale silver of his braided-back hair and the lines at the corners of his strange dark eyes. As she watched, he stood and moved slowly to the door flap.

“What is happening?” she asked.

“Dagor,” he said, giving her a curious look. “Na echil?”

“I don’t understand.” She shook her head. Whatever ability she had to know Bran’s meaning was gone, along with him. “Bran? Do you know where Bran is?”

“Ernil Brannonilon?” His slitted eyes widened as he stared at her, and then he gave a slow nod.

Outside, the sounds of fighting grew closer. The elf glanced about, snatching a sword set just inside the tent’s door. He raised the blade, then stepped back as another Dark Elf entered.

It was Bran. 

Mara’s heart gave a huge thump, then settled. Despite the fierce look on his stark features and the ichor-stained sword in his hand, she was strangely relieved to see him.

Something flared in his violet eyes and his grim expression softened a bit. Without a word, he sheathed his sword and strode to her bed. A light green cloak was neatly folded at the foot, and he picked it up.

“Lenweta emme,” he said. We must go.

Good thing she had healed so quickly. She swung her feet to the canvas-covered floor, glad to find her boots tucked beneath the bed. She put them on and stood, and Bran wrapped the cloak about her in one swift move. It was a little too long for her. Something in the inner pocket bumped her hip—her kitchen knife. She pulled it out and stuck it through her belt.

The barest hint of approval softened his mouth, gone so quickly she thought she might have imagined it.

“I’m ready,” she told him.

He paused at the tent door to exchange a quick conversation with the older warrior. She caught a few words—hold and magic and something that sounded like court.

Wonderful. She glanced down at her gown, stained with mud at the hem, the skirt hopelessly wrinkled, one sleeve partially burned away, the other ravaged by brambles. Just the thing to wear to meet the Dark Elf king.

If they even had a king. She knew so little about this world. The thought of an entire castle filled with terrifying, slit-eyed Dark Elves made her shudder.

Bran took her elbow and escorted her out of the tent. The acrid smell of scorched flesh and the reek of ichor hung in the air. On one side of the camp, two Dark Elves sent blasts of magic against a pack of red-eyed wolves. On the other side, a band of warriors held three of the spiderlike creatures at bay.

A huge golden moon hung in the sky, much brighter than the silver disc she was familiar with. Its light showed all too clearly the desperation in the faces of the fighters. Mara closed her fingers about the handle of her kitchen knife, her breath tightening.

The air in front of them shimmered, and a wolf sprang out of nowhere, directly at her. She yanked out her blade, but Bran was already between her and the creature, sword swinging. A gaunt woman ran up, pale fire sputtering from her hands. It did not take long for the wolf to die.

“Taur coth,” the woman said, her voice ringing hollow with exhaustion.

“Savamarth,” Bran replied. Trust fate.

“Manen?” The woman gestured at the besieged camp, frustration clear in her voice.

Slowly, Bran sheathed his sword. He raised his hands, violet light flickering from his fingertips. The light intensified, washing over the tents and trampled ground, the bands of fighters and their dreadful enemies. 

Mara squinted, her attention focused on Bran. His dark hair flew back from his severe face, and his strange eyes were closed. Magic streamed from his hands, and the attacking creatures began to disappear with sickeningly wet pops.

Bran swayed, and, without thinking, she stepped to his side. She slipped her arm about his waist, bracing him. It was foolish to think that she could lend this tall, muscular warrior her small mortal strength, but somehow she knew she must.

Heat streamed from his body. He gave a grunt of approval and leaned more heavily against her. Mara dug her booted feet into the ground and braced herself against his weight.

The Dark Elf woman came to lend her aid on his other side. Mara drew in a deep breath and held on. Her side and arm began to pulse where they were in contact with Bran, as though he were not simply made of flesh. Perhaps it was his magic she felt, and she prayed it would not harm her as it did the invading creatures.

As if summoned by that thought, a strange prickling swept over her, as though she’d rolled in a patch of stinging nettles. Despite the discomfort, she screwed her eyes shut and continued to hold Bran up. Then, as if she were an egg, something inside her cracked open.

Pain, and light, and a surge of sensation that made her gasp.

Bran let out a shout. Blue light flared against her closed eyelids, then faded. She was not sure if she supported Bran, or the other way around.

“Mara?” His arm around her shoulders, his hand gentle on her cheek.

She forced her eyes open. The camp was quiet, the invading creatures gone. The Dark Elves spoke quietly to one another, and the woman next to Bran did not look nearly as spent as she had mere moments ago.

“What happened?” Mara asked.

“We closed the breach,” he answered, his voice stiff with surprise. He studied her, brows lowered.

“Wait—I can understand you. And you understand me?” Relief blossomed in her chest. Suddenly, she felt far less alone.

“I always did.” His voice was dry.

“Oh.” Her cheeks heated as she recalled some of the things she’d said to him.

Another Dark Elf strode up to where they stood, her hair in elaborate braids, a sword in either hand. She glanced at Mara’s arm about Bran’s waist, and his around her shoulders, and raised one thin brow.

Mara tried pulling away, but Bran’s hold tightened. Very well—she still felt shaky after whatever had happened, and his support was not unwelcome.

“That was an impressive show of power,” the warrior woman said.

Mara drew in a breath. She could understand everyone! Whatever magic had just touched her, it seemed to have brought her more fully into the Dark Elves’ world.

“That effort nearly drained me,” Bran said. “Until Mara’s wellspring opened. It was her power blended with mine that you saw.” He sounded bemused by the fact.

Not nearly as stunned as Mara was, however, to discover that apparently she possessed magic of her own. Her mind scrambled, trying to make sense of it.

“Well.” The Dark Elf warrior made a thoughtful frown. “The prophecy appears to be functioning correctly. I suppose you’ll take her to court now?”

“I must, as soon as possible.”

“I’ll stay here,” the woman on Bran’s other side said. “My powers are restored enough to be of use again.”

“Are you certain, Lieth?” He gave her a stern look.

“One of us has to remain, and it can’t be you. I’m sure Commander Hestil agrees.”

The woman with the braids gave a short nod. “The camp is safe for now, and the border secure. It’s high time you fulfilled your destiny.”

She shot Mara an unreadable glance, then looked back at Bran.

“We’ll depart immediately,” he said. “I assume Fuin is with the other horses?”

“Yes,” the woman he’d called Lieth said. “I can make up a pack for you—”

“I have one. Both of you, contact me if the Void attacks again, beyond the usual small breaches.”

“Of course,” Commander Hestil said. “Good luck.”

Bran inclined his head, then looked at Mara. “Can you walk?”

“I think so.” Despite her legs feeling like wilted stalks. “What’s going on? What do you mean by my ‘wellspring’? What—”

“I’ll tell you as we travel.”

His arm still about her, he turned them both. She took a step, and nearly fell. With an annoyed sound, Bran swept her up in his arms. It was becoming a habit of his, to cart her about like a sack of vegetables. Nevertheless, she did not have the strength to protest. This time.

“Lieth, my pack is at the edge of camp, there,” he said. “Be so kind as to fetch it.”

The other woman nodded and went to get Bran’s supplies.

He strode to where the horses were tied, and his tall black steed whickered at their arrival. Lieth stowed his pack in the saddlebags and bade them farewell. Soon enough they were mounted and on their way, Mara seated in front of Bran as before, his strong arm holding her in place. She tried to ignore the sharp claws at the ends of his fingers.

“Where are we going?” she asked. “Is it far?”

He did not answer immediately. She was coming to understand that he was comfortable with silence. Long silence. Still, she tried to curb her impatience and wait for his reply.

“We are going to the Hawthorne Court,” he finally said. “It is not too far a distance.”

“By court do you mean something like a castle, where your rulers dwell?” She must know, though she dreaded the answer.

“Yes. Something like.”

Why did he always answer quickly when the answer was unpleasant? She grimaced, glad he couldn’t see her face. It seemed she was to meet the Dark Elf nobility after all.

“Does the king live there?” she asked.

His chest vibrated with a short, mirthless laugh. “We have no king, not in the way of mortals. There are seven courts, each governed by a Lord or Lady. They meet in council when necessary, but mostly the courts are content to rule themselves without interference from their neighbors.”

It did not sound like an arrangement that would work in her world. “Do you not fight among yourselves?”

“No.” His arm around her tightened. “There are plenty of outside threats to occupy us.”

“Like those creatures.”

“The Void, yes. And other things.”

“Your world doesn’t seem particularly pleasant,” she said. “Does the sun ever shine here?”

“We do not have a fiery orb in the sky. The brightmoon casts plenty of light. And, in its defense, Elfhame currently is not at its best.” His voice had turned grim. “But once the Void is defeated, you’ll see how lovely your new homeland is.”

“What?” Panic swept through her. She turned to look at him and nearly fell off the horse, staying on only by grabbing his linen shirt. “My new homeland? Are you saying I’m trapped here?”

He pulled the horse to a stop, and cocked his head at her. “It is not so bad.”

“How would you like to be ripped away from your home and family, from everything you’ve ever known?” She let go of the silky fabric of his shirt, and pushed hard against his chest. “Put me down this instant.”

Still holding her, he slid off his mount, then set her gently on her feet. She took a step away from him and balled her hands into fists, wanting to strike him, wanting to strike the entire twilight world of Elfhame.

“I don’t belong here,” she said fiercely.

He folded his arms. “It is your fate.”

“It is no such thing.” 

She wanted to go home, to a sunlit world filled with the scent of baking bread and the good-humored teasing of her siblings. The thought of being trapped in this shadowy place, menaced by horrible creatures for the rest of her life, was unbearable.

“Since the day I was born,” he said, “I’ve known that a mortal woman would come through the doorway into Elfhame. It is the prophecy.”

“That’s all very well for you,” She ground her boot heels into the soil. “I didn’t grow up surrounded by magical forces, and I don’t believe in your so-called prophecy. Can’t you send me home?”

“No.” His expression was hard.

“Then what good are those powers you like to fling about?”

“I remind you they’ve saved your life twice. And you have newly awakened magic of your own—magic that does not belong in the human world. Magic that can help us fight the Void and save Elfhame.”

“I don’t care.” She crossed her arms, mirroring his stance. “I won’t use it, not if it means I can’t ever go home.”

The wind brushed the tall grasses around them and sent silver shadows dancing through a nearby grove of trees.

“You have no choice.” He stepped forward and took her shoulders. “You cannot fight fate.”

His hands were warm, and he smelled faintly of some exotic spice—cloves, or sandalwood. But those things didn’t matter.

Mara narrowed her eyes. Her stubbornness was her most exasperating quality, according to her mother. Well, she had every intention of putting it to full use.

“If you can’t send me home, I’ll find someone at the Hawthorne Court who will.”

His lips flattened in disapproval. “I very much doubt that. I’m the strongest magic user in the land.”

“But you’ve never gone through the doorway between our worlds. I have.” A wild hope ran through her. “Take me there right now—the place where the door stands.”

He shook his head, one of his thin, dark braids brushing his angular cheek. “It’s too dangerous.”

She twisted her shoulders, and he dropped his hands, freeing her from the warmth of his grasp.

“You said you need my magic to help save Elfhame?” she asked.

He did not answer. Secrets swirled in his violet eyes.

“Well?” she demanded. “Isn’t that what your so-called prophecy says?”

“Something akin to it,” he said. “Your presence is essential to saving our world from the Void.”

“Then I’ll help you—but once the Void is defeated, you must promise to help me return home. To the mortal world.”

He turned the silver bracelet on his wrist back and forth, the harsh planes of his face unreadable. “I do not know what you’re accustomed to among humans, but in Elfhame we do not give promises lightly.”

“I’ll keep my word.” She lifted her chin, determined that he believe her. “If I tell you I’ll help, then I will. I’ll even learn to use whatever this new power is, if I have to.”

His lips twisted slightly, as though he tasted something sour. “It is not your side of the bargain I am concerned about.”

It took a moment for her to catch his meaning.

“So you won’t try to help me get me back home?” It felt like a betrayal, though she had no real reason to think of this forbidding warrior as her ally.

“It is not a matter of what I can and cannot do,” he said. “There are other elements in play.”

She folded her arms. “Then why should I help you?”

His eyes flared. “If you do not, you will perish along with Elfhame.”

His words rang with truth. The Dark Elves were hard-pressed, from what she had seen.

And she was somehow bound up in their future, whether she wanted to be or not. There was no winning this argument—and she was no closer to finding a way home. Defeat wrapped around her like a clammy cloak.

“Come,” he said. “When we reach the Hawthorne Court, matters will be made clear.” 
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Bran mounted Fuin and settled Mara in front of him once more. She sat stiffly, and he could read her anger and unhappiness in the set of her shoulders.

He let out a soundless sigh. If only they had more time, so that he might ease her into his world and better prepare her for what was to come. But the Void was relentless, and the prophecy must be fulfilled.

Still, he had a little sympathy. He’d grown up with the prophecy woven into the fabric of his life. For her, the revelation of her unexpected magic—and her destiny—must be quite unsettling. 

Perhaps that was why he hadn’t yet told her about the wedding. 

Her magic had come as a surprise to him as well, but a welcome one. He had never tried to second-guess his fate, but he had sometimes wondered how a mortal woman could possibly be so important to the Dark Elves’ future. Now he knew.

And soon, Mara would too.

Once she accustomed herself to her role in Elfhame’s future, he had no doubt she would do what needed to be done. After all, she was the woman of the prophecy.

Fuin bore them through glades washed with the radiance of the brightmoon and past a silvery lake where glimglows danced with their reflections. The moon was sinking low in the sky when she finally spoke.

“What is this wellspring of magic that I supposedly have?”

He considered for a moment how best to explain it to her, relieved that she’d softened enough to lean against him. Or maybe she was simply too tired to care.

“Every Dark Elf has magic within them, in differing amounts,” he said. “Some can perform only basic tasks—creating light and illusions, moving small objects, and rudimentary forms of offensive and defensive magic.”

She let out a short, weary laugh. “That sounds impressive enough to me. But I’m not a Dark Elf. Why would I have any of your powers?”

Because it is your fate, he almost said, then thought better of it.

“You know that our people intermingled freely, centuries ago?”

“So the legends say. I suppose it’s true. After all, there is a door between our worlds. Why did you leave and lock it behind you?”

“Dark Elves were no longer welcome among your kind,” he said. “It would have been foolish to stay and fight for a place—not when we had no great stake in the doings of mortals, and no real benefit to remaining in your world.”

“So you just took your magic and left.”

“Not all of it, clearly. Some humans carry the blood of my ancestors. Like yourself.”

“I’ve never done anything the least bit out of the ordinary back home,” she said. “And it’s not for lack of wanting.”

“Then you have a latent power that only awoke when you entered Elfhame.” 

He did not mention that it was shockingly strong. Not as powerful as his own, but impressive for someone with so much mortal blood.

Of course, fate had arranged it so. Clearly her newfound powers were part of the key to saving his land. They must marry as soon as possible, then return to the front and defeat the Void once and for all.

“How do I learn to use this new magic of mine?” she asked. “And how long does it take to master?”

“I will teach you,” he said. “As to how long? Dark Elf children are tutored for at least three years as they develop their powers and hone their skills.”

“Three years?” She sounded aghast at the prospect. “That’s far too long.”

“I agree.” At best, they had only a handful of days. Her appearance in Elfhame heralded the beginning of the end. “We will begin your training now.”

“Now?” She twisted around and glanced up at him. “While riding?”

“I will not let you fall. Close your eyes and reach deep within yourself. Remember the feeling of your magic unlocking, and see if you can reach it again.”

With her pressed against him, he could sense the warm glow of her wellspring—but could she?

“Now,” he said, “lift your hand and imagine a small ball of light hovering above your palm.”

She dutifully raised her hand, palm open. Nothing happened.

“Feel your power, waiting for you to call upon it,” he said.

“I don’t feel anything,” she said, frustration clear in her voice.

“You must try.” It was essential she be able to harness her power before they returned to the battle.

She blew out a sharp breath and splayed her hand wide. No ball of foxfire materialized to dance above her palm.

“It’s not working,” she said.

Bran pushed away his disappointment. It was a temporary setback—but fate had brought her to Elfhame. Surely she would be able to access her powers with a little more training.

“We will try again later,” he said.

“I thought we didn’t have any time to waste.” She dropped her arm to her side.

“You are tired and still recovering from the injury and healing done to your arm. No doubt the journey through the doorway was taxing, as well.”

“Are you making excuses for me?” There was a sharp edge in her voice. “I must say, I don’t think much of your training.”

He lifted his eyes to the setting moon and prayed for patience—for both of them. “I can’t expect you to instantly grasp a power you didn’t even know you possessed until very recently. You are not a Dark Elf, born with the knowledge of magic running through your blood.”

“No, I’m not. I’m just a lowly mortal girl.”

“You are far more than that. You are the answer to a prophecy.”

She gave a snort. “It doesn’t seem to be working out all that well.”

“Once we reach the Hawthorne Court—”

She swiveled again and stared at him with her strange blue eyes. “You keep saying that. What, exactly, will happen, when we get to the court?”

“There is to be a ceremony.”

She stiffened within his grasp, and he felt her pulse leap like a startled animal. “Dear gods, am I to be sacrificed? You need my lifeblood, don’t you?”

“No! Nothing like that. I swear it. You will not be harmed.”

She stared at him a long moment, meeting his gaze without flinching. She must have read the truth in his eyes, for she relaxed slightly, and her heartbeat steadied.

For a moment he considered Mireleth’s reaction to his true bride appearing. She would not be pleased—but there was nothing she could do about it. Thank the seven stars he’d escaped court before bonding their bracelets. Extrication from a fully activated betrothal bond was quite painful, or so he’d heard.

“What will the court think of me?” Mara asked. “Are they all as terrifying as you?”

He did not know how to respond. Probably, in the case of his parents, the answer was yes.

“My sister will like you,” he said, avoiding the question. “She has been studying up on mortals. As the woman of the prophecy, you shall be well received.” He hoped.

Mortals had not visited the Dark Elf courts for nearly a hundred years. She would be stared at, and her strange appearance and manners remarked upon. Probably even mocked. But once she helped save Elfhame, everyone would respect her role in their fate, and in his life, no matter how unappealing they might personally find her. Like him, they would have no choice.

He urged Fuin up a low ridge. The setting moon cast their shadow ahead of them over the silvergrass.

“Speaking of the Hawthorne Palace,” he said, “we’re almost there.”

At the top of the rise, they halted. The woman in his arms drew in a low breath at the sight of the palace spread out below.

He tried to view it through her eyes—the spiraling towers and vine-covered arches leading up to the central dome, the entire court surrounded by a profusion of white blossoms sending their dusty scent into the air. Balls of foxfire illuminated the open corridors and floated in and out of doorways, while glimglows danced in the courtyards over beds of purple moonflowers.

“It’s beautiful,” Mara said in a low voice.

He was pleased that she would find it so, since his kind seemed so frightful to her.

“What are those winged creatures flying over the flowers?” she asked.

“Glimglows. Despite their appearance, they possess all the intelligence of a butterfly. Do you not have them in the mortal world?”

“We have butterflies. But the first time I ever saw one of those glowing things was when they led me to the doorway. They’re smarter than you think.”

“Perhaps.” He had no intention of arguing with her. Fate used whatever tools were at hand—himself included.

She looked down and plucked at her dress. “Will I be allowed to freshen up before I have to meet anyone of importance? I’d hate to come before a prince or something, looking like this.”

“He would not mind.”

“That’s all very well for you to say, but I suspect your nobility takes themselves seriously here, just as they do in the human world.”

“There is a certain formality practiced at court,” he admitted.

He’d not really considered her appearance, beyond the blessed fact that his mortal woman had arrived at last, and was not hideous to look upon. Now he glanced from her tangled mud-colored hair to the torn and stained skirts of her gown, and allowed that perhaps she was right.

“We’ll go in the back way,” he said. “My sister will know what to do.”

“I hope so,” she said in a soft voice, her gaze fixed on the glowing court below. “I truly hope so.”
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Mara could not take her eyes from the fanciful towers and high, glowing dome of the Hawthorne Court. The sense of dread that had overshadowed her adventures ever since the spider creature’s attack was temporarily buried beneath a renewed sense of wonder.

Certainly she was beyond nervous about meeting more of the Dark Elves, but she would have Bran to defend her if any trouble arose. She was strangely sure of his support. Perhaps because he’d rescued her from the Void creature, he treated her rather possessively.

There were worse things than having a terrifying Dark Elf warrior mage as her champion.

She was aware of the heat of his body at her back, the shifting of his muscles as he guided his horse down the rise.

They skirted the tall, columned gates that she guessed marked the main entrance to the palace. Bran kept them in the shadow of the encircling wall. Hawthorn hedges bloomed there, the flowers white smudges in the dim light.

She was sorry the large moon was setting. It seemed to be the closest thing to daylight she would see in this land.

As if sensing her need for light, two of the bright motes Bran had called glimglows darted over the hedge of greenery. Her spirits lifted as they danced in the air above her head.

“They had better not reveal our position,” Bran said in a low voice.

“I think we’re safe. Surely they flit about all over the grounds.”

He made a noise in the back of his throat, but did not argue with her, or blast the sparks out of the air with his powers.

They came to a break in the hedge, and Bran guided them through. The glimglows followed, dipping and bobbing in the air. Ahead of them spread a velvety lawn edged with luminous blue flowers. On their right a wall of pale stone extended, broken by a few arched windows. As they passed beneath one, Mara heard a soft whinny and caught the scent of hay and manure. The stables.

When Bran rode into the building, a smaller Dark Elf hurried up to take his horse.

“Welcome home, milord,” she said. “How goes the battle?” 

“Well enough,” Bran said shortly. Gathering Mara against him, he slid down and landed lightly on the straw-covered floor.

The stable girl stared at Mara, her dark eyes widening. 

“Is that…the mortal woman?” she asked. “What a strange-looking creature! Where are her claws? What about—”

“I trust you to remain quiet on this matter,” Bran said, his tone hard. “Discretion is essential. Now, see to Fuin, and speak no more of what you have seen.”

The girl gulped back the questions Mara could see filling her mouth, and ducked her head in obedience. She clucked to the horse and led him deeper into the stables, sending one quick backward glance over her shoulder at Mara as she went.

Bran shook his head, his features set in a frown.

“Hurry,” he said, taking her arm and leading her back into the star-spangled night. “Word will spread quickly of your presence.”

“I thought she wouldn’t say anything.”

“She’ll hold her tongue, but not for long. It is in the nature of stable hands to gossip. And she will probably not be the only one to see you.”

He ushered her toward one of the graceful towers. Vines grew about its arched doorway, bearing starry blossoms that scented the air with exotic perfume. Mara drew in a deep breath as they passed under, trying to fix the smell in her mind. It would be a memory of her time in Elfhame, once she returned home.

“My sister’s rooms are not far,” Bran said, quickening his steps and bypassing the staircase spiraling up the inside of the tower.

Mara had to nearly run to keep pace. The corridor was dark, and she stumbled over a slight irregularity in the floor. Only Bran’s grip on her arm kept her from falling.

With an impatient flick of his fingers, he conjured a ball of pale blue light to keep them company. The glimglows had abandoned them at the stable, and Mara was sorry for it.

The light revealed carved doors made of golden wood set on either side of the hallway, and a subtle mosaic of stars and flowers on the tiled floor.

“Here.” Bran halted before a door that looked like all the others and tapped softly. “Anneth? Are you within?”

Further down the corridor another door opened, and Mara heard a gasp of surprise.

Frown deepening, Bran turned the crystalline knob and pushed open the door of his sister’s room. His hand firm at Mara’s back, he urged her inside and closed the door behind them.

“Anneth?” he called again, gesturing for the ball of light to rise into the room.

The blue glow illuminated a richly appointed sitting room, with two open archways leading off on either side. Bran snapped his fingers and warmer light sprang from filigreed lanterns hanging from the ceiling. 

“Is your sister married?” Mara asked, turning to survey the room. Richly woven rugs covered the floor, and beside the silk-draped couch a carved shelf held delicate glass orbs in varying sizes and hues.

“No,” he answered.

“Then you are of noble blood,” she said. 

The opulence of the room could not be denied, and it spoke clearly to his family’s station within the court. He was not a mere soldier. Not that she’d ever really thought so. And the stable hand had called him milord.

He was silent a moment—one of those pauses she was becoming accustomed to.

“I never implied otherwise,” he said.

“You are rather difficult,” she said. “Prying information out of you is like pulling thorns out of woolen cloth.”

“Then you may add it to my list of faults, along with being hideous and terrifying.” His voice was dry.

She stared at him, unsure of whether he was teasing her. Their gazes met, and once again she felt that strange, giddy sensation in her belly.

“Bran!” The door flew open.

Bran took a step away from Mara—somehow he had come near enough she could feel his breath against her hair—and turned to greet the black-haired young woman who stepped into the room.

“Anneth—close the door.”

“Oh my.” She did, then leaned her back against it, her slitted eyes going to Mara. “You found her! Oh, Bran, this is marvelous. We must let the court know as soon as possible.”

“Not before she is presentable. That is why we are here.” He turned to Mara. “Mara, meet my sister, Anneth. I leave you in her capable hands.”

“Wait.” Mara reached for him. “You’re just leaving me alone?” Her throat tightened with anxiety. He was the one known thing in this entire strange world.

“You are not alone, and I will return for you in a half-turn.”

“She can speak our language? Perfect.” Anneth grinned at her—a slightly frightening baring of her teeth. “But Bran, I can’t make her presentable in less than a turn’s time. Come back then. Besides, you have plenty of other arrangements to tend to.”

He nodded, then reached and laid a gentle hand, claws withdrawn, on Mara’s shoulder. “Do not fear. You are safe with Anneth.”

She had no choice but to believe him. And she still had her kitchen knife, if it came to that.

He turned to his sister. “Do your best.”

Mara’s temper flared at the implied insult, and she felt her cheeks heat. Did he truly find her so ugly?

“You’re not that pleasant to look upon yourself,” she said, then immediately regretted it. It was never a good idea to insult a fierce warrior to his face, no matter how hideous his appearance.

And she had to admit that, despite his features seeming strange and frightening to her eyes, she was slowly growing accustomed to them.

A tense silence fell between them, and then Anneth laughed.

“There’s a blow to your vanity, brother,” she said.

“I am not vain,” he said stiffly, which led Mara to believe he was considered handsome among the Dark Elves: hard as that might be to fathom.

She crossed her arms, uncertainty sweeping over her in the wake of her outburst. She was an outsider here, and felt it far more keenly inside the palace walls than when it had just been the two of them riding beneath the star-dappled sky. 

The thought of her coming presentation to the Hawthorne Court made her stomach clench. Once again, she longed desperately to go home. Her life in Little Hazel might be boring, but at least there she trod upon sure ground. Elfhame was fraught with danger, and she was finished with this adventure. 

Unfortunately, it was not yet finished with her.

“One thing,” Bran said, turning to her. “Do you go by any other name than Mara?”

“My full name is Mara Geary. Why?”

“For the court presentation,” he said. “Mara Geary will do.”

She had a suspicion the Dark Elves had long, elaborate names, despite what Bran chose to call himself. It was another knot in her belly, another place she was judged and found wanting.

“Go.” Anneth pushed her brother to the door.

“Set the lock behind me,” he said.

“Of course. Now, shoo. We have work to do.”

He slipped out. Anneth shut the door, then turned to Mara. 

“Well,” she said, her berry-colored eyes glowing, “this is going to be fun.”

Mara studied the Dark Elf’s eyes, trying to read the intent in that alien gaze. She couldn’t tell if Bran’s sister was mocking her, or was actually pleased at the idea of helping her. Though Bran had said Anneth was interested in learning about mortals. Perhaps her interest was genuine. 

And if not, there was nothing Mara could do about it, except hope she would not be made an utter fool of in front of the entire Hawthorne Court.
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“First, I think, a bath.” Bran’s sister looked Mara up and down. “That is, if you agree.”

“A bath would be nice,” Mara said, adding hastily, “I’m usually much cleaner than this.”

She didn’t want Anneth to assume that mortals were some kind of inferior creatures, happy to wallow about in their own dirt. In truth, Mara wanted nothing more than to wash off the sweat and grime left by running for her life, falling down a hillside, and battling a frightful spider creature. Not to mention being scarred by vicious ichor, using raw magic, and being hauled about the countryside on horseback.

No doubt her hair was in an equally dreadful state.

“I’ll help you draw and heat the water,” she added. There didn’t seem to be many servants in the Hawthorne Palace, unlike her experience at Castle Raine.

“That won’t be necessary,” Anneth said. “Come this way.” 

She stepped through the arched opening to the right of the sitting room, and Mara followed.

More of the filigreed lanterns hanging from the ceiling winked on as they entered, shedding a dim golden glow over the room. Anneth raised her hand, and the light increased until the room was bright even by human standards. Mara’s eyes widened at the sight of the round stone tub filled with water in the center of what was clearly an elaborate bathing room. One corner of the room had a drain set into the tiled floor. 

A nearby shelf contained colorful bottles and small metal containers filled with aromatic powders. The long counter along one wall boasted a sink shaped like a flower, and held a pile of fluffy rose-colored towels. The far end of the room was a screened-off area that Mara guessed must be the privy.

“I’ll prepare the water for you,” Anneth said. “Would you like me to stay and assist you in bathing? I’m unsure of your mortal customs.”

“I don’t need any help,” Mara replied. She would feel far too vulnerable standing naked before any Dark Elf, with their sharp claws and fierce eyes.

Anneth nodded. “The scrolls I’ve read tell of human women being aided in many aspects of their lives. Bathing, dressing, and the like. So I wasn’t certain what you expected.”

“That’s for noblewomen,” Mara said, feeling self-conscious. “I’m simply a commoner.”

Anneth shook her head. “Here in Elfhame, you are ranked above the nobility. You are the woman of the prophecy, after all! Don’t be shy about your origins. Now, let me tend to the bath.”

Anneth stepped to the tub and waved her hand over the water. A faint glow hung in the air, then drifted down, infusing the bath with subtle light.

“What’s that?” Mara asked.

“I’m heating it for you. But before you get in, you must rinse yourself off.”

Anneth flicked her fingers in a sharp gesture, and water began cascading out of the wall in the corner. The room was in no danger of flooding, however, as the stream curled easily down the drain. Seeming not to notice Mara’s awed silence, Anneth went to the shelf and pulled out a bottle filled with creamy liquid, and one of the metal tins containing a pinkish powder.

“This one is for your hair,” she said, holding out the bottle. “And the other, your skin. I’ll just set them by the waterfall. Towels are on the counter. Come out when you’re ready. I’ll start laying out gowns.”

Before Mara could thank her, Anneth was out of the room in a flurry of skirts and optimism. Well. She certainly was a contrast to her silent, dour brother.

Quickly, Mara took off the long green cloak, laid her knife upon it, then stripped out of her once-favorite gown. She sadly regarded the tattered skirts and ruined sleeves. There would be no salvaging it, and she hoped Anneth could find her something suitable to wear.

The water cascading over her head felt heavenly, and the soaps smelled like roses and starflowers. Though she could have spent hours under the waterfall, Mara made herself step out once she was clean. As if aware she was finished, the flow of water coming from the wall shut off.

She eyed the tub a bit doubtfully. But Anneth had gone to the trouble of heating it for her, and there was no reason not to trust her good intentions.

Mara sat on the wide rim and dipped her toes in. That was all she needed, and a moment later she was submerged to her neck in warm, silky water. She lay back and let out a contented sigh. The Dark Elf bathing customs were strange, but she could easily get used to such luxuries as waterfalls on demand and self-heating tubs.

She was just drying off with one of the absurdly fluffy towels when Anneth called out, “Are you almost finished?”

“Yes. I’m coming.”

Mara wrapped a towel around her body, then draped another over her shoulders to absorb the water dripping from her hair. She felt awkward going before Anneth barely dressed, but she could not bear the thought of putting her soiled gown back on.

With a deep breath, she walked into the sitting room. Anneth wasn’t there, but in the room beyond, and waved at her to enter.

“Come see what I’ve selected.” The glee in her voice was unmistakable.

Mara stepped into Anneth’s bedroom. She was dimly aware of a desk, tall shelves along the wall, and a pair of windows looking out to the dark gardens, but her attention was focused on the glimmering gowns spread across the wide bed. Peacock-blue silk and silver gauze like moonlight, scarlet velvet deeper than rose petals, satin studded with dewdrops. Tiny gemstones winked from the sleeves and necklines, and the scent of sandalwood hung in the air, as though the dresses breathed out opulence.

“I can’t wear these,” she said, reluctantly joining Anneth beside the bed. “They’re far too grand.”

Anneth made a tsking noise that was endearingly human. “Of course you can. All eyes will be on you when you’re presented to the Lord and Lady. We must give the court something impressive to look upon.”

Mara privately doubted she could ever be made to look impressive, but there was no point in arguing with Anneth. And she had to wear something, after all. Appearing before the court draped in a towel would make an impression, but probably not a favorable one.

“You don’t want to let Bran down, do you?” his sister asked. “Now, which one do you like the best?”

Mara stared at the rich fabrics. Some of them were cut in such a way she did not quite fathom how they would be worn.

“The silver one is very pretty,” she said at last.

“It is. I thought we’d save that one for the ceremony.” Anneth gave her a conspiratorial smile. “For tonight, though…”

She tilted her head, studying Mara with her dark eyes. It was difficult not to feel inadequate, but Mara lifted her chin. No matter which gown she wore, she would find a way to attach the kitchen knife. It might be silly, the blade next to useless, but now that she’d lost her cloak and ruined her dress, it was the one token she had from home. She refused to leave it behind.

“How about this purple one?” Mara reached out and slid her fingers over a velvet-soft skirt the color of ripe plums. It seemed a little less complicated than some of the others.

“Let’s try it on—and get you out of that towel. What was I thinking?” Anneth turned and hurried through yet another arched door, though this was smaller than the rest.

She returned with something that resembled a chemise, made of silky, cream-colored material.

“Put this on. I won’t look.” She handed the garment to Mara, then shut her eyes.

Hastily, Mara shed her towels and pulled the silky cloth over her, grateful to find it had armholes and a place for her head to come out.

“Done,” she said, plucking at the length of fabric. 

It seemed oddly twisted around her body, and she snuck a quick glance at Anneth. Dark Elf women did not seem to be made differently than humans. Other than her height, and claws, and slitted eyes, Anneth’s shape much resembled her own.

“Let me wrap you.” Anneth took up the trailing piece of fabric and deftly draped it twice about Mara’s torso, tucking here and folding there.

When she was done, the garment fit much better, and felt surprisingly comfortable. Mara shot the elaborate plum-colored gown a look.

“I don’t suppose I can just wear this?” she asked, indicating the underdress.

Anneth let out a peal of laughter. “Ooh, I’m tempted. But no. You would create quite a sensation, but I don’t think Bran would appreciate the joke.”

“I don’t think he finds many things humorous,” Mara said. It felt generous to say even that much, but she could hardly tell Anneth that her brother was the most grim and taciturn individual she’d ever met.

“Once you get to know him better, you’ll see his dry wit,” Anneth said. “He carries the weight of Elfhame on his shoulders, and it has taken a toll.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t meant to imply—”

“Oh, Bran can be a sour stone, we all know that. I only hope…” She gave Mara a look she could not interpret.

Discomfited, Mara turned back to the purple gown spread across the bed. “Shall I try this one on?”

“Yes.” Anneth shook her head, as if dispelling some melancholy thought. “I have just the gems to go with it, too. And we’ll have to spend some time considering what to do with your hair.”

Mara tugged a strand in front of her face and studied it. “Does everyone here have black or silver hair?”

“Yours is a most unusual color,” Anneth confirmed. “But I think the key is to play up the difference. Now, lift your arms. Bran will be back soon, and we want him to be stunned by your transformation.”

Mara did not think he was the type to be easily stunned. But for the next little while, she would allow Anneth to do whatever she thought necessary to turn her poor mortal self into something worthy of the exacting standards of the Hawthorne Court. If such a thing were even possible.
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Bran hesitated before Anneth’s door. He had set events in motion for the wedding on the morrow, and alerted his parents that the woman of the prophecy had arrived. The entire court was now waiting impatiently for him to produce her.

What would they think of the bedraggled, mud-haired creature he’d rescued? For a moment he imagined the looks of shock and pity on their faces, and his stomach twisted. He’d spent his life making himself into someone that would never be pitied or looked down upon. Except by his mother, but there was no salvaging that relationship, ever.

Wedding Mara was his fate, and he would accept it gracefully. He’d do anything to save Elfhame, and there were worse sacrifices than a blow to his pride.

Bran squared his shoulders. No matter Mara’s appearance, he resolved to be stoic in his reactions. It would shame them both if he were seen to be a reluctant bridegroom.

“Anneth?” He rapped on the door. “It’s me.”

“One moment,” she called.

He could hear whispering and the rustle of skirts. Then the lock chimed and the door swung open.

Despite his resolution to remain unmoved, Bran was struck dumb at the sight of the mortal woman standing before him.

She was gowned in a purple dress that emphasized her mortal curves. A half cape flowed from her shoulders, and amethysts sparkled at her neck and wrists. Her hair was woven with strands of glowing gold, transforming it from mud-colored to the dark amber of winter honey. Her round-irised human eyes were accentuated with purple gems affixed at the corners. Instead of drawing attention to her strangeness, they made her look exotic and mysterious.

“Don’t just stand there like a lump,” Anneth exclaimed. She caught his arm and pulled him into the room. 

He could not stop staring at Mara. His woman of the prophecy. His soon-to-be mate. For the first time, the prospect did not seem a dreary one.

She gave him a shy smile, and something strange happened to his heart: a sudden squeeze, and then surge of blood, similar to the battle rush he felt upon the field, yet different. His gaze went to the ornate gold belt at her waist, and he let out a surprised laugh to see her homely human knife hanging there.

“By the bright moon, he laughed!” Anneth said. “Call the historians, quickly, so they might set it in the record scrolls.”

“Mara.” He found his voice again. “You look lovely.”

She smiled again, color rushing into her cheeks. He did not find it unbecoming.

“You see.” Anneth sounded very self-satisfied. “I told you he’d be stunned.”

“I am not,” he said. “Merely admiring your handiwork. Well done, sister.”

Anneth raised a brow at him. “Afraid she’s going to outshine you now, aren’t you?”

He did not bother to reply, only held his arm out to Mara. “The court awaits. Are you ready?”

“I suppose.” She pulled in a deep breath. “Is it all right if I wear my knife?”

“It is a blade that’s seen honor in battle. Wear it with pride.” 

Too, it was a reminder that she was not entirely helpless. He’d already spread the story about her wounding the spiderkin, and the knife added to the mystique that Anneth had woven around her.

He had to admit his sister had worked wonders. And though he would never tell her, “stunned” was the perfect description of how he’d felt when he looked upon Mara’s transformation. Wedding her would be an honor, despite all their differences.

It was not just the physical change that a formal court gown and well-dressed hair made. Her determination and bravery, her resilience, even the way she chattered on—all these facets were like a gemstone polished in a tumbler.

She had been Mara from the first, but now something had shifted inside him, and, somewhat to his consternation, he could truly see her shine.
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Mara thought she saw a flash of approval in Bran’s eyes when Anneth opened the door. His sister seemed to think he was impressed, and he had told Mara she looked lovely. She didn’t think he was the type to give empty compliments. He’d also laughed at the knife tucked through her ornately woven belt, though it had been an approving sort of laugh.

Why she was so worried about what Bran thought of her? She should be far more concerned about the Hawthorne Lord and his lady. Anneth had not said much about them, her expression clouding when Mara asked, so she hadn’t pressed the matter. She didn’t want to alienate the only other person she knew at court by insisting on speaking about what was a clearly a painful subject.

As Bran led her down the corridor, thoughtfully providing a blue sphere of fire for illumination, Mara couldn’t help but fret. Anneth had evaded her question about the rulers of the court. She could only assume that they were dreadful indeed.

“Do not be afraid,” Bran said, as if sensing her thoughts. “No one will harm you, and if they try, they will have to deal with me.”

It was a comforting thought, and she gave him a quick, grateful glance. She might be wearing her kitchen knife, but she noticed he had a bejeweled sword at his hip and a dagger hanging from his belt, as well as a second blade tucked into his boot. He had changed his attire, too, and was wearing a midnight-black tunic with gold embroidery around the sleeves and neck. His hair hung in thin, even braids on either side of his severe face.

“You could go a little faster,” Anneth said from behind them. “I’m sure the court is in a frenzy by now.”

“Give Mara a few moments,” Bran said. “This won’t be easy for her.”

“I’ve no doubt she’ll carry herself well.”

“I’m right here,” Mara said dryly. “No need to speak as if I’m absent—or hang back on my account.” 

The sooner they arrived, the sooner she could dispel her looming apprehension. Surely the reality of the Hawthorne Court couldn’t be worse than her fearful imaginings.

Their footsteps echoed over the mosaic floor. Mara wore her boots, though Anneth had flicked her fingers over them, and they’d not only gained a high polish, but turned the exact hue of the gown she wore.

“It’s a temporary spell,” Anneth had said. “A small glamour that will fade by tomorrow.”

“That’s a handy bit of magic. Are you as powerful as your brother?”

Anneth had let out a short laugh. “Not nearly. No one in all of Elfhame can match Bran—though don’t tell him I said that. He’s already too proud of himself as it is.”

Bran did not seem overly prideful to Mara. Rigid and exacting, perhaps, but she’d wager he demanded more of himself than of anyone around him.

“Nearly there,” he said, laying his hand over hers where it rested on his arm.

“Ignore the gossips,” Anneth said. “They’re petty and spiteful. Pretend you don’t hear a word they say.”

Mara pressed her lips together. She hadn’t grown up in a court, learning to harden herself against hurtful words—but she would do her best.

The hallway opened into a crescent-shaped foyer dominated by tall double doors made of some glowing silvery metal. They were decorated with a design featuring the blossoms and thorny spikes of hawthorn branches. Mara hoped the gossips of the Hawthorne Court would not be as sharp as their namesake thorns.

A Dark Elf dressed in a flowing robe stepped forward as they approached, and gestured at the doors. They swung open by themselves, and Mara swallowed back her impending panic. Bran pressed her hand, as if he understood her anxiety, but did not slow his steps. She was carried along with him as they crossed the threshold of the Hawthorne Court.

“Prince Brannonilon Luthinor, heir to the Hawthorne Throne,” the doorman announced. “Lady Anneth Ithilden Luthinor. And the mortal woman called Mara Geary.”

Shock swept through Mara, clearing the fog of fear rising in her brain. Prince Brannonsomething? Heir to the throne?

“You’re a prince?” she hissed at Bran. Curse him for being so closemouthed! “What else haven’t you told me?”

He gave her a look tinged with apology. “The court is watching.”

To perdition with the Hawthorne Court, and its lying heir. Mara pulled her arm free of Bran’s and held her head high. These Dark Elves were no better than humans, no matter how fearsome they looked, and she would not be cowed by them.

“Good girl,” Anneth murmured from behind Mara. “Go straight forward, then stop a pace from the dais and curtsey. Ignore everyone to either side.”

Fueled by her anger, Mara marched forward. She didn’t care if Bran kept up with her. The crowd murmured as she passed, but she paid them no mind. Her attention was fixed on the two thrones set upon the dais, occupied by the Hawthorne Lord and Lady.

Bran’s parents.

She could see the stern cast of Bran’s features in his father’s face. His mother assessed her coldly from eyes the same violet hue as her son’s.

She should have wondered why he had a prophecy surrounding him. Why he was given such deference at the camp, and why his magic was so strong. She’d been a fool, imagining him to be, at best, a member of the minor nobility.

No, she was a prisoner of the Hawthorne Prince himself. No wonder he’d been so possessive of his prize. The connection she’d felt building between them evaporated like mist under strong sunlight. Bran only wanted to use her to save his kingdom. She was nothing but a pawn on the board of Elfhame’s future, and she resented it bitterly.

She halted in a swirl of purple skirts before the dais and made the rulers her most formal curtsey—the one she and her sisters had practiced in front of the mirror for hours, pretending they were going to visit the queen. Mara held the pose for a heartbeat to show her respect to the Hawthorne Lord and Lady. Their son might be full of deceit, but she was in their court now, and at their mercy.

She refused to be trapped in this wretched dark land for the rest of her life, however. Someday, somehow, she would find a way to escape Elfhame and return home. 
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Standing just behind Mara, Bran made a formal bow to his parents. Though he kept his gaze low, he was monitoring their reactions closely. His father seemed amused, his mother taken aback, by Mara’s fearless demeanor. No doubt Tinnueth expected a meek and cowering human, not this fierce girl with a bare blade at her belt.

By the seven bright stars, he was proud of his mortal woman for marching so boldly into the throne room. He supposed he should have told her he was the Hawthorne Heir—although the moment had never seemed right—but ultimately her anger at him had proved to be well timed.

A buzz of whispers rose as Bran’s father welcomed Mara to Elfhame and the hospitality of the Hawthorne Court. Tinnueth looked like she’d bitten down on something sour, but she could hardly deny the prophecy any longer.

“A hideous creature,” someone said, loudly enough for Bran to hear. The voice sounded suspiciously like Mireleth’s.

Bran glanced down at the silver bracelet shackling his wrist. He’d seek her out immediately after court to dissolve their false betrothal.

The flush of color on Mara’s cheeks was the only sign she’d heard the malicious words.

“Thank you,” she said to his parents once the welcome speech ended. “I am honored.”

This prompted another wave of murmuring when the Dark Elves realized Mara could speak their tongue, as well as understand what was said. A flash of satisfaction went through Bran, though he kept his expression impassive.

“We will feast tonight in your honor,” Lord Calithilon said. “Until that time, feel free to tour the palace. Prince Brannon will serve as your guide. Tomorrow is a day for celebration. So that we might all make ready, I declare our court hours at an end today.”

He raised one finger, and the sound of the dismissal gong rang through the room.

Mara curtseyed again to the lord and lady, then took a step backward. Bran caught her elbow as she began to turn.

“Wait,” he said. It was the height of rudeness to turn one’s back on the rulers before they stood from their thrones.

He bowed to his parents, aware of the look of warning in his mother’s eyes. Tinnueth would pounce upon any misstep Mara might make, and they would both pay the price.

The Hawthorne Lord and Lady rose and regally paced to their private door behind the thrones. Sometimes they stepped off the dais to mingle with their court. Bran was relieved it was not one of those days.

Smoothly, her pulled Mara’s arm through his, then turned them back toward the tall doors of the throne room. Beside him, he felt Mara take a quick breath. None of the assembled court had departed yet. Oh no—they wanted a good look at his mortal woman.

Anneth came up to them and took her place on Mara’s other side. Approval shone from her eyes. She would not praise Mara here, in front of the court, but Bran could tell she was pleased.

As was he. His future bride had a core of strength that would serve them both well in the coming days.

An awkward circle of space formed around them, with no one willing to step close enough to have to speak to Bran or Mara. Despite that, the pathway to the exit was blocked. It would be unpleasant to have to force their way forward.

Then his old master-at-arms, Garon, strode forward, his blackthorn cane knocking on the floor with every other step. He bowed stiffly, and Bran held out his hand.

“No need for such formality,” he said.

“It’s not you I’m honoring.” Garon turned to face the mortal woman beside Bran. “Lady Mara, it is a pleasure to meet you. I know I speak for everyone when I say I’m glad to see the prophecy fulfilled in such a satisfactory manner.”

He sent a fierce look toward the bystanders, and most of them had the grace to nod and murmur their agreement. All except Mireleth, who glared at Bran, and a few other members of the nobility who clearly sided with her.

“Thank you, sir,” Mara said. 

The edge in her voice implied she didn’t think being found “satisfactory” much of a compliment.

“Not all of us are so easily satisfied.” Mireleth stepped up beside Garon. Her claws were unsheathed, and malice glittered from her narrowed eyes.

Bran set his hand to his dagger, and called his magic to his fingertips. If Mireleth had the gall to physically attack Mara, he would not hesitate to defend her.

“Lady Mireleth,” he warned, “consider your actions carefully.”

“Is this so-called Mara Geary actually a mortal?” Ignoring him, Mireleth whirled to face the crowd. “How do we know this is truly the woman of the prophecy, and not some trick meant to deprive me of my betrothed?”

Her few supporters voiced their approval, and Bran could see questions arise in the eyes of some of the nobles. He clenched his jaw. Trust Mireleth to stir up trouble.

“Your accusations are ridiculous,” he said. “Be careful whom you call a trickster.”

Mireleth stared angrily a moment, then raised her voice. “Members of the court, consider this. How is it that this mortal newly come to Elfhame is fluent in our language? And would a real human be able to stand before the Hawthorne Lord and Lady without quivering in fear? I think not.”

Garon tapped his cane on the floor. “Now see here—”

“Everyone knows Prince Brannon is the strongest magic user in the land,” Mireleth continued. “He’s quite capable of casting a glamour none could see through.” She pointed at Mara. “How do we know this isn’t simply some Dark Elf girl in disguise?”

Before Bran could speak in her defense, Mara set her hands on her hips and took a step forward.

“Truly?” she said. “You’re upset because now Bran won’t marry you? I can understand why.”

This drew a few laughs, quickly suppressed.

“As far as I’m concerned,” Mara continued, “you can have him. The two of you deserve one another.”

Bran knew he must speak, but somehow his tongue was frozen inside his mouth.

“And what of the prophecy?” Garon asked.

“Who would willingly put herself through all this?” Mara waved at the assembled courtiers. “Who would come here to be looked down upon by your lord and lady, insulted and sneered at, forced to obey some prophecy she’s never even heard of? I’d happily leave you all to your fate, if there was any way for me to return home.”

Her words rang with unmistakable truth, and Bran could see the effect they had on the crowd. No Dark Elf would ever speak so. And although he was dismayed at Mara’s words, he was equally pleased to see Mireleth withdraw her claws and slink back into the crowd.

“Well said.” Anneth linked her arm through Mara’s. “Excuse us.”

She strode forward, not waiting for the assembled nobles to clear a path. Those courtiers between her and the door scrambled to get out of the way.

Bran almost followed. He would like nothing better than to remove himself from the room. But first, he must sever his betrothal to Mireleth.

She had sequestered herself in a circle of her supporters. When they saw him approaching, however, they parted like water.

“Lady Andion,” he said formally, paying no mind to the poisonous look she turned on him, “speaking of trickery, you were well aware that our so-called betrothal was a ploy to activate the prophecy. I am pleased that it succeeded, and am here to officially break our bond.”

Her nostrils flared, but she could not deny the truth.

“Then I repudiate our vows,” she said bitterly. “By fire and storm, pale moon and bright, star and shadow, I want no part of you, Prince Brannonilon Luthinor.”

She shook her arm, and her silver betrothal bracelet opened and fell to the floor with a clang.

Bran caught his as it slithered off his wrist, then held it awkwardly, for once at a loss. He would not offer Mireleth an empty apology.

“I wish you well with your horrid little creature,” Mireleth said.

She tossed back her hair and stalked away, kicking the bracelet aside as she went. Her allies scurried after her.

“I’ll take charge of the bracelets,” Garon said, limping up to Bran. “Nasty business.”

Bran didn’t know if he meant Mireleth, the bracelets, or the entire sham betrothal. Likely all three. He held his discarded bracelet out.

“My thanks,” he said.

“You’d best go clear up matters with Lady Mara,” the old soldier said.

“Indeed.” He clapped Garon on the shoulder, then strode out of the room. 

What a tangle. He was only glad his mother hadn’t been there to witness the entire thing—though no doubt Mireleth was already on her way to tell Tinnueth her own slanted version of events.

By the pale moon, at times like this he wished for the simplicity of battle.

Boot heels ringing over the patterned stone floor, he made for Anneth’s rooms, and the mortal woman he had lied to—not once, but twice over. He hoped she would not despise him for the rest of their days.
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Mara’s fury carried her all the way to Anneth’s rooms before subsiding to a dull smolder.

“I made a mess of things,” she said, perching on the silk-draped couch in the sitting room. “The court must hate me now for speaking so bluntly.”

“Not in the least,” Anneth said. “You were wonderful. I’d venture to say you even won the respect of the Hawthorne Lord—no mean feat.”

“Your father.” Mara crossed her arms. “I can’t believe Bran didn’t see fit to mention the fact that he was a prince.”

Anneth let out a sigh. “Getting my brother to part with words is like prying gold coins from a dragon.”

“You have dragons here?” Mara leaned forward, temporarily distracted by the thought.

“They are very rare, and possess cloaking magic that cannot be penetrated by Dark Elves. No one’s seen them for nearly a century. But enough of that. I think we both could use some refreshment.”

“I can’t remember the last time I ate anything.” 

In fact, the knot of anxiety in her belly had been replaced by gnawing hunger. She recalled that Bran had handed her some hard bread and dried fruit during their ride to the Hawthorne Court, but that had been eons ago.

Anneth closed her eyes and spoke a few words Mara didn’t understand.

“There,” she said after a moment. “I’ve ordered nectar and cakes from the kitchens. We must clear a space on the table.”

Mara helped tidy the low table set in front of the couch, and less than a minute later a tray materialized there. She blinked at it, understanding more clearly the lack of servants at the palace. Why employ people to transport such things as trays of refreshments when one could simply make them appear by magic?

Anneth sat in the chair next to the couch and kicked off her jeweled sandals.

“Fruit nectar and Amaranth cakes,” she said, offering a goblet and plate to Mara. “I hope you like them.”

Mara took a bite, and sighed. The cake tasted like sunlight on her tongue. The nectar was a perfect blend of tart and sweet. 

When she’d finished the cake and drained half her goblet, she felt better. She wiped her fingers on one of the linen napkins, then glanced at Anneth.

Ever since the scene in the throne room, where that nasty Dark Elf woman had stepped up and started throwing accusations about, a horrible suspicion had wormed through Mara. Although her mind shied away from the thought, she could not run from it any longer.

“Was Bran really planning to marry that dreadful woman?” she asked, hoping to discover her answer in a roundabout way. The stark, unvarnished truth was too awful to contemplate.

Anneth coughed and set down her goblet. “How much did my brother tell you about the prophecy?”

“He said my presence was essential to saving Elfhame, and that he’d known of the prophecy all his life.”

“He didn’t quote the exact words to you?” Anneth’s tone was strange.

“No.” Foreboding prickled over Mara’s skin and she feared she’d been terribly right in her suspicions. “I take it he neglected to tell me something else of importance.” 

Please, no.

“One might say that.” Anneth glanced down and busied herself with breaking one of the cakes into smaller pieces.

“So he isn’t going to marry that woman?” Her heart beat fast with the implications.

At that moment, Bran opened the door and strode into the room. Clearly he’d heard Mara’s last question, for he fixed her with his violet gaze.

“No,” he said clearly. “I am not going to marry Mireleth. The only woman I plan to wed is you.”

She jumped up, overturning the tray. It was as awful as she had feared.

Juice splattered on the floor, and cake crumbs scattered over the table and couch cushions. Bran’s sister rose and hurried off to fetch a towel, but Mara simply stood there, staring at the Dark Elf prince before her.

“I am marrying you,” Bran repeated. “As soon as possible.”

“No.” She clutched her skirts in her fists, no doubt rumpling the fine fabric beyond repair, but she didn’t care. “I’m not wedding you.”

Bran’s gaze flicked away from her, then back. “I know you find my appearance distasteful, my manner overbearing, and my land full of shadows. Nonetheless, I’m afraid the prophecy is very clear. If Elfhame is to be saved, I must marry the mortal woman who opens the door between our worlds. That woman is you.”

She shook her head so hard some of the golden lights tumbled from her hair. “I won’t.”

Her adventurous dream had truly become a nightmare.

“I am sorry,” he said in a low voice. “I’m much to blame for not better preparing you for your fate.”

“I feared you were going to kill me, but this is worse than I ever imagined.” 

She crossed her arms tightly in front of her, wishing she could wake up, wishing she had some place of refuge to flee to. Instead, she was trapped in the Hawthorne Palace, required to shackle herself to a monstrous Dark Elf.

“If you do not marry me,” Bran said, his voice cold, “then we will all die. The Void will destroy us, Mara, and soon. Would you rather perish than make this sacrifice that will save not only yourself, but all of Elfhame?”

She almost said yes, she preferred to die than be forced into such a union, but even through her bitter anger she could see how foolish that was.

“Please tell me that marriage is a passing thing in your world,” she said, clinging to a shred of hope. “Something we can dissolve once the battle’s won.”

“I wish I could give you the answer you want,” he said. “But in Elfhame, a wedding vow is a lifetime pledge. Is it not so with mortals?”

She almost lied—but he would not believe her, and Anneth surely knew the truth from her studies.

“Marriages are not often broken,” Mara admitted. “But surely there is recourse among the Dark Elves? What if the union is an unhappy one?” As theirs surely would be.

“Then the couple may choose to live apart. But the bond will not be broken.”

Her throat constricted, and she could barely breathe. She would have to do it. She would have to marry the fearsome Dark Elf who stood before her.

But she had her own price for doing so.

She gathered all her strength and made herself stand tall, meeting his gaze. “If I marry you, swear to me you’ll do everything in your power to send me back home. Swear it.”

He regarded her for a long moment, violet eyes glowing. At last he gave her a slow nod.

“Mara Geary, I swear to you on the seven bright stars and the pale moon, on my own blood and breath, that after you marry me and we defeat the Void, I will find a way to return you to the mortal world. You have my oath.”

She drew in a ragged breath. There was no mistaking the sincerity in his voice. And he was the strongest magic user among the Dark Elves. Surely he would be able to free her from Elfhame and open the doorway back home.

The final battle with the Void was looming, and directly afterward she would insist he honor his promise. If she were fortunate, her imprisonment among the Dark Elves would be over soon. Until then, she hoped she was strong enough to bear being his bride.

“Very well,” she said. “On that condition, I will marry you.”

He made her a low bow. “It will be my honor.”

He almost sounded as though he meant it. Before she could respond, he turned and let himself out the door. It closed firmly behind him.

Anneth stepped into the room and tossed a towel over the spilled juice. 

“He will do his best for you,” she said. “I pray you give him as much in return.”

“I will.” Mara had a promise to keep, too, much as she might abhor it. “Now, tell me everything about your Dark Elf weddings.”
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The palemoon skimmed the horizon and cast soft shadows over the palace gardens. Bran walked the paths between the glowing flowers, paying no heed to the beauty of his surroundings.

It seemed Mara would never forgive him. 

But despite everything, she would wed him. He was thankful for that, although the prospect was clearly odious to her. In return for her sacrifice, he must find a way to undo a hundred years of magic and open the door back into the mortal world.

There would be repercussions from that act he did not want to contemplate. But it was the price he had sworn to pay, and pay it he would. The pang he felt at the thought had nothing to do with Mara leaving forever. There was no point in her remaining in Elfhame to live out a life of misery married to a man she detested.

He let out a low breath. Not quite a sigh; princes didn’t sigh.

They would wed when the brightmoon rose, then return to the front and hope for a miracle. 

Bran balled up one fist and tapped it against his leg. They needed more time! Time to teach Mara how to access her wellspring of power and harness it to her will. Time for her to learn more of Elfhame and his people. Time to rebuild the fragile understanding he had felt growing between them.

In a rare moment of indulgence, he found himself wishing for a different future. One where they walked companionably together through the gardens. One where Mara smiled at him again, her strange, lovely eyes sparkling with laughter.

Impossible. He shook his head to dispel such foolish thoughts.

He needed to focus on tactics and strategy. It was likely the Void would attack in force when it sensed Mara’s presence at the barrier. Their best plan would be to pull all the patrols in, and concentrate on delivering a powerful blow directly through one of the breaches, striking at the heart of the Void with as much power as they could muster.

It was not enough to defend. They must attack with the intent to wound as deeply as possible and drive the Void away from Elfhame, forever.

Bran. It was a whisper on the wind, carrying the glow of Hestil’s magic. Urgent. Contact now.

He turned back toward the palace and lengthened his stride, gaining the privacy of his rooms less than a minute later. Quickly, he assembled his scrying tools and summoned the magic to reach his second-in-command.

The surface of the water in the silver bowl shivered, then revealed Hestil’s face.

“Bran—thank the moons.” Her voice carried a raw edge. “The Void creatures have broken through and we can’t hold any longer.”

“Then you must pull back,” he said, his blood running cold at the news. “Try to limit the casualties.”

“That’s not the worst of it.” Hestil’s weary expression deepened. “Word has come from the Nightshade Court. They’re under attack. I advised them to evacuate to Hawthorne.”

Muck and mire. Things were coming to a head—and he and Mara still weren’t married.

“Pull back to the palace,” he said. “I’ll alert the remaining guard, and contact the Nightshade Lady. Everyone must seek refuge here.”

“She won’t want to abandon her court.”

“Stones can be rebuilt, but lost lives are gone forever.” 

Through the scrying bowl he heard screams and the clash of battle, and Hestil shot an anxious look over her shoulder.

“Retreat, before it’s too late,” Bran said, his stomach tightening. He should be there, helping hold back the Void. But he could not be in two places at once.

“Yes, commander. We will come, as quickly as we may.”

It would be a grueling journey back to the Hawthorne Palace with the Void creatures on their heels. He prayed they would not sustain too many casualties.

“I’ll ride out to meet you with whomever I can muster,” he said, mentally calculating. 

Garon would come, and he reckoned perhaps a half-dozen other fighters. If they left within a half-turn, they would be able to provide reinforcements before the remaining fighters were cut down by the Void.

“Have you wed your mortal girl yet?” Hestil asked. She must have read the answer in his eyes, for she gave him a sharp look. “Do it. Now.”

She was right. They had not a moment to waste, not with the Dark Elf warriors in full retreat and the Void creatures already attacking Nightshade.

“I will. Now clear the camp, quickly.”

Hestil nodded, her image already fading in the scrying bowl.

When the water was completely clear again, Bran scrubbed his hands over his face. They were out of time, and it took an effort of will to keep despair from settling on his shoulders. All his life he’d trusted to the prophecy. 

He must believe it would not fail him now.

Bending over his scrying bowl again, he contacted the ruler of Nightshade. Despite her reluctance, he extracted a promise from her to completely evacuate her court as soon as possible. The other courts were farther from the coming war—too far to send help or band together if Hawthorne fell. The fate of Elfhame truly was on his shouders.

That task done, he sent a message to Garon to muster whatever soldiers were left in the palace. Mara must be told of the change in plans, and his parents informed as well—a duty best done in person.

Anneth’s rooms were closer than the lord and lady’s suite. He knocked, then used a tendril of power to trip the lock.

“Bran—you’re too early,” Anneth said, coming to stand in the arched doorway of her bedroom.

“I am far too late,” he said. “Where’s Mara?”

“Dressing.” Anneth glanced back into her bedroom.

A moment later his mortal came and peeked out the doorway. She was wearing an underdress, and her hair was in disarray. He did not mind marrying her in such a state, but no doubt she would. And the court would be appalled.

“Dire news from the front,” he said. “The Void has breached the barrier, and our warriors are in full retreat. Nightshade is under attack, and evacuating here. The creatures cannot be far behind.”

“Oh, no.” Anneth’s eyes dilated in fear.

Mara looked pale, but she met Bran’s gaze. “That changes things. I suppose we must marry right away.”

He nodded, trying to ignore her flinch when she spoke the word marry. At least she’d grasped the situation immediately.

“I wanted to give you a little time to prepare,” he said. “I must go inform the Hawthorne Lord and Lady, and do what I can to see that everything is ready for the ceremony.”

“How much time?” Anneth asked.

“A half-turn, if we can manage it.”

“Impossible,” she said.

“I don’t care if my hair’s perfectly coiffed,” Mara said. “Just put me in that silver gown, and we’ll manage.”

Bran shot her a grateful glance. It seemed that, once committed to a course of action, his mortal woman would not waver.

“Do you have the companion rings?” Anneth asked him.

“The jeweler will provide something adequate,” Bran said, mentally adding a quick visit to the woman to his list of critical items.

“Go finish the arrangements,” Mara said. “We’ll be ready in time.”

Anneth did not look convinced, but Bran paid no heed to her sound of protest.

“I trust you,” he said to Mara, then turned on his heel and strode back into the hallway. 

It was true—he had every confidence that in a half-turn, Mara would arrive in the throne room, ready to marry him. Despite her clear distaste for doing so.

Of course, it was all so that she could go home. No doubt she welcomed the escalated timetable, since it meant her return to the mortal world was that much closer.

Although first, they had the little matter of saving Elfhame. 

Everything had shifted, but the prophecy must prove true. In a very short time, the moment he’d been waiting for since birth would arrive.

Unfortunately, it featured a reluctant bride, a promise he was not at all sure he could fulfill, and the threat of imminent attack and annihilation by the Void.

When he’d envisioned his wedding, the few times he’d even thought of it at all, he’d assumed it would be a joyful event, as such things usually were.

But fate was ever playing cruel jokes. As long as Elfhame was saved, nothing else mattered. He’d learned long since to set aside his own happiness for the greater good. Clearly his future would be no exception. 
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“We must go,” Mara said, moving away from the mirror while Anneth still fussed over her hair. “I won’t be late to my own wedding.”

If she had to go through with this terrible event, she was resolved to do it with as much poise as possible.

“Let me just put a few more flowers in,” Anneth said.

“I look well enough.” The irony was not lost upon her that she’d considered those words an insult mere hours earlier. But everything had changed.

It was fortunate that Dark Elf gowns were not tailor-made, but constructed more loosely. Anneth had done wonders with folding and tucking until the gauzy silver dress fit Mara comfortably, though the skirts were still too long. She picked them up and went into the sitting room to fetch her knife.

Anneth followed, managing to jam one last spray of the sweet-scented white flowers into Mara’s ornately braided hair.

“You look amazing,” Anneth said. “I’ve never worked so quickly in my life.”

“And I thank you for it.” In another time and place, Mara suspected they might have become friends. “You’ve been very kind to me.”

“Of course.” Anneth gave her a look of mild surprise. “You’re the woman—”

“Of the prophecy. Yes, I know. But you were under no obligation to take such care of me.”

“Bran likes you,” Anneth said, which made Mara blink in doubtful surprise. “And I like you as well. Now, do you remember everything I told you about the ceremony?”

“Let’s review it while we walk,” Mara said, opening the door.

The air in the hallway seemed to vibrate with urgency, and for once the corridor was well lit. A noble couple hurried past, pausing to bow and curtsey before going on their way. As they made their way to the throne room, Anneth reviewed Mara’s role as bride in a low voice, and she attempted to keep it all fixed in her mind.

Normally, according to Anneth, the ceremony began with a procession and attendants waiting upon both the bride and groom, then moved to speeches from the heads of the families, and then a selection of recitations. 

In this case, however, the wedding would be stripped down to its essentials. There would be no preliminaries: no procession, no speeches, no poems. She and Bran would stand together in front of the dais. With the Hawthorne rulers and the court bearing witness, they would exchange vows, give one another gifts, do something slightly unclear with a pair of rings, and speak the Rune of Binding together to finish the ceremony.

Mara mouthed the strange syllables silently to herself, desperately trying to imprint them on her tongue. Though Anneth had been encouraging, Mara knew she hadn’t yet been able to pronounce the Rune correctly.

As they approached the court, she caught the scent of competing perfumes: musk and roses, cinnamon and burnt wine. The silver doors stood open, and a hubbub of urgent conversation poured out. The robed doorman bowed to them, then moved to stand just inside the doorway. He raised his hand, and a chime rang through the air. Into the pause that followed, he spoke.

“Lady Anneth Ithilden Luthinor. And the Hawthorne Bride, Lady Mara Geary.”

Every bone-pale face turned to Mara as she stepped over the threshold. Slitted eyes and sheathed claws, sharp-edged features and hair ranging from midnight to moonlight; all the nobles of the Hawthorne Court were there, arrayed in their finery. Watching her.

Fear leaped upon her like an attacking beast, but she stood her ground. It was not the first time today she had walked this path. Although instead of having Bran at her back, he waited at the front of the court, before the dais where his parents sat.

She raised her chin and fixed her eyes on him. He wore a tunic of deep indigo with tiny white gems winking from the cuffs and neckline, and his expression was forbidding, as usual.

He turned to face her, and something flashed in his violet eyes. When his gaze dropped to her kitchen knife, stuck through the pearl-stitched belt of her gown, she saw the corner of his mouth twitch up.

A pang of regret went through her as she made her way past the waiting nobles. Just as she and Anneth might have been friends under different circumstances, so, too, might she and Bran have forged something more than a friendship. Given trust, and time.

But the shadow of war swept across Elfhame, and they did not have that luxury. Instead, duty and honor must carry the day.

When she reached Bran, she made him a curtsey, then turned and paid her respects to his parents. The Hawthorne Lord nodded his approval, but his Lady only gave her a narrow-eyed look from her hard violet eyes.

So be it. Mara would not dwell long enough among the Dark Elves for the Hawthorne Lady’s opinion of her to matter overmuch.

“Members of the Hawthorne Court.” Bran’s father stood, his voice carrying through the room. “Every generation, a prophecy is pronounced over each heir to the ruling courts. Sometimes, fate treads lightly, or leave messages that cannot be clearly interpreted.”

There were a few quiet snorts of laughter at this, and Mara guessed that in many instances, the prophecies were completely obscure or could be ignored altogether.

“In the case of our son, Prince Brannonlon Luthinor, his prophecy has guided him his entire life,” the Hawthorne Lord continued. “And we are here to witness the fulfillment of his fate, as it was spoken.”

He drew in a breath, and then intoned in a deep, singsong voice,

“Evil lurks and soon will fall,

A door long closed must open wide,

Elfhame’s greatest need will call,

A mortal woman as the bride

The Hawthorne Prince must surely wed,

Else all our kind shall perish, dead.”

A hush fell over the court, and Mara swallowed, taking in the meaning of the words. She felt a twinge of sympathy for Bran, growing up with such a shadow over him, aware since childhood that the fate of his people was in his hands. And she had to admit the prophecy was very clear as to her role.

She shot him a glance, to find that he was watching her, his expression impassive. She narrowed her eyes slightly. If he’d told her everything from the first, instead of lying to her…

He dipped his head in the barest acknowledgement, but his brow rose in a question.

What would have happened, had he told her the truth? Would she have smiled sweetly and said, Oh yes, of course I will marry you, you terrifying, hideous creature, since I have nothing better to do, and the fate of your world depends upon it? Or would she have run screaming into the forest, desperate to find her way back home?

For a moment, Mara dropped her gaze to the patterned tile floor beneath her feet. Today, her boots had been enchanted to glitter with silver and pearls, but it was only an illusion.

And this was only a short-term marriage. Bran’s prophecy was going to be fulfilled. First, the wedding, and then they’d somehow defeat the Void. And then he would reopen the doorway and she would go home, her terrible adventure over at last.

Holding that thought close, she lifted her head. Just a little while longer.

“Are you ready, Prince Brannonilon?” Bran’s father asked.

“I am,” Bran answered. Obviously, he’d been ready his whole life.

The Hawthorne Lord gave her an intent look. “Are you, Mara Geary?”

“Yes,” Mara said, her throat tight. She cleared it and tried again, the word coming out more strongly the second time. “Yes, I am.”

What other choice did she have?

“Then let the ceremony begin.” The Hawthorne Lord seated himself on his throne one again, and the crowd murmured and shuffled, everyone trying for a better view of the bride and groom.

Bran turned to face her, and held his hands out, palms up. 

Mara placed her hands over his, and he clasped her wrists. She could feel the prick of his claws against the delicate skin where her pulse ran.

“You clasp hands, like so,” Anneth had demonstrated when she was explaining the ceremony. “And then extend your claws. Um. Well, dig your fingernails in, I suppose. It’s to represent that you trust one another enough not to rip each other’s throats out.”

Mara pressed the tips of her fingers down, all too aware that her poor mortal fingernails were no weapon at all. The only way she could rip Bran’s throat out was if she attacked him with her blade in the middle of the night, and even then she suspected his warrior’s instincts would have him awake and her disarmed in a heartbeat.

Not that she would ever put it to the test. Nor did she want to. Despite his looks, Bran was not a terrible monster, and she did not wish him dead. Simply for him to be in his world, and her to be in hers.

“Mara Geary,” he said, his violet eyes staring deep into her own, “I pledge my future to you, under star and shadow, by pale moon and bright, through fire and storm. I shall stand at your side, my blade yours to call upon, my magic at your command, until time and fate sunders our bond.”

She could hear the sincerity resonating through his voice, and it made her feel unworthy. For her, this ceremony was a means to an end, but Bran was a man of unflinching honor. If he spoke the words, he meant them.

What if I stay? The thought whispered through her mind. 

Then she considered all the ways she did not fit—could never fit—in the Dark Elves’ world. There was only one path for her, and it led back to the mortal world.

Bran squeezed her hands lightly, a signal for her to say her part.

“Brannonilon Luthinor,” she said, and oh, she’d practiced those syllables nearly as much as the Rune of Binding. Thank heavens her tongue did not trip over his name. “I pledge myself to you, under star and shadow, by pale moon and bright, through fire and storm. I shall stand at your side as we face the threat to your people, offering everything I can to help fulfill the prophecy, until our time together is at an end.”

There was a restless murmur at how she’d changed the wording of the ceremony, but she had her own sense of honor to uphold. She could not, in good conscience, pledge to be Bran’s companion for the rest of her life. All she could do was speak aloud the promise she’d made to him, and hope it would be enough.

His mouth tightened at her words, and she sensed the weight of the future settling heavily on his shoulders. He would have no one to share it with, once she was gone, for she knew deep in her heart that he would never seek out another to love. 

The knowledge almost made her yank her hands away and implore him to find someone else to marry. Someone who could love him as he deserved, someone to share the rest of his life with.

But there was no one else. She was the woman of the prophecy, and she must see this through to the end. She wrapped her hands more firmly about his wrists. He gave her the slightest nod, then let go.

“As a token of my affection, I give you this bride-gift.” He reached into his tunic and drew out an ornately twisted necklace glowing with starry gems, silver, and pearls.

It was the most stunning piece of jewelry she’d ever seen, fit for a queen, and she sucked in her breath as he held it up. From her place on the dais, Bran’s mother made an annoyed sound, but he ignored her, and Mara did the same.

“Allow me?” he said softly.

Mara bent her head and let him fasten the necklace about her neck. It lay, rich and heavy, against her skin.

Her throat dry, she looked back up at him. 

“And as a token of my respect, I give you this groom-gift,” she said, unfastening her trusty kitchen knife from her belt.

She handed it to him, the only apology she could make for everything that was and could never be between them. This time the murmurs of the crowd were approving.

The look on Bran’s face softened. He carefully took the knife, as if were made of the most precious metal, and slid it through his own belt.

“I thank you,” he said.

She stood there awkwardly for a moment, trying to recall what came next. Then Bran reached into his pocket once more and drew out two rings, one small and one large. They were connected at one edge, two side-by-side circles.

“Just as the pale moon and the bright join together in the sky, so shall our lives join,” he said. 

He held up his right hand toward her, and belatedly, Mara mirrored the movement. When their palms touched, a flash of sensation moved through her, as though she’d passed her hand over a candle flame. Bran’s eyes widened slightly, and she guessed he’d felt it, too.

Skin pressed to skin, he raised his other hand and slid the linked rings onto their middle fingers. For a moment, she felt trapped, and had to crush the urge to jerk her hand away. She could not have moved, at any rate—the rings were tightly bonded, holding them fast.

Bran angled his hand, bending his fingers down to interlace with hers, and she did the same. They stood there, palm to palm, the rings tying them together.

“Ready?” he asked in a low voice.

Time to speak the Rune of Binding. She swallowed, trying to moisten her throat and recall the guttural syllables. This was the last step of the wedding. What if she could not say it correctly? Would the entire ceremony be a failure?

Her heart pounding, she nodded to Bran. She must do her best.

“When I squeeze your hand, we will say the Rune together,” he said. “Do not fear.”

Her gaze fixed on his, she made no reply, only waited. There was nothing but trust in his eyes.

He pressed her hand, and she opened her mouth, speaking the awkward syllables.

“Gwedhyocuilvorn!”

Their voices mingled, his strong tones overriding her slight mispronunciation. A searing light sprang from their clasped hands, and the air vibrated as though they stood within a giant bell that had just been struck. Mara squinted against the glare. Her hand felt as though it was on fire.

Then her skin prickled all over, and that strange feeling opened up inside her again: a rush of power filling her from her toes to the crown of her head. It spilled out, and bright azure flames leaped from her hand where it touched Bran’s.

His nostrils flared and he leaned forward. 

“You must contain your power,” he said, his voice tight. “Pull it back in. I’m shielding the court, but I can’t continue for long.”

Mara dug her heels into the stone floor and concentrated on subduing the wild fire burning inside her. Breathe. Calm. Slowly, she felt the heat subside.

After what seemed like hours, but was probably only seconds, the blue flame winked out, and her power curled in and down, settling back to whatever shadowy place it inhabited. She swayed, and Bran caught her, pulling her in to lean against his broad chest.

Their hands were still linked. His heart beat strong under her cheek.

She drew in a shaky breath and slowly uncurled her fingers. He did the same.

To her great relief, their hands were no longer attached. She pulled hers away and glanced at the ring encircling her middle finger. Where it had been plain silver before, it now glowed a deep violet-blue. Bran’s was the same, and she didn’t know if they were supposed to look that way, or if the ceremony had indeed gone awry.

“That was unexpected,” Bran said, quietly enough that only she could hear. His breath was warm against her forehead “Are you unharmed?”

“I think so.”

“Then you must stand beside me. Take my hand, like so. Now raise your ring so that all may see.”

Mara obeyed, though she felt a bit shaky on her feet. Bran shifted toward her, bracing her unobtrusively against him.

Her vision was still blurred by the flash of power, but she could see shock and wonder on the faces of the assembled Dark Elves. She was pleased to note the nasty Mireleth had lost her usual petulant expression, and Anneth was openly beaming.

“We have witnessed history in the making,” the Hawthorne Lord said from the dais. Even he sounded a trifle stunned. “The union between Prince Brannonilon Luthinor and the mortal woman, Lady Mara Geary, is complete. Let us rejoice.”

Anneth led the cheering, which was thin at first, then grew in volume until the entire court was calling out their approval.

Cutting above the noise, Mara became aware of a shrill, high keening. She glanced over at Bran, who looked exceedingly grim.

“To arms!” he cried, and the cheering abruptly cut off. “The Hawthorne Palace is under attack!” 
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The palace alarm wailed, then finally ceased as the members of the Hawthorne Court scrambled for the doors. Bran set his hand on Mara’s shoulder. His ring flared with blue light, reminding him that this woman was, now and always, his wife. Regret curled through him like smoke that they would never have a true partnership, or a future together.

For all her strangeness, and despite everything, he feared that he had learned to love his mortal woman. Not that he would ever speak such a thing to her. She would be disgusted, and presume he was only trying to hold her to Elfhame.

“What do we do?” she asked, turning to him. “Are Void creatures attacking?”

“Not quite yet,” he said. “The alarm is set to ring when enemies cross the palace boundary. We have a half-turn to prepare for battle before they are upon us.”

“I’m fighting, too,” Mara said, as if daring him to contradict her.

“Of course. We need you.” I need you.

Anneth hurried up, and gave Mara a stern look. 

“You’re not going to war in that.” She gestured to Mara’s silver gown.

“Then let’s get back to your rooms and find me something suitable,” his wife—his wife!—said.

Bran squeezed her shoulder and let go, though a part of him wanted to hold on to her and keep her safe, forever.

“I’ll be in the courtyard just inside the main gate,” he said. “Everyone willing to fight will muster there. Find me as soon as you’re ready.”

He did not bother telling her to hurry. It was clear that they had not a moment to waste.

She turned to go, and he caught her arm again.

“Take this.” He drew his dagger from his belt and handed it to her, hilt first. “I don’t want you to be unarmed.”

“Not giving back your groom-gift?” She gave him a crooked smile.

“Never. Now go.”

She and Anneth rushed off, and Bran turned to where Garon and few members of the nobility waited beside the dais. To his surprise, his father stood there as well, though there was no sign of Tinnueth. No doubt she was busy barricading herself in her rooms.

“Father.” He gave the Hawthorne Lord a nod of respect. The man had been a skilled swordsman in his day, and good enough with offensive magic. “Do you join us?”

“Of course,” Lord Calithilon said.

“Good.” Bran turned to Garon. “How many fighters?”

“Ten—plus yourself and Lady Mara and the Lord, makes thirteen. A few defenders will stay behind, too. Cerreth and her brother will take to the towers with fiery arrows.”

Bran surveyed the brave, grim faces staring back at him. “Put on your armor, fetch your weapons, and meet me by the gates as soon as possible.”

They nodded and dispersed, leaving Bran alone with his father.

“Well done,” Lord Calithilon said. “I am proud to call you my son.”

“The battle’s not yet won.”

“But the prophecy is fulfilled, and I was wrong to ever doubt it. I am certain we’ll win. Afterward, I’ll ensure that your mother never meddles with the mortal girl.”

Bran gave him a short nod. This was no time to explain that Mara would be departing Elfhame. When she learned of it, no doubt Tinnueth would be delighted. As would Mireleth. The knowledge left a sour taste in his mouth.

“Off to prepare,” Lord Calithilon said, a note of anticipation in his voice. He stepped onto the dais and headed for his private door.

For the first time, Bran wondered if perhaps his father was bored. He should have invited the Hawthorne Lord to come to the front, perhaps take part in a few skirmishes.

Well, there would be excitement enough in the coming turn. And, he feared, the worst parts of war as well: wounded warriors, pain, death.

With those gloomy thoughts for company, he strode back to his rooms to don his leather armor and fetch his sword.

Garon and two others were waiting when he entered the courtyard, and soon enough the rest of the fighters joined them. Lord Calithilon’s eyes glowed, and Bran could feel his father gathering his magic in preparation.

Mara was the last to arrive, wearing a heavy tunic, leggings, and her mortal boots, which still shimmered slightly with Anneth’s glamour. If his wife had chosen to stay in Elfhame, he would have commanded a set of the finest armor to be made for her.

Instead, he would be her shield and her sword.

“Something’s coming,” one of the fighters said, pointing at the pale road winding away from the palace gates.

The hiss of swords leaving scabbards filled the air, but Bran held up his hand. “Wait. Those are no Void creatures.”

He sent a ball of glowing foxfire forward. Its blue light illuminated a line of Dark Elves straggling down the road. At the front strode the Nightshade Lady, her expression grim.

“We’re here,” she called back to her people. “Hurry—the Hawthorne Palace awaits.”

Bran and the other fighters stood aside as the people of Nightshade came through the gates.

“Welcome.” Lord Calithilon raised his hand in greeting. “Enter, friends, and seek food and shelter within. Our hospitality is yours as long as you need it.”

“My thanks, Hawthorne,” the Nightshade Lady said, stopping beside Bran’s father.

“You would do the same,” he said. “How many?”

“Not enough.” Her voice was hollow with weariness. “Our best fighters fell in the first attack. I fear Nightshade is lost to us.”

“Not for long,” Bran said.

Whatever happened, the war with the Void would be over soon. And if the Dark Elves were defeated, then the fate of the courts of Elfhame mattered not at all.

He watched as the stream of refugees trickled in. Nightshade was a small court, smaller than their own, and after a dismayingly short time the road was empty again.

“The creatures are not far behind,” the Nightshade Lady said. “I would stay with you and fight, but I fear my magic is spent.”

“Recover as you can,” Lord Calithilon said. “You traveled fast, to reach us this soon.”

“The Rune of Quickness has its uses.” 

Bran shot her a look of respect. No wonder her powers were exhausted. To cast the Rune on one person was challenge enough. The Nightshade Lady had done so for all her court, and several times over, if he was any judge.

A faint sound reached Bran, and he stiffened.

“The Void creatures come,” he said. “Spread out in front of the gates. Mara, stay close by me.”

He’d wanted to ride out and engage the enemy further from the palace, but it was too late. The creatures that had attacked Nightshade were closer than the ones Hestil was retreating from, and he prayed his small band would be able to dispatch them before the fighters from the front arrived.

Between one breath and the next, the enemy was upon them. Red-eyed gyrewolves leaped and snapped, and one spiderkin jumped over them all and headed for the palace.

Bran shouted a warning, and saw his father blast the creature with a bolt of power before drawing his sword. Then all his attention turned to fighting the wolves swarming toward him and Mara.

As he’d guessed, somehow the Void sensed her presence. The battle soon became not a defense of the palace gates, but a circle of fighting around him and his bride.

A wolf came too close while he pushed back a spiderkin. Mara cried out and slashed at it with the dagger he’d given her. It growled and prepared to leap, then was taken down by a swing of Garon’s blade.

Bran’s heart pumped furiously. That had been far too close. He raised one hand, summoning his power, and let out a blast. It knocked back the current attackers, but by its light Bran could see more approaching, including two of the lumbering creatures. These ones were twice the size of the lumberer he and Lieth had dispatched, and he could not help a twinge of dismay at the sight.

“Now what?” Mara asked. One of her braids had come loose, and her mud-colored hair straggled across her face.

He gently tucked the strand behind her ear.

“We hold fast,” he said. “This is a skirmish. I fear the real battle is yet to come.”

“Something’s happening yonder,” Garon said, lifting his blade and staring toward the rise above the palace.

Bran looked, and saw the telltale glow of magic flickering against the starlit sky.

“It must be Hestil.” He raised his voice in command. “Fighters, move position to the ridge!”

He sent another blast of power to keep the Void creatures at bay and give their small band enough time to scramble for the rise. He caught Mara’s hand. Despite Garon’s lame leg, the old soldier kept pace on her other side. It seemed he’d appointed himself her bodyguard, and Bran was glad of it. As they vacated the area before the gates, arrows hissed from the towers toward their enemies, burning green and orange with magical flame.

They crested the ridge to see scores of Dark Elf warriors holding back a wave of gyrewolves and spiderkin. Lieth’s bolts of magic flew true, and the glows of lesser magic users bloomed and faded over the trampled silvergrass. Bran scanned the fighters, finding Hestil in the process of dispatching a gyrewolf.

A spiderkin leaped to attack her. With a shout, he raised his hand and blasted it down. Hestil whirled and impaled the creature, dodging the green ichor spurting from its side.

“Bran,” she called. “Thank the seven bright stars.”

He’d opened his mouth to reply, when, with a deafening crack, the air above them split open.

Bran pulled Mara to his side and stared up. This was no mere breach. No—this was a portal torn into the very fabric of their world, pulsing with the malevolent energy of the Void. Somehow, it had managed to bypass the barrier and push itself into the heart of Elfhame. 

The final battle was upon them. 

He glimpsed hundreds of red-eyed creatures massed and waiting to pour through into Elfhame. And behind them, a devouring darkness that would not stop until it had eaten every shred of every world down to nothingness.

“Dear heavens,” Mara whispered.

“If ever was a time to find your power, beloved, do it now,” he said.

Letting go of her hand, he raised his arms high overhead, fingers pointing up toward the rip in their world. Already, Void creatures were spilling out, pressing the exhausted fighters.

But he could not pay heed to the desperate fights breaking out, the screams of pain, the wavering of Lieth’s power, even his own father laying about with blade and flame.

Reaching deep into his wellspring, Bran sent pure power into the crack—a sharp, fierce lance of magic aimed at the heart of the Void. It streamed forth from his fingertips as he poured every shred of his energy into the attack.

The Void resisted, its hunger stealing the magic and blunting its force. 

Bran swayed. It was not enough.

Then Mara caught his upraised right arm and pulled it down until their hands were clasped. Their rings met, and azure flame leaped through him, so strong it left him reeling. Before it could burn him to cinders, he channeled it up and out, renewing the attack.

His original bolt of power was now ten times stronger. Creatures sizzled and fell, screeching, through the air. The grasping touch of the Void could not hold back this new force, mortal and Dark Elf power combined. He felt it shudder as the pure blue light struck deep into the darkness, burning clear and strong.

The Void bucked, spitting out more creatures, as if desperate to find him and cut off the attack. Still he kept the magic flowing. 

Mara wrapped her other arm about his waist, and he felt her giving him all her strength. Too much, he feared, for her mortal body to take. But they could not let up, not yet. Though his vision blurred and his lungs gasped for air, he must keep throwing their power at the enemy with all his might.

Something shriveled and cringed in the depths of the Void, and a horrible screeching cry wailed out between the worlds, scorching his ears, flaying his mind. It lashed out, a final black tendril of power that smote him to the bone. Freezing cold enveloped him for a heartbeat.

Then, with an earthshaking clap, the portal snapped shut. Bran and Mara’s power splashed up into the sky, then faltered, the magic raining down like shooting stars.

The Void was gone.

All about the battlefield the red-eyed creatures stilled, slumping down into death. He shivered from the frigid touch of the Void’s final attack, and prayed he’d taken the brunt of the blow, shielding Mara from it.

The Dark Elves had won, though his heart sank at the casualties scattered over the silvergrass.

Mara let out a shaky cry and pulled her hand from his. He turned to find her kneeling beside Garon. The old warrior lay surrounded by the carcasses of slain Void creatures, his heart’s blood seeping out of a fatal wound to his chest.

While Bran and Mara had focused all their attention on attacking the Void, faithful Garon had kept the creatures at bay with more prowess than a fighter half his age.

“Do not weep, mortal girl,” he said, his voice a weak thread. “It is a good death.”

Bran went to his knees and took the old soldier’s hand. “Garon. I could not have asked for a better, more loyal defender. Thank you, my friend.”

“My honor to serve,” Garon whispered.

Then he closed his eyes and let out his breath for the last time. Above them, the palemoon shone, steady and true.

“No,” Mara said. Her cheeks glistened with tears.

“I am sorry.” Bran’s father came up to where they knelt, his shoulders bent with weariness. “The loss of a good man.”

“One among many.” Bran lifted his head and bleakly surveyed the causalities. To his great relief, he saw Hestil moving among the fighters, Avantor at her heels.

“Come.” Bran stood and offered Mara his hand. “We must tend to the wounded.”

She wiped her face with her sleeve, then clasped his outstretched hand. Their rings glowed softly, but the fierce power was spent.

When she stood, she staggered forward a step. He caught her in his arms, worry spiking through him.

“Starting with yourself,” he said.

“I’m not injured.” Her voice rasped from her throat. “Just so very tired.”

“I will watch over her,” the Hawthorne Lord said. “You go tend to your warriors.”

Mara nodded, and, reluctantly, Bran let her go. 

“Guard her well,” he said to his father. “I will not be long.”

He’d bring Avantor back with him, of course, but he needed a moment to speak with Hestil and assess the full extent of their losses. The battle had taken a heavy toll—but the Void was gone. The small glow of victory kindled in his chest, pushing back some of the shadows left in the aftermath of war.

They would grieve, yes. Already he felt an empty space where Lieth ought to be, and feared she had drained her magic dry and fallen to the enemy. Garon, too, was a hole in his heart.

And the greatest wound was yet to come, when he sent Mara back to her world.

But balancing that darkness was brilliant light, and cause for celebration. The Void was defeated. It would not return for generations, if at all.

The prophecy had come true. Elfhame was saved. 
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Mara opened her eyes and stared up at the golden curtains draping the bed. She knew exactly where she was: in Anneth’s bedroom, in the Hawthorne Palace. In Elfhame.

But not for long.

Oh, how her siblings would exclaim when she told them of her adventures. The thought made her smile. Already her time here was like a dream, the battle and the magic she had commanded more like something out of legend than an event that had truly happened.

“You’re awake.” Bran leaned forward from the chair he was occupying beside the bed. “How do you feel?”

Somehow, she was not surprised to find him there. She took a deep breath and wiggled her fingers and toes. 

“Good. I feel good. And hungry.”

A faint smile lifted his lips. “I’ll send for food. Can you sit?”

She did, and before she could protest, he propped a few pillows behind her back.

“I’m not an invalid,” she said.

“You slept for three days. I feared…” A shadow crossed his face, then was gone. “No matter. Anneth will be delighted to hear you’ve woken. I’ll fetch her, and return with food.”

Her stomach gave an embarrassing gurgle, proof that it, too, was wide awake and in perfect health.

Bran left, and a moment later Anneth hurried into the room. She sat on the bed beside Mara and squeezed her hand.

“You are the heroine of the turn,” Anneth said. “Or more like the century. You and Bran did it! You defeated the Void.”

“I wasn’t sure we could.” Mara shivered, recalling that vast, devouring darkness.

“Father has declared a feast—another one—in your honor. This time, it might actually take place.” Anneth smiled at her, her eyes shining. “We have a great deal to celebrate.”

It seemed Bran had not told his sister that Mara was leaving. Probably it was for the best, since Anneth would only try to make her stay. No matter how much of a heroine Mara might be at the moment, she knew it would fade quickly.

Soon enough she’d be a stranger again, adrift in a sunless world she could barely navigate. Not only that, but married to the Hawthorne Prince, with not the slightest idea of what her new station entailed. 

She could not be the Hawthorne Lady. Even if the court tolerated a mortal on the companion’s throne, she had seen how rigid the Dark Elves were in their traditions and expectations. Once her notoriety wore off, she’d be nothing but a source of shame. Bran would be torn between his people and his wife, and she did not think she could bear the disappointment in his eyes when she failed to behave properly time and time again.

“A feast,” she finally said, aware she’d been silent too long. “That sounds grand.”

Anneth gave her a curious look. “Mara, is there something I ought to know?”

Bran strode in carrying a tray, and Mara was saved from answering. She vowed to be perfectly cheerful in front of Anneth. At least until she said goodbye.

“Save some room for the feast,” Bran said, setting the tray on the nightstand beside the bed.

“I think I could probably eat two feasts worth of food,” Mara said, reaching for one of the Amaranth cakes.

“Knowing the kitchens, they will serve that much, and more,” Anneth said. “Now, which gown will you choose this time?”
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Once Bran was reassured that Mara suffered no long-term ill effects from her prodigious use of magic, he took his leave. It had been easier to be in her company while she was asleep. He could gaze on her face and imagine to himself that she’d changed her mind.

But once awake, it was clear she still intended to go home.

He could not blame her. She had been thrust unexpectedly into a land and a fate not of her choosing. Not to mention a husband she found distasteful. After the celebratory feast, he would fulfill his promise and somehow send her back to the mortal world. 

The longer she stayed, the more it would hurt. A quick, sharp cut would be best. The kind that left a scar.

It would not be the first one he bore, nor the last. But he feared it would be the deepest.

He shook his head. What a sorry excuse for a warrior he was. It was useless to fill the hours with such thoughts. The future would bring what it would bring—although he felt strangely adrift without the prophecy guiding his steps.

Hands clasped behind his back, Bran turned toward his father’s library, ignoring the bone-deep coldness that had settled inside him since the final battle. It was only the effect of using so much of his power that left him feeling dizzy at times, but he knew it would pass. 

Meanwhile, there was work to do. The Hawthorne Lord had asked for his opinion in finalizing the plans to help Nightshade rebuild their broken court. Bran also wanted to broach the idea of sending a patrol around the entire circumference of Elfhame. They must ensure that the barrier was fully mended and secure.

In fact, he would volunteer to lead the party. It would remove him from the court and give him something to do other than dwell on his pain.

Working out the details of the aid they would provide the Nightshade Court, complete with arguments from his father and protests from the Nightshade Lady, kept him engaged until it was time to dress for the feast. Bran choose his formal tunic with care, picking a dark amethyst velvet that made him appear more like a prince than a warrior.

Not that it would do any good in Mara’s eyes.

Mentally chastising himself for a fool, he went to fetch her from Anneth’s rooms.

Although he thought he was prepared for the sight of his wife gowned and bejeweled, she never failed to steal his breath for a heartbeat. This time she wore deep emerald satin decorated with silver embroidery of twining leaves. The necklace he’d given her shone at her throat, and Anneth had woven pearls into her hair to match.

Her gaze went to his belt, and she laughed at the sight of her knife hanging there.

“Are you truly going to wear that to the feast?” she asked.

“Of course. Unless you would like to trade tokens?”

Her hand went to her necklace, and she shook her head. “I think you’d look a bit silly wearing this. Besides, it’s too beautiful to part with.”

Her obvious pleasure in his gift gave him a flash of warmth. At least he was not completely odious in her eyes.

With Mara on one side and Anneth on the other, he escorted them to the dining hall. As soon as they stepped into the room, everyone rose and began cheering. The tables were full to overflowing, the members of Nightshade and the fighters from the front making up for the empty places where fallen warriors ought to have been. 

Garon. Lieth. His throat tightened at their loss.

At one of the near tables, Hestil tipped her goblet in a toast to him. New lines etched her face, but he saw peace there as well.

The Hawthorne Lord beckoned them to the head table, and insisted that Mara be seated on his right side, with Bran next to her, and then Anneth. Tinnueth’s mouth turned down at the corners, but she spoke not a word of protest.

Still, as the feast began, he caught her watching Mara, her sharp eyes cataloguing every misstep his mortal wife made. Mara used the wrong fork, reached too far for the salt cellar, and engaged in conversation all across the table as well as to either side. They were small things, but enough to begin a litany of errors that would only grow over time.

His mother was not the only one taking note. Mireleth was seated further down the table, and she sent frequent, narrow-eyed glances to where he and Mara sat. Partway through the meat course, he saw her lean aside and make some remark to her companion. The man looked at Mara and laughed unkindly.

Bran curled his fingers into his palm, feeling the stab of his own claws. Perhaps it was a good thing, after all, that Mara was departing. She had said so many times she did not belong in Elfhame.

But she belongs with me, his heart insisted.

Idiot piece of flesh. He hardened it to stone and continued eating, though he tasted not a bite.

At last the meal was over, the musicians played a final fanfare, and the Hawthorne Lord rose.

“Today, we celebrate victory,” he said. “We owe it to the steadfast honor of the Hawthorne Heir, whose trust in the prophecy never wavered. And to Lady Mara, the mortal woman who opened the door between our worlds and used her newfound powers for the good of our land. We are eternally in your debt.” He picked up his goblet and raised it high above the court. “Let us toast, to victory—and to Prince Brannonilon and his bride!”

Mara’s cheeks colored and she nodded acknowledgment. Bran took up his goblet, full of rich elderberry wine, and raised his cup to her.

“Thank you, Mara,” he said in a low voice. “You will be missed.”

Freezing cold wormed through his bones, and he took a deep draught to dispel it. The wine tasted sweet and bitter in equal measure as he swallowed it down. 
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The feast lasted forever, and yet was over too quickly. Despite her hunger, Mara took care not to eat too much of the rich food. She had a journey to make—not only through Elfhame to the doorway, but a second passage through the deep trees of the Darkwood. She hoped she would not become too lost on her way back to Little Hazel.

Her pulse quickened at the thought of coming home at last, of seeing lights in the cottage windows, of stepping through the familiar doorway and at last embracing her parents.

And seeing the sun, and being surrounded by normal-sized beings whose eyes were not strangely slitted and whose features were not the stuff of screaming nightmares.

Back in Anneth’s rooms, however, a strange melancholy fell over her as Bran’s sister helped her out of the satin gown. She had enjoyed playing the lady, though no doubt it would grow tiresome after a time. And the weight of the Dark Elves’ expectations would bend her down to the ground.

“I’d like to wear the tunic and leggings from earlier,” Mara said. She’d already run through the forest once wearing an impractical dress. No need to repeat the experience.

“Are you quite sure?” Anneth cocked her head. “This is your bridal night, after all. Don’t you want something more…” 

She waved her hand at one of the frothier gowns, but Mara shook her head.

“Bran is taking me riding,” she said.

“Riding?” Anneth’s brows rose.

“Anneth, I must tell you. I’m not staying in Elfhame. Bran is sending me back through the doorway tonight.”

“He is?” Anneth paced away, her steps sharp. “What an utter fool. Can’t he see that sending you away is the most idiotic—”

“You misunderstand.” Mara held up her hand. “I want to go. It was a condition I set before we wed, that he would use his magic to send me home after we fulfilled the prophecy and defeated the Void.”

“You want to leave?” Anneth halted and gave her a wounded look. “But you saved Elfhame.”

Mara let out a short, bitter laugh. “That doesn’t mean I belong here. Truly, my mind is made up. Please don’t ask me to stay.”

Anneth stared at her a moment longer, then shook her head. “I don’t understand you at all.”

“No. And that proves my point. No one here ever will. We come from worlds that are too different. Even though I can speak your language, everything here is foreign. Your customs and thoughts, and even the way you tell time, make little sense to me.”

“Bran would understand you. I think he already does.”

Anneth’s words sent a pang through Mara. But even if it were true, she and Bran had no real hope of a future together. No matter what the prophecy might think.

“I won’t argue with you over this,” she said. “I’m sorry, Anneth.”

Bran’s sister stood there a moment, lips tight. “I am sorry, too. But if you insist on going, I will help you prepare.”

By the time Bran came to fetch her, Mara was wearing the sturdy tunic, her boots had returned to their original plain state, and her hair had been taken out of its elaborate coiffure and simply tied back from her face. She was Lady Mara no more.

“I see you are ready,” he said, his features settling into his starkest expression. “Take the dagger I gave you. And the necklace.”

“I can’t. It’s far too costly.”

“That is precisely why I gave it to you,” he said. “Will such gems not serve you well in the mortal world?”

She tamped down her unexpected surge of disappointment. She should be grateful for his generosity, not sorry that he only had a practical reason for giving her so opulent a gift.

“If you insist,” she said.

“Here.” Anneth handed her the twisted strand of silver and gems.

Instead of slipping it into her pocket, Mara fastened it about her neck. For safekeeping, she told herself, but knew it was more than that.

She stuck Bran’s dagger through her belt, then turned to Anneth, dismayed to see tears glinting in the Dark Elf’s eyes.

“I always wanted a sister,” Anneth said.

They’re more trouble than they’re worth, Mara almost replied, but instead she stepped forward into Anneth’s embrace. When they parted, her throat was tight.

“Goodbye,” she said. “And thank you.”

Bran opened the door, and for the last time, Mara walked out of Anneth’s rooms. She kept going and didn’t look back. Bran paced behind her, and together they went to the end of the corridor, past the tower stairs, and under the arched doorway leading into the gardens.

The sweet smell of the flowers twined about her, and three glimglows swooped down, as if they’d been waiting for her. She took some comfort in the sight. Perhaps her journey back through the Darkwood would not be as dark and lonely as she’d feared.

A stable hand was waiting with Fuin. His eyes were full of questions, but he said nothing as Bran mounted and lifted Mara up to sit before him. This time she rode astride, which made her feel less like a helpless maiden and more like a woman taking charge of her own future.

Which she was.

They went silently, skirting the ridge that had been the scene of their final battle with the Void. The warm wind swirled about them, and birds called softly as the large moon began to rise. The glimglows danced and darted above her head.

She breathed deeply of the warm air of Elfhame. Now that she was leaving, she felt a thin stab of regret. It was a beautiful land, in its own shadowed way. And though the Dark Elves were not beautiful as a people, they were powerful and magical. She would never forget her time among them.

And she would never forget Bran. Beneath that harsh-featured exterior was a man of integrity and honor. Which was part of why she must leave. She could never be the consort he needed, though he was far too stubborn to admit it. It was better for both of them that she was going.

She did not know what to say to him, and so remained silent. As did he. His quiet was not angry or cold, but simply there, like the stars overhead or the leaves rustling on the trees.

It was not until the moon had lifted high into the sky that he spoke. “When we reach the doorway, I expect it will take our combined magics to open it.”

She glanced down at the ring clasped around her finger. No doubt he was right. 

She’d already rummaged about several times in the pockets of her tunic, but there was no secret glass key tucked there. It had done its work and disappeared, and she knew she would never see it again.

Perhaps it had gone to a new world, called by a different prophecy or quirk of fate to open another doorway that had been closed for too long.

They rode into a meadow filled with shimmering grass, and a shiver of familiarity went through her. This was the place she’d been attacked by the spider creature. And where Bran had saved her.

As if sensing her thoughts, his arm tightened about her waist, the ring sparking on his hand. Fuin went forward into the shadows under the trees, and the glimglows swirled up. Two more joined them, and they flitted ahead, bobbing between the dark trunks of the huge evergreens. Flowers glowed against the emerald-green mosses, scarlet and deep purple, veined with light. Ahead, she glimpsed the clearing where two tall stones rose, their surfaces carved with mystic runes.

“This is the doorway,” she said, breathing in the wild scent of herbs.

“Yes.”

The horse halted, and Mara slid down before Bran could help her. She was nearly home, and her heart pounded with the word. Home. Home.

Bran followed her into the clearing. The bright moonlight illuminated his fierce features, his strange, slitted eyes, his clawed hands.

“Are you certain you will not stay?” he asked.

Stay. The word echoed through her.

“I do care for you, Prince Brannonilon Luthinor,” she admitted. “But to remain here, in the darkness, among your people, would drive me mad.”

He nodded once, the braids on either side of his face swinging. Then he stepped forward and cupped her cheek in his hand. His violet eyes stared down into hers.

“And I care for you, Mara Geary, more than you will ever know. Which is why I will honor the promise I made, and send you home.”

Her vision clouded with unexpected tears. If only things were different. If only she were different, a Dark Elf lady, able to move confidently through the currents of their society. Able to be the wife this tall, stern warrior deserved.

But she was a mortal, and as unsuited to Elfhame as a freshwater fish to the sea. She might swim there a short while, but soon enough it would sicken her beyond bearing.

His face came close, and then his lips pressed against hers, warm and fleeting.

By the time she blinked the moisture from her eyes, he had dropped his palm from where it cupped her face, and taken a step back, facing the space between the stones.

“Take my hand one more time,” he said. “I will speak the Rune of Opening. If we succeed, the door will appear, and you will be able to step through into your world.”

She nodded and laced her fingers with his. Their rings clinked together, and a flicker of azure flame arose—but something was awry. She turned toward Bran, sensing a strange, cold darkness lodged deep within him.

“Edro!” he cried.

Blue fire leaped from their joined hands, covering the stones with a wash of flame. The air between the stones shimmered, then cleared to reveal the Darkwood. The trees looked drab and colorless compared to the vividness of Elfhame. She hesitated and glanced at him a moment, searching his face.

“What is wrong?” she whispered.

The glimglows streamed through the doorway, and Bran released her hand.

“Go, Mara.” His voice was tight. “Quickly, before it closes.”

It was what she wanted. Why, then, was her heart so heavy, her steps so reluctant?

“Go!” He set his hand at her back and pushed her forward.

The doorway flickered. This was her last chance to return home. She must take it.

“Farewell, Bran,” she said, then pulled in a breath and darted forward, directly between the stones. 

The cool, moist air of the mortal world enfolded her, and the smell of cedars stung her nose. She turned around, to see her husband outlined faintly in the doorway between the worlds. 

He lifted his hand, and she mirrored his movement, the ring on her finger glowing dully.

Goodbye, my love. His words were a whisper on the wind.

The blue flame covering the stones winked out. The doorway closed, and Mara was left alone in the Darkwood, her cheeks wet with inexplicable tears. 
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As it turned out, the journey back through the Darkwood was not as difficult as the headlong flight that had first brought her to the stones. Mara had arrived back in her own world on the cusp of dawn. The greyness of the forest slowly faded, color seeping back into the world as the light grew stronger.

The glimglows darted ahead of her, marking the way, and this time there was no dark and feral beast pursuing her, no breathless dash through the trees with panic pulsing through her veins.

Dry needles crackled under her boots, and berries hung red on the bushes. She could not believe it, but somehow fall had come during the few short days she’d spent in Elfhame. What must her parents think? They would be certainly be distraught at her long disappearance.

Urgency firing her steps, she began to run through the forest. The glimglows still danced ahead of her, but as the first rays of the sun streamed through the trees they began to fade, visible only in the shadows, then finally not at all.

No matter, though—Mara had reached the familiar part of the Darkwood where she’d often collected firewood. Side aching, she slowed her steps to catch her breath. A bright red cardinal flashed through the trees, brilliant as a drop of fresh blood in the sunlight.

The blessed, beloved sunlight. 

Mara stopped in a patch of it, closing her eyes and lifting her face to feel its heat. Tears pricked behind her eyelids, but of gratitude this time, not grief. Despite the ache in her heart, she was home.

Joy settled in her belly, blossoming like a flower when she reached the edge of the trees and stepped out onto the lane leading to the cottage. The smell of baking bread and frying sausages hung in the air, and she could hear the high voices of children.

There had been no children in Elfhame, she realized, and she would never know why.

Then her younger sisters skipped out the door of their cottage, and Mara began to run, flying down the lane to her family.

“Pansy!” she called. “Lily!”

The girls looked up, squealed, and dropped their schoolbooks to pelt toward her.

“Mara, Mara!”

Drawn by the commotion, Mara’s mother came out on the stoop, then yelled for the rest of the family. In moments Mara was engulfed in a flurry of hugs and exclamations and more hugs, right there in the lane outside the cottage.

“Step back, give her room,” Mara’s mother said, though she was the one who still had her arm about Mara’s shoulders. “Oh, heavens, we thought we’d lost you. Where have you been, child? And what is that about your neck?”

Mara lifted her hand. The necklace had traveled unscathed between the worlds. Her siblings stared at it with wide eyes, and her father frowned and leaned forward for a better look.

“I opened a door deep within the Darkwood,” she said. “It led to the land of the Dark Elves, called Elfhame, and I had such adventures there.”

Her mother shook her head in disbelief, and Pansy and Lily gasped. Her older sister, Seanna, glanced at the ring on Mara’s finger.

“Hmph,” her father said, though he could hardly say that magic didn’t exist, now that she’d returned with the proof of it shining about her neck.

“Come inside, everyone.” Mara’s mother shooed them toward the door. “Mara can tell us all about it in the privacy of our own kitchen.”

“How long was I gone?” Mara glanced at the yellowing leaves of the birch trees.

“Nearly five months,” Seanna said. “And yet nothing at all has happened while you were away.”

“That’s not true.” Mara’s mother shut the door behind them, then went to fill the kettle with fresh water. “Thom the woodcutter’s son got married to the fishmonger’s daughter.”

Mara blinked. Not that she was sorry to hear it, but clearly his affection for her had been fleeting, if he’d found another girl to marry after just a few months.

“His loss,” Pansy said. “Mara’s come back a rich woman. What are you going to do now?”

“I’m not sure.”

Much as she loved her family, she still did not want to stay forever in Little Hazel—but somehow she could not imagine traveling the world without a tall, stern man at her side. That was impossible, though. Bran was in Elfhame, and he could never fit in her world, just as she never had in his.

A great wave of weariness washed over her, and suddenly she wanted nothing more than to sleep. Sleep and forget.

Instead, she ate a bowl of porridge and drank the tea her mother brewed, and recounted her adventures to her family. Every word she spoke made the ache inside her grow. When she got to the part about her role in the prophecy, her sisters exclaimed.

“Never say you married him!” Pansy said. “That dreadful creature? Oh, Mara, how horrible for you.”

“It wasn’t, truly. The Dark Elves are not beasts, though they might look frightful to us. Prince Brannon ever treated me with respect.”

I care for you, more than you will ever know. The memory of his words pierced her heart.

She held her breath as the realization crept over her that perhaps she’d made a dreadful mistake. She’d been so set on returning home, on all the things she thought she could not bear to live without, that she’d missed what was blooming right beneath her nose. A strange, glowing flower under a sky filled with two moons.

Bran.

“Forgive me,” she said to her family. “There is more to tell, but I’m tired beyond words. Once I’ve rested, I’ll finish my tale.”

Her mother murmured with concern, and her brother patted her back. 

“Don’t worry,” he said. “If any of those Dark Elves come out of the forest, we’ll defend you.”

She did not waste her breath arguing that he had it all wrong. Instead, she gave her family a weary smile and headed up the stairs to her long-abandoned bed.

But despite her words, sleep would not come. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw visions of Elfhame: Bran battling the spider creature, Anneth smiling, blue flowers glowing with their own light. Bran again—always Bran, his stern, angular features printed in her memory.

“I could not stay,” she whispered into her pillow, and it was true. 

She was a stranger, an awkward mortal outsider. Even with Bran’s support she would have pined away, yearning for her family, for the world she’d been torn from. But now that she was home, she yearned instead for Elfhame. 

No, not quite. She did not long for the land of the Dark Elves, but for one Dark Elf in particular. 

Brannonilon Luthinor. Her husband.

No matter how far she traveled in the mortal lands, or what new adventures she experienced, she knew it would never be enough to replace her memories of Elfhame, or of him.

At last sleep overtook her. Her dreams were full of starry flowers and a bone-piercing cold that sapped all her strength, until she lay down beneath the double moons and closed her eyes forever.
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The next day she was no less melancholy. At breakfast, she finished recounting her story. When she ended her tale, her mother gave her a curious look, but said nothing.

Going out into the sunlight helped, but only a little. The strange coldness had settled inside her, along with a restless feeling that she’d forgotten something important. That night, as evening fell, Mara found herself looking toward the Darkwood and searching for glowing lights beneath the trees.

Again, she dreamed of searing cold, but this time it was Bran who suffered, his violet eyes leached of color, his skin growing pale as ice.

“Mara,” he whispered.

She woke with a start in the early morning darkness, her heart pounding, the ring on her finger hot to the touch. Bran needed her. Somehow she knew it to the depths of her soul.

But how could she possibly reach him?

She had no appetite at breakfast. Her conviction that she must return to Elfhame grew with every passing hour.

At midmorning, once the family had all left, Mara’s mother coaxed her out into the herb garden and sat her down amid the rosemary and thyme.

“I don’t know what’s amiss,” her mother said, “but something surely is. Did you bring a wasting sickness with you out of the Darkwood?”

“I don’t think so.” Mara twisted the blue ring on her finger back and forth. Despite the sunshine, she shivered. “Perhaps I am heartsick, but it is nothing that will harm you.”

“Do you love him, then?” Mara’s mother gave her a long look. “You know that your father and I have never thought much of those tales of magic and such, but it’s clear enough something strange has touched our family. Touched you. If you’ve fallen in love with a prince from a magical world then I think you must do something about it.”

“You’re right.” Mara drew in a deep breath of warm, herb-scented air. It did nothing to dispel the cold creeping through her. “I need to return to Elfhame. I fear something is very wrong, and I must be at his side.”

“I was afraid of that.” Mara’s mother shook her head, her face sad. “Did we regain you, only to lose you again so quickly?”

“I hope not. But I’m going into the Darkwood tonight. I don’t know if I’ll ever come back.”

“My darling child.” Mara’s mother leaned forward and enveloped her in a warm embrace. A single hot tear dripped down onto Mara’s hand. “If that is what you must do, then we’d best make a fine supper and say a proper farewell. Just in case we never see you again.” 
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Mara’s goodbyes to her family were tearful, but at least this time she had a chance to say farewell. They gathered at the door, her father looking stoic, her mother wiping her eyes on her apron.

“Who knows?” Mara said. “I’ve come out of Elfhame once before. Maybe I can do so again.”

Indeed, she hoped so, for it was still true that she did not belong in that land. But Bran needed her, and she could not remain here while he suffered. And perhaps worse. She shivered.

“Be safe,” Seanna said, giving her a final embrace.

Sean nodded, and Pansy and Lily would not let go of her arms until their mother bade them sharply to behave.

“Use the gemstones I left you,” Mara said. She’d pried them out of the handle of Bran’s jeweled dagger, seven in all. “One for each of you, and one left over.”

She could not bear to dismantle the necklace, though, and had instead put it back on, the pearls and starry gems cool around her neck.

“Come back to us,” Lily said mournfully.

“Hush.” Mara’s mother folded her arms about her youngest daughter and gave Mara a look. “Best be going now.”

“I love you all,” Mara said. Her voice caught on the words.

Wrapping her new woolen cloak about her, she hefted her small pack and stepped over the threshold. Her family crowded around the doorway, waving goodbye. The cottage windows shone a warm gold in the gathering twilight, and Mara glanced back over her shoulder. Was she making yet another mistake?

No. The compass of her heart pointed into the Darkwood and the cold in her bones urged her to hurry. Bran needed her.

At the edge of the trees, three glowing motes bobbed up and down in greeting. Her steps sure, Mara strode under the whispering hemlocks, scarcely needing the glimglows to show her the way. The doorway pulled at her, and in a shorter time than she believed possible, she stood at the edge of the clearing.

The standing stones rose against the stars—the familiar, beloved stars of her own world. She stared at them a moment, then stepped forward. There was no key in her pocket, no husband at her side to clasp her hand and link their powers.

Only herself, Mara Geary, a girl who had, all her life, yearned for more. And when she’d gotten it, she’d foolishly thrown it aside.

But deep in her belly was a wellspring of magic. And deep in her heart a shining love. Surely those would be enough to open the door.

Closing her eyes, she reached for the power she knew dwelt inside. It shimmered and surged, just out of reach. She clenched her hand about her ring, and thought fiercely of Bran.

For a moment she thought she touched her magic. She opened her eyes, and a blue spark shot from her hand to sizzle against the nearest stone.

“Edro,” she cried aloud, praying she’d recalled the Rune correctly.

The air between the stones wavered briefly, then faded again before she could take a single step. In that moment, though, she’d caught a glimpse of Bran lying in the clearing beneath the double moons, his eyes shut, his skin white as marble, his chest barely moving.

Her heart squeezed tight with the knowledge that he’d been waiting for her. And she had not come in time.

“No!” she yelled. The echo of it reverberated through the trees.

An owl hooted in the distance. The glimglows darted frantically back and forth. The doorway did not open.

On the other side of it, Bran lay dying.

“Please,” she said, falling to her knees on the cool moss. She splayed her hand against the carved stone. “Please, open.”

The air between the stones remained quiet and still. 

Grief cracked her open, hot tears spilling down her cheeks to splash on the ground. She had not realized how much Bran meant to her, and now it was too late.

No. 

She refused to give up. 

She had not traveled twice through the doorway to let it defeat her a third time.

Slowly, Mara stood. She stared at the stones, letting her determination rise, pushing every willful ounce of herself to the fore. Making a fist, she beat it against the stone.

“Let me in.” Her hand kept time with the words.

She said them louder. “Let me in!”

And louder still. “LET ME IN!”

The power sprang up from her belly in whoosh of blue flame. As it flowed from her to engulf the stones, she cried the Rune of Opening once more.

The doorway shimmered. Without hesitating, Mara sprang through.

The warm air of Elfhame wrapped around her as she scrambled forward, every sense focused on reaching the man who lay cold and still at the edge of the clearing.

“Bran!” She dropped to her knees before him and grabbed his hand. His fingers were limp.

Desperately, she laced their hands together, willing her magic to reach him, willing him to open his eyes.

“Wake up,” she said, her throat clogged with emotion.

He did not stir.

“I need you, Prince Brannonilon Luthinor. I am your wife, your woman of the prophecy, and I command you to hear me!”

A faint wind brushed the towering evergreen trees, but still Bran did not move. She placed her other hand on his cheek, as he had so often touched her. His skin was ice.

Her heart was breaking into a thousand pieces.

“Bran,” she whispered, leaning over him. “I love you.”

She pressed her lips to his, a last kiss for the Hawthorne Prince. A tear dripped down her cheek and landed on his face.

He flinched.

She pulled back, hope stabbing through her. 

“I came back to Elfhame for you,” she said, “and I refuse to let you go so easily. Now you must come back to me.”

Warmth kindled in her ring. She glanced down to see it glowing softly, calling an answering light from Bran’s.

She kissed him again, and this time felt the faintest flutter of breath against her lips.

“Did you hear me?” she asked. “I love you, you stupidly honorable man. How dare you come out here to die without me?”

He drew in a ragged breath and slowly opened his eyes. “Mara?”

“Yes.”

“The Void,” he whispered. “It marked me. Sapped me. It is too late.”

“It is not,” she said fiercely, holding up their linked hands. “Let me in, Bran.”

“Too dangerous.” He closed his eyes.

She pinched his arm, and he opened them again.

“I’m strong enough,” she said. “And if I’m not, I’d rather die here with you than live the rest of my life—in any world—without you.”

“You said… you love me.” Even in a whisper, she heard the surprise in his voice.

“I do. I love you. It took me far too long to appreciate the man inside this hideous exterior.”

He smiled weakly, which had been her goal, but still he held his magic back from hers.

“Bran,” she said. “Please. Trust me.”

He let out a long breath, then nodded once. “I do.”

He always had, she realized. And somehow, she’d always known that his strength would be there for her. Now it was time to lend him hers.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Always,” she said, bracing herself.

Bran opened his wellspring, and she shuddered at the coldness lacing itself through his power. But they had defeated the Void once, and they would do so again.

Squeezing his hand tightly, she fought back, sending waves of heat through their connected rings. The Void resisted, pushing back with emptiness, loneliness, rejection.

She countered with sunlight, family, and love. Boundless love. Love that would cross worlds to be together.

Blue flame arced into the sky. Bran stiffened and let out a shout, and she felt the last of the coldness burn away.

The light of their magic faded and she slumped over, her power a mere trickle. Bran reached, his arms encircling her, and pulled her to rest against him. She wrapped herself about him and laid her head on his chest. Beneath her ear his heart beat strongly, and she nearly wept again to hear it.

“Did you know you were wounded, when you sent me back?” she asked softly.

“I suspected. And the moment you went through the doorway, the Void took the opportunity to attack. I collapsed here, and only the faint hope that you might return kept me fighting for my life.”

“I was almost too late.” Anguish for what might have been rose up in her.

He smoothed her hair. “Shh. You came, and it was enough.”

“I’m never leaving you again.”

“Nor I you.”

They lay there silently for some time, breaths matching, hearts beating in unison. The flowers glowed about them, and high overhead the pale moon chased the bright one across the sky.

“Now what?” Mara finally asked, propping herself up on one elbow so she could see his face. His stern, terrifying, beloved face.

He smiled at her, his violet eyes glowing with promises. “Now, my love, we have worlds to explore. Together.”

She smiled back, then inched up to kiss him one more time. Her Hawthorne Prince. Her true love. She did not know how they would fit, mortal and Dark Elf—or in which world—but she trusted they would make their way. 

Together.
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