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 Chapter 1
 The sun graced us with her splendor, smiling down on me through the window like a wayward friend. For weeks, late autumn snowstorms weighed down and enveloped our daily lives in bleak, gray hues. Clouds have blanketed the rock and wood buildings of Moonbridge. Despite nineteen years of enduring brutal weather, I despised the numbing conditions I suffered nine months of the year. Everything from the way my toes and fingers never warmed to the melancholy mood. The worst was my restlessness when the snow drifts covered the doors. Even though it’s too cold to go outside, just knowing I can’t make it worse.
 But today, my soul and toes have thawed in the morning light.
 A knock tapped on my door as Sister Moyra pushed it open.
 “The morning is too glorious to waste inside. Bundle up, and we’ll take a walk before the bells,” Moyra smiled, her slate-gray eyes the same color as her robes.
 Adding a pair of thick, woolen leggings under my gray novice robes, I traded my black leather boots for wool-lined ones. My cloak, a pair of leather gloves, and a fleece-lined hat completed my ensemble. I quickly tucked my pointed ears under the knit while my amethyst hair tumbled down my shoulders as I dashed down the halls to meet Moyra.
 “Where’s your scarf?” she asked as I skidded to a halt before her.
 “I don’t know,” I shrugged.
 “I’ve never known someone who loses as many scarves as you,” she said. 
 My breath froze in my lungs when Moyra opened the convent doors. The air smelled clean with a hint of the nearby forest as the cold burned my nose with each inhale.
 We lived as a part of the Sisterhood of Night in the convent on the edge of Moonbridge. Buildings, constructed from granite and lumber from the mountains, lined the primary street running through the small town. Chimneys puffed smoke, not much different than the plumes of white we exhaled. We weren’t the only ones taking advantage of the reprieve from the snow. The town bustled in the brisk morning, the townspeople searching for food staples or seeking the conversations of others. Children lobbed snowballs at each other and their battle temporarily halted as we walked by.
 “Good morning,” they sang innocently.
 “Hello, children.” Moyra smiled while I giggled. They were known for throwing wayward snowballs. But something about Moyra intimidated them, so they never attempted to engage her in their battles. Despite her calm demeanor, there’s never been a time she didn’t watch our surroundings like a hawk. 
 “I don’t remember being carefree like them. Was I like them before we came to Moonbridge? Did I have friends like that?” I nodded to the gaggle of children. Her brow creased. The memories of my six-year-old self were faulty at best, and she was the only one who could enlighten me about my past. “My memories are empty. There’s not much I recall from my childhood, just fuzzy visions of fire tearing through rooms and corridors. Thick smoke weighed down on me like a heavy blanket. Then the panicked words of an unseen voice told me to jump into the bay and swim to safety. But the choppy waters nearly swallowed me whole. And that’s when you saved me. I don’t remember how we made it to shore, nor do I know how we made it to Moonbridge. How did you find me?”
 Sadness sparkled in her gray eyes. “Your mother asked me to protect you. I dove into the bay after you. After we swam to shore, we fled. I’ve done what I could to keep you hidden. To keep you safe.”
 “You knew her? Why don’t you talk about her?”
 “Raena, you know the past hurts too much to dredge up. In time, when you’re ready, I’ll tell you everything.” The pain etched on her face aged her ten years.
 “It’s been nineteen years,” I fired back. My raised voice drew the sidelong glances of passersby.
 “And that knowledge is a burden. One that you can’t give back,” she said, turning to face me.
 “Such a burden that you carry a dagger hidden in your boot?” I snapped.
 “That’s enough. This is neither the time nor place for this conversation.” Her tone grew colder than the snow. 
 I ground my teeth so hard I worried they might shatter. Exasperation overwhelmed my senses. My arms itched under my layers of wool as though my skin suddenly felt too tight. I could see Moyra was speaking to me, but none of her words reached my ears. The sharp bite of metal tasted on my tongue, iron and copper. Silver sparkles spun around me like a twinkling snow flurry as I inhaled. The edges of my vision blurred white as though a blanket of light wrapped around me. When I exhaled, a wave of silver flames rushed out from me. But the flames didn’t consume the buildings and people like a fire should. Instead, they blazed in a tall, circular wall around the town for a heartbeat before they winked out. Slowly, the light around me flickered out like the dying flame of a candle. 
 All eyes drifted to me. I crumpled to the ground under the weight of their stares, burying my face in my hands, wanting nothing more than to melt into the snow. The drone of my pulse rang through my ears, drowning out their whispers.
 “How strange. I’ve never seen the sun reflected off the snow like that before.” Moyra chuckled nervously. She looked down at me. “Get up. It’s time to return. It was a mistake to leave the convent.”
 Tears blurred my vision, but I silently rose and followed her. I couldn’t understand why Morya evaded my questions. If, after nineteen years, she couldn’t tell me what happened and where I’d come from, I fear she never will. And where had the silver fire come from? I didn’t conjure it. 
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 For the last two months, the winter snows blanketed the town in a frozen layer of white. This morning, like all the ones to proceed it, a choir of hand bells peeled through the halls to coax me from sleep. I stretched to dislodge the drowsiness from my body, but nothing could chase the chill in my bones. Night still clung to morning, which made getting out of bed all the more difficult. But the day waited for no one. So I pulled myself to my feet.
 Dressed in my gray robes and as awake as I could muster, I smiled at my reflection, satisfied with how my amethyst hair curled today. The Moonbridge convent housed only forty sisters and one novice. Not many wanted to live in the upper reaches of Myrefall, and on mornings as cold as this one, I couldn’t blame them. It hadn’t been my choice to live here, but a gloomy outlook never helped anyone. I left my modest room in the novice hall and began my parade to the cathedral.
 In the Order of Night, our morning and evening prayers took place during the hours of darkness. Which somehow felt more difficult during the winter. The shuffling footsteps echoing from the hall ahead confirmed my theory. As I rounded the corner where the novice hall joined with the rest of the dormitory, the sisters lumbered from their rooms.
 “Good morning, Sister Quincy, Sister Sydney. It looks like another chilly day, but at least the sun should be with us,” I smiled at the women as we made our way to the cathedral. I continued with my greetings as more appeared in the hall.
 The only groggy refrain that followed me: “Morning, Novice.”
 By the time prayers concluded, the drowsiness had drained from everyone else. With the sisters on their way to morning meal, I stopped in the kitchen. Cook handed me a warm apple muffin and a mug of tea.
 “I hope you don’t go leaving crumbs in those books of yours, Novice,” she said.
 “Trust me, I know how to take care of them,” I smiled.
 I pushed open the heavy library door with my hip. The smell of old books with a hint of vanilla enveloped me in a welcoming hug. I lit a handful of candles before settling down at my table against the cold stone wall. Dull sunlight filtered through two windows, chasing the shadows down the rows of bookcases. The library hadn’t received a new book since before I was born, but the shelves bowed under the weight of the ancient works. 
 It wasn’t much, but it had become my home.
 I spent my waking hours pouring over these dusty tomes in preparation for my ascension to the Sisterhood. On the summer solstice, I’d leave behind my role as a novice after completing a midnight ceremony on the year’s longest day. 
 My ascension day. I chewed on my fingernail just at the thought, and I wasn’t sure if I was nervous, excited, or somewhere in the middle. Though with the other professions in Moonbridge, joining the Sisterhood sounded like the best choice for me. After my ascension, Mother Mabel would appoint me the convent librarian, and one day, my own book would be added to these shelves. Once I determined the subject I wanted to research and write about, I could begin working on it.
 But now, my mind would melt if I read another page in the old elven language. I cleared my thoughts and closed my eyes, listening for footsteps. For a heartbeat. For any indication of someone lingering nearby. 
 When only silence replied, I closed the old elven book and pulled a leather book entitled The Mythology of Magic from the chair beside me. Determination gnawed at me. There must be some explanation for why I had magic. Or at least why Moyra was convinced it was magic. Years ago, she told me I’d lost my temper and caused books to rain down from all the shelves at once. 
 But Moyra was mortal. Every book I poured over made two things very clear: magic belonged to the elves, and it hadn’t existed in generations. As an ancient gift bestowed on us by the Goddess, some scholars believed she reclaimed it as punishment for some unknown insult.
 Why would Moyra believe I’d been cursed with magic when everyone else in Moonbridge spoke about it only in exaggerated legends? If it no longer existed, there had to be some other explanation. And if I could find that, perhaps it would offer a way to remove this infliction from me.
 I scowled at the words in the book before me. Reading them for the fourth time divulged nothing new. If only I had access to a more extensive library or one in the Elven Kingdom of Cambria.
 The cheerful ringing of hand bells jingled down the convent halls and into the empty library. Time for midday meal. I usually skipped joining the sisters in the dining room, but I needed to step away from these pages. I stretched my chilled muscles, rising from the table in the candlelit library. With a thud, I closed the book, hoping that next time, it would reveal a long-forgotten secret.
 I slipped into the quiet hall contemplating whether I should ask Moyra about potentially visiting another library. She’d require a good deal of persuasion. Neither of us had ventured far in the nineteen years we’ve been here. Something out there frightened her, but maybe for knowledge, she’d allow me to travel a short distance away.
 Nearly rounding the corner to the dining room, a pair of footsteps stormed along the stone corridor floor.
 “Sister Moyra,” called our Mother Superior. My heart sputtered, and I stood against the wall, eavesdropping like a curious child. The stout, white-haired woman’s personality warmed me about as much as a block of ice in a snowstorm. The tone in which she demanded Moyra’s attention made my anxiety spike. My cheeks warmed with embarrassment to snoop, but my feet had frozen to the floor.
 “Yes, Mother Mabel.” Even without seeing Moyra, I knew she quickly painted a smile on her face. Her voice wavered, imperceptible to those less familiar with her mannerisms, but she knew the Mother Superior had an offense to resolve.
 “It’s come to my attention that an incident with your Novice occurred in the town. Why wasn’t I made aware of this?”
 “It was so insignificant. I wouldn’t call it an ‘incident.’ There was nothing to inform you about.”
 “Insignificant? Then you mustn’t think I should be apprised of the rampant stories, tearing through the town like her silver fire.”
 Any shame I harbored about intruding on their conversation vanished. I deserved to be included when our Mother Superior discussed me. And my silver fire. I scoffed. As though I’d caused it.
 “You know as well as I do that the town’s tavern talk….”
 “It’s not Moonbridge townsfolk doing the talking,” Mother Mabel cut in. “I’ve permitted you and her to remain under this roof, in the Goddess’ place of peace.”
 “For which, we both appreciate your goodwill,” Moyra interjected.
 “But with people from outside Snowspire traveling here, I’m not blind enough to guess that it’s to catch a glimpse of her.”
 “Outsiders? Where would they travel from, and what do they hope to find besides a snowy mountain?” Moyra chuckled nervously in an attempt to diffuse Mother Mabel’s unease.
 “From all over Myrefall. Mortals, elves. They’re calling it the resurgence of magic.”
 “Elves,” Moyra whispered. A shiver spider walked up my spine.
 “Are we in danger because of her?”
 Suddenly, a boom rattled through the convent, down to the granite foundations. What could jostle the walls like that? I’d been stunned into paralysis. The barred wooden convent doors buckled under the force of something heavy ramming into them. From beyond them, voices shouted. We were under attack.
 “What in the Abyss…” our Mother Superior started, but another assault on the doors drowned her out. Wood splintered. Panicked cries rang out from the sisters. The male voices punctured the chaos. But above it all, Moyra’s voice rang as clear as a bell. 
 “Where’s Raena?”
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 Chapter 2
 “The Hunters are here.” Moyra’s eyes bore through mine as she crouched to unsheathe the dagger hidden in her boot. “Down through the cellar door in the kitchen. Follow the passage until you reach the caverns. Untether the boat and drift until you get outside. Go south. And above all else, control your magic. Don’t use it or your name unless either can’t be avoided. Go, run.”
 My brows furrowed. Moyra knew I hated the water. “But—”
 “There’s no time. Go, Raena, now!” Her attention pivoted to the banging on the barred doors as her arm twisted behind her to withdraw a second dagger hidden in her leather belt. The sounds of wood splintering and shattering glass tumbled down the hall.
 I bunched my gray robes into my hand and dashed through the chaos around me. My steps pounded a rhythm that matched the drumming of my heart. Down the corridor, through the kitchen, into the cellar. As I ran, I pulled a cloak off a metal hook on the wall. My boots slipped on the ladder rungs. The damp underground cavern coated the wood dock in slime. 
 The throb of my pulse echoed loudly in my head as I untied the dilapidated boat and clambered in. I pushed off from the mooring, keeping the oars stowed inside. Voices of the intruders hung heavy in the air, punctuated with the screams of the Sisters I’d abandoned. Gasps caught in my throat, and my heart pounded loudly enough that I worried it’d lead them to me.
 I laid on the bottom of the boat, the rock formations undulating above me as the swift current beckoned the small vessel to the river beyond. The voices and screams faded, but my heart still raged as I tried to quell the queasiness of my roiling stomach.
 Sister Moyra kept most of my past hidden from me, save my real name. She made me vow to keep that close to my heart, to take it to the grave if needed. 
 “Your true identity would cause the outbreak of war,” she’d said. That war was never supposed to find me, tucked as far away from the rest of Myrefall. Where I’d been safe. And now the Sisterhood of Night gave their lives to protect me and those secrets.
 Sunlight won its battle over the darkness within the cavern, a beacon drawing me out to escape as the merge with the roaring river drifted closer. Sitting up, I readied the oars in my shaking hands. The flowing waters swelled, and a sudden dip knocked the right oar loose in my trembling grip. It scraped against the rock wall, the sound piercing the silence of the dim cave. As the echoes of my foolishness rippled along the rock walls, I sat motionless, holding my breath. The convent had one boat, and I’d be miles away before the Hunters could make it to the mouth of the cave on foot. But that reminder did nothing to steady my heart or my hands.
 As the boat tumbled into the turbulent Ohklin River, the midday sun warmed my frozen face, and I sighed at her sudden embrace. The currents’ raging speed threatened to rip the oars from my hands, but those swift waters would put distance between the Hunters and me. The melting winter snows from the mountains overwhelmed the silt river banks in their rush to meet the sea beyond. 
 The sea. Even the thought of it sent a shudder down my spine. This boat would splinter in the crashing waves. I swallowed my panic; the lump stuck to the back of my throat. I’d stay on the river for as long as I could tolerate it, disembarking long before it turned into the sea. Then, I’d have to rely on my own feet to carry me. 
 But for now, I’d focus on not capsizing the boat.
 Timidly, I sunk the oars into the water. Adrenaline tingled through my veins as I unwillingly entered a battle with an unforgiving opponent. The river tried to stake its claim to one of the oars, pulling me to the boat’s edge before I surrendered. My jaw clenched as I watched the oar rip from my hand and smash on the razor-sharp rocks downstream. 
 “No!” I yelled, my shrill scream lost to the turbulent waters. “Goddess-dammit.” Tension in my jaw flared as my teeth gnashed. As if I needed another reason to hate being on the water.
 Determined not to succumb to a similar fate, I fumbled with the remaining oar, fighting to guide the boat to shallower waters.
 The wood planks under me creaked as the hull slid across the silt that sloped into the shore. I tumbled out, splashing in the frozen, muddy slush that engulfed my ankles and rendered my footing unstable. The mud squelched, threatening to steal my boots with each labored step. I waded through it, frantically tugging the small boat ashore and depositing it into the overgrowth on the river’s edge, miles from where it would be of use to anyone. It wasn’t well hidden; the hues of brown stood in stark contrast with the white snow along the brush. But it’d have to do. I couldn’t linger.
 I ripped the silver medallion from my neck, a symbol of the Sisterhood of Night, and dashed to the water’s rushing current. The metal’s cold burn in my hand was nothing compared to the guilt searing my soul. Pressing it to my lips and squeezing my eyes closed, I whispered: “I’m so sorry. You deserved better than this, all of you. But I’ll do my best to honor you in this life for the sacrifice you’ve made for me.” There was more weighing on my heart, but the words stuck in my throat. With a splash, I dropped the medallion into the currents. I watched as the shimmering silver sank, the currents pulling it downstream, hoping it would drown my shame and sorrow.
 A tremble that had nothing to do with the snow ran through me. My life had always been with Moyra at my side. For nineteen years, I followed her everywhere, glued to her hip.
 And now I had to move forward without her.
 The screech of a bird pulled me from my thoughts. I swallowed my sadness and wiped the tears from my cheek. Now wasn’t the time for mourning, so I ran my sleeve across my face and quickly braided my hair. Climbing the bank, I turned my gaze southward and trekked into the woods, away from the only home I’d known, with the crunch of the snow as my only companion.
 By midday, the western skies had darkened with the threat of a snowstorm tumbling down from the mountaintops. I pulled my wool cloak tight around me, the white puff of my breath clouding my vision. The snowfall would cover my tracks before the Hunters found them. Whether they planned to raid Moonbridge in the thick of winter or were here on happenstance, at least the blanket of white would play to my advantage, so long as the snowstorms continued. Otherwise, my uncovered footsteps would lead them right to me. 
 The mortals of Moonbridge had always been pleasant in my interactions with them. When I’d been allowed to venture into town, I’d been so bundled up against the cold that most wouldn’t have known I was an elf. Supplies and news from warmer climates traveled by reindeer through a spiderweb of trails across the tundra. My brow furrowed as I pondered whether the story of silver flames in Moonbridge had been whispered in taverns across Snowspire and reached the ears of Queen Amalia. It had been the talk of the town for weeks. No doubt, a report like that would have piqued the interest of her Hunters. And now they were here to collect me.
 Since the burst of silver flames, Moyra kept me close to the convent and away from where others might glimpse me. 
 I didn’t know much about the Hunters other than what Moyra let slip over the years. They worked for Amalia, self-declared Queen of the Elves in Cambria, and they’ve searched for me for most of my life. Moyra hated when I brought up the past or the elves, going so far as to make me promise to stop asking about them.
 And had I kept my promise, which I now regretted as they tracked my footsteps. Knowing more about why the Queen searched for me may not have changed where I am now, but it could have helped me on my path ahead.
 When I stopped walking, my feet sank into the snow as I pulled in a cold, deep breath through my nose. I needed to find shelter for the night now that the waning sun painted the sky with deep pinks and purples.
 I closed my eyes, focusing my concentration on the sounds around me. For a few heartbeats, I could discern nothing beyond my breathing. I kept still, waiting just a moment longer. Against the increasing buzz of the wind in my ears, I could hear the melancholy winter song of sadness. I opened my eyes, squinting against the winds, searching for any sign of the pixies. But they remained obscured from me, preferring to stay just out of sight. Over my years in Snowspire, Moyra had fallen victim to their mischief on our walks through Ohklin, but they’d never bothered me. She claimed she couldn’t see them. And now I wished not to see them. Hopefully, they focused on preparing for the impending snowstorm, leaving no time to mess with me.
 I began my descent down the slight rise before me. Their song on the breeze swelled, drawing my attention to the left, down the side of the hill. A shimmering blue leaf fell from a tree, beckoning me toward it. My brows arched upward. Maybe they wouldn’t let me travel through uneventfully after all. 
 Sticking to my initial path, I stepped forward. The pixies’ song crescendoed with an undercurrent of pleading as a second blue leaf fell from another tree just beyond the first one. I knew I shouldn’t trust them, but with their insistence, I wondered if they were trying to help. 
 Trusting them might be the most foolish thing I’ve done. I diverted my path to follow the shimmering blue leaves. As I reached the first leaf, it turned white and melted into the snow without a trace. Ahead, more shimmering leaves fell in a line. Like a cat stalking a string, I followed it through the woods.
 The leaves stopped short of a dark gray rock, jutting out of the snowy landscape to form an overhang. Though not deep enough to be a cave, I could use it as a shelter for the night. 
 “Thank you,” I whispered to the pixies.
  I ducked within and crawled as far from the opening as possible to keep the biting wind off me tonight. I curled up, hugging my legs close to my body. My damp wool socks clung to my feet and sent a shiver down my spine. I wrapped the cloak tighter around me. Moonlight filtered through the trees and into the rocky alcove, its reflection off the snow painting the world in hues of blue, reinforcing the cold that enveloped me and highlighting the absence of the warm dancing lights of a fire. 
 Now that I was no longer moving, thoughts of my harrowing day flooded my mind, twining with the panic of being followed. The Hunters were too close. How long until they found me? 
 Moyra would know what to do next, where to go from here. 
 I sniffled, fighting against the tears. Out here, I was too exposed to give into my sorrow. Swallowing my emotions, I closed my eyes and pressed myself further against the rocks. Through my shivers and daydreams of the bed I’d left behind, I fell asleep for a few hours, with a silent plea to the stars that I would survive through the night.
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 Chapter 3
 Four days I wandered through the Ohklin Woods, and the only part of the landscape that changed was the depth of the drifts I waded through. Their ebb and flow sent cascades of snow over the tops of my boots, invading the warmth around my calves. I bit back a squeal each time the cold shocked my skin. My body felt like it was wading through thick honey but I walked on. The rocky foothills of the mountains sloped upward, shielding me on my right, and the tall, frosted evergreens crowded around me. Winds blew through the trees and whipped up the air into a white sandstorm, leaving my skin feeling as though it had been poked by hundreds of tiny needles, even with the fur-lined hood of my cloak pulled tight around me. I took solace, knowing the heavy winds would continue to cover my tracks. 
 As the shadows grew long on the fourth day, I turned my attention to the rocky foothills for refuge and spotted a cave-like indentation. If I hadn’t been so cold, tired, and hungry, I might have heard the refrain of warning on the wind. Ducking through the opening that was as tall as my shoulders, I could see the cave was a few steps deep, just long enough to lay in. Along the back wall, it turned and curved down into a small opening, barely large enough for someone to crawl through. It seemed as though the passage led into total darkness. I whistled into the void, the sound echoing off the rocks, but no living creature replied. 
 “It’s a little nightmarish, but it’s just for the night.” I shrugged. My voice, the only one I’d heard in days, bounced around the rock. Maybe hearing someone speak in the darkness might bring me comfort, even if it was my voice.
 I laid down on the rock and pulled my cloak tightly around me. I couldn’t get comfortable against the jagged floor and spent hours tossing and turning. Sighing, I repositioned myself again and counted to take my mind off my discomfort.
 One hundred. Ninety-nine. Ninety-eight…
 Exhaustion claimed me before I reached zero.
  
 I awoke with a start, shivers trembling down my spine. Sunrise was hours away, but somewhere in the dark, muffled voices carried on the breeze, followed by the sound of feet sinking through the top layer of snow. Blinking but unable to piece together rational thoughts, my hands shook uncontrollably. I jumped, suppressing a scream as multiple canvas bags crashed down onto rocks. The rocks outside my cave. My body shuttered.
 Great Abyss! The Hunters have caught me. 
 Escape was my priority. I held my breath and slowly sat up, doing my best not to crunch the small rocks beneath my boots. I crawled through the small passageway at the back of the cave and into the narrow tunnel. The jagged stones tugged on my cloak and scratched my face. I struggled to focus, but the need to split my attention to both see and hear in the tunnel made my head ache. 
 “Then forget it,” I grumbled under my breath without thinking. I would have to grope blindly along the rocky tunnel in the darkness and hope I could make it far enough without any sounds echoing through the cave I’d just abandoned.
 I recoiled as a thread tickled my cheek, nearly toppling over from my change of direction. Unsettling clicks emanated from the darkness, like fingernails tapping against a wood table. My eyes darted around, pulled toward clunky movements materializing as though they drew toward me through a fog. I wasn’t alone in the tunnel. Shapes the size of small dogs made of bleached bone and distended bellies lumbered toward me, pale white bodies with bundles of faintly glowing red eyes bobbing with their movement. Eight spindly legs clicked as hordes of them scurried around. A shiver tore through me. 
 Bone spiders.
 As they clamored closer, I realized the grinding of their joints caused the clicks echoing from their steps. My hand flew to cover my mouth to stifle my urge to gag. My skin prickled with the idea of crawling right into their domain, but I hoped I would fare better against the spiders than the Hunters. At least they shouldn’t attack, and I would do my best to ensure I wasn’t a threat to them as long as I maintained slow, quiet movements. I’d crawl one inch at a time if I had to.
 My numb mind couldn’t recall whether their venom would affect me. However, the thought of being spun up in their web and saved for their next meal motivated me enough to escape their colony.
 The only illumination was the pale, white light that radiated off their bony bodies. Which wasn’t entirely a negative when the alternative would reveal the webs coating the tunnel walls. 
 As I crawled further, only the clicking of the spiders’ feet echoed throughout as they skittered closer. Panic flooded through me. I halted, slamming my body against the jagged rock on my right side. Sharp, unforgiving points sliced through the flesh on my face and body. I winced, holding my breath to keep from crying out. A metallic taste tickled my tongue as my magic welled up, a million pins prickled my skin. My darkened surrounding seemed to lighten in my panic. The small rocks next to my hands quivered under my influence. I needed to calm down because if Moyra was right about me having magic, I couldn’t risk a burst that might collapse the tunnel. A shaky breath escaped my lips. I pinched my eyes closed and focused on each place the rocks pierced my body. Focusing on the pain settled my frantic mind. I dragged in a deep breath and opened my eyes.
 My knees and palms screamed in pain from the sharp rocks digging into them. But I pressed on through the darkness and the pain, grimacing each time I shifted my weight. The sound of clacking bones bombarded my hearing, mingling with my beating heart as more spiders spilled around me, their spindly bodies on the brink of pressing down on me. Heart racing, panting in the chilled air, I pressed myself flat against the rocks and dirt and begged the stars they wouldn’t trample me. I yelped. My cry echoed in the tunnel around me. My hand flew to cover my mouth, but it was already too late. 
 The onslaught trickled off as the clack of their legs drifted into the distance. I opened my eyes to the dark void of the tunnel once again. From behind me, voices called. The Hunters heard my scream. Their voices were too indistinct for me to discern the words but too close for comfort. Pulling my body up, I forced myself onward. Inch by inch. Warmth slicked my palms. I didn’t need light to know I was bleeding. The scent of blood mixed with the earthiness of the tunnel stung my nose. Nausea settled heavily in my stomach.
 The walls inched together as the floor sloped below me, and the ceiling pressed me down. My skin tingled, the sweat on my palms burning through the cuts. If the tunnel narrowed much more and I got stuck, I might never see the sun again. But that wasn’t the reassuring thought I needed at the moment. I shook my head, hoping to dislodge it. 
 Just keep moving forward.
 Rocks jutted from all directions, giving me more scratches as I lacked the space to avoid them. The temperature around me plummeted, and while I was thankful for my cloak, I groaned as the hood snagged on the rocks, whipping my head back each time it caught or causing me to wince as the material tore. 
 A rock wall loomed, the dark obsidian mass oppressive in the darkness. This couldn’t be a dead end, though; the spiders came through here. 
 The voices once more called down the tunnel behind me. I couldn’t go back, so I’d have to find a way forward. My hands fumbled along the wall to find gaps in the stone. I reached through them to find emptiness beyond. I’d have to contort my body through narrow vertical slits to continue. Thankfully no spiders escaped through the gap, but my luck might not hold much longer. 
 I exhaled sharply. My head and arms slid through without issue. Around me, the rock yawned into a massive cavern, glowing with innumerable bone spiders and their stolen treasures of precious metals and glittering gemstones. Fine, white threads of their silk draped the walls and dangled from the ceiling. My lip curled at the suspended masses.
 Planting my hands on the other side of the rock wall, I wiggled my midsection through the opening, wincing as the rocks caught on my clothing. Grunting, twisting, tugging, I squeezed through. The sound of clicking bone echoed. I paused long enough to suck down another deep breath before pulling one leg through. As I freed my second leg, I tumbled further than I’d anticipated. 
 I landed sprawled out in the dirt and rock of the floor. My heart raced, and my eyes welled with tears from the number of bone spiders scampering throughout. They hadn’t noticed my presence yet, but I scurried as far away from the creatures as possible. I drew my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them, rocking myself as the tears fell. Despite the cold temperatures of the cavern, a bead of sweat glistened on my forehead.
 The Hunters closed in behind me. The bone spiders surrounded me. I scanned the cavern, but my blurry eyes couldn’t easily discern an exit. I was trapped. 
 My breathing quickened, but each inhale failed to reach my lungs, the frenzy making my head spin. A metallic taste coated my mouth. Whimpers fell from my trembling lips. With a sniffle, I opened my eyes as a ripple of purple sparkles washed through the cavern.
 The bone spiders halted. Thousands of red eyes blinked in my direction. My spine stiffened as their legs clicked in their approach. I dragged my dirty sleeve across my face. If these spiders were to be my end, I would go out on my feet. I refused to get this far, only to cower in the darkness before these creatures. 
 I scrambled to my feet, frantically seeking some means to defend myself. I kicked through the small mounds of bones, scattering stolen necklaces and brooches, until my fingers brushed the smooth stone of a pommel. I withdrew a sheathed dagger, dropping the scabbard, and swung the blade recklessly as the first few spiders came within reach. The closest spider lifted its front legs, rearing up to strike. 
 In an instant, I was thrown onto my side and into a rock, tearing fabric and slicing skin. The force knocked the breath from my lungs, taking my screams with it as I slumped to the ground. The spider’s unblinking beady eyes stared down at me from its boxy head. Shimmering white hairs covered its body and legs, and two iridescent pincers protruded from its mouth, curving in on each other and ending in sharp points. They snapped together as its feet smashed onto my chest. It had the advantage of too many legs. Two restrained my arms to eliminate the threat of my attack. I squealed in pain, fighting to lift the dagger.
 I whipped my head to the side as though I could shy away from the spider’s clapping mandibles that crept closer to me. Time slowed as I struggled against the creature. Goddess, it was strong, but I refused to be wrapped in a spider silk coffin. I conjured a surge of strength to my fatigued arm. It was enough to wrestle my arm free. 
 I aimed the dagger for its eye and jabbed. It twitched, trying to dodge, but it wasn’t fast enough. The blade sliced through its mandible. Its cry reverberated in my head. I scooped up the spider’s severed pincer and swiftly thrust it through the bottom of its head. Dark ichor oozed between my fingers before I kicked the carcass off of me.
 I scrambled to my feet, promptly tripping over another bone spider. It hissed and sunk its pincers into my leather boots. The pain pulled a shriek from me, and I crumbled to the ground. My lip quivered as I looked up at the incoming horde.
 Fire. If only I had fire, or something, to fight them all at once.
 “You could,” replied a soft voice. I didn’t think I’d spoken my thoughts. Maybe I’d become delusional enough that I had. I squinted, searching for her, the owner of the voice.
 Two purple flames shot across the cavern, striking a pair of spiders stalking forward. They shrieked and cowered back. The glowing flames burned too brightly for the nocturnal creatures, forcing them to retreat. A wall of purple sparkles flickered to life in the void, separating them from me. My tired arms fell limp at my sides. 
 “Come quickly,” she called out. I scooped up the sheath and stumbled toward her voice. At the far end of the cavern, the purple shimmer of her magic illuminated her tall, thin silhouette. A faint glow shimmered around her like an aura. Her hands extended, focusing her magic wall against the hissing spiders. The impact of their attacks sent oscillating ripples across it like it was a fluid substance. I strapped the scabbard to my thigh, my numb fingers clumsy against the metal buckles. My feet didn’t hesitate as I scurried toward her, unsure how much longer the magic would hold.
 “If we’re going to get out of here, you’ll need to enchant this to hold,” she said.
 “How?” I stuttered.
 “Tap into your magic.”
 I scoffed. “I don’t have magic.”
 “Just because you don’t understand it, doesn’t mean it’s not true. You’ve known for a while. Now, with the moon up, your defensive spell will be stronger,” she explained calmly, then shared the incantation to keep her wall in place.
 I took a deep breath, ran my sweaty palms down my cloak, and closed my eyes. Focusing my mind on the words, I reached for my magic as I extended my arms. Impatiently, I peeked through my eyelashes, and my hands fell to my side in defeat. Nothing had happened. “Once more,” she encouraged, maintaining her magic. I sighed before gulping down another deep breath. 
 Clenching my eyes closed, I steadied my breathing and emptied my mind of everything except the incantation. I extended my hands, imagining the tingles I felt were magic instead of my nerves. I repeated the words again and again. The wall must hold. I tasted the bitter bite of metal on my tongue as I pulled the magic from the dank cavern air into my body. Slowly, I opened my eyes, expecting nothing. Tiny glittering purple sparkles floated in the air, swirling from me, dancing in a flurry around the wall. I gasped.
 Never before had I felt like I could create something of such strength. Pure excitement surged through my veins.
 She grasped my forearm. “That’s enough.” 
 I didn’t want to let go, not yet. The pulse of magic flowing through me was intoxicating. As my magic wrapped around hers, I could sense the bone spiders on the other side of the wall. Their frustration tasted like a bitter grape, and their assault against the wall burned a bright orange in my eyes. 
 Her grip tightened. “Too much longer, and it’ll not only crush the barrier, it’ll claim you. It’s time to sever it.” 
 Mentally, I loosened my hold on my magic, jerking backward as the silver sparkles sputtered out. I doubled over, grabbing my knees as my breath knocked from my lungs. Throbbing behind my temples roared up. Warmth spread over my upper lip. When I dragged my sleeve across my face, the dirty, gray material came away stained with red.
 “Catch your breath. We need to navigate out of here swiftly.”
 The path she led me through differed from where I’d entered the cavern. This one didn’t require us to squish through vertical rock formations. The frantic sounds of the bone spiders quieted as we climbed to the surface. I limped, searing pain shooting up my leg with each step as I followed the gentle rise of the passage. My clumsy feet tripped over themselves. Weaving through the stalactites made my head so dizzy that I kept my hand on the wall to steady myself. 
 My vision grew fuzz as I squinted to see a rock wall rising above us. Had she led us right into another dead end? Was she even real? My head swam in a fog. It could be possible I’d conjured her from my mind. Before my doubt took root, the path abruptly turned right, and we stepped through the back of another small cave dug into the side of a mountain, just at ground level like the one I fell asleep in a few hours earlier. 
 Beyond the mouth of the cave, gray skies above the trees had not yet conceded to day, and puffs of wind shook the forest. My limbs felt limp and heavy, and my eyes burned with each blink. In the early morning light, I could better see my rescuer. She was thin and tall, but her movements exuded grace. The chilling breeze ruffled the ends of her chestnut hair.
 “My cabin isn’t much further. You can rest once we get there.” She raised a gracefully arched eyebrow. “You’ll be fine to walk there?” 
 I nodded, my heavy tongue dry and unable to form words.
 Our boots crunched through the snow as we walked a short distance from the mountain foothills, weaving through the evergreen trees. I couldn’t see a cabin. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be much further. My skin tingled like I’d walked through a lightning bolt with my next step forward. I gasped, eyes wide as the sensation startled me.
 “Protective magic.” She smiled back at me. Her facial features were perfectly symmetrical, her smile revealing soft, luminescent cheeks. “Only those I allow are permitted in.” 
 As the sensation faded, a small log cabin appeared, nestled in a grove of towering pines where only snow-covered needles had been moments before. I could smell the refreshing scent of the trees mingling with damp moss. My hand reached for the medallion that used to rest on my chest to thank the Goddess for making it out, but my fingers closed in an empty fist. I breathed a heavy sigh as the tension seeped from my body.
 I managed one more step before the world fell out of focus and toppled to my knees. 
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 Chapter 4
 I wasn’t sure which woke me: my stomach’s emptiness or my head’s throb. When I opened my eyes, I found I’d been cleaned up and laid on a bed. Blinking away the sleep, I glanced around the room as though it would provide me with the answers to my confusion. I tried to piece together the hazy memories, but I could only recall that a mysterious magic wielder had rescued me. Other than that, I wasn’t sure who she was or why she had saved me. She had much better control over her magic than I, and her timing was impeccable. Any longer, and I’d be suspended in spider silk from the cavern ceiling. I peeled back the white gauze wrapped around my hands, revealing no lingering traces of scratches. There was an additional wrap around my left calf. I gasped to find my skin unmarred where the twin puncture wounds from the spider bite should have been. She’d not only rescued me but had tended my wounds. I doubt someone collaborating with the Hunters would care for me like this.
 The clink of dishware filtered through the closed door. My stomach rumbled, stirred by the hearty aroma of cooked meats and herbs. I stretched my weak, aching muscles, gingerly standing from the bed, a white nightgown and plaid shawl draped around me. My bare feet padded across the floor and into the main room of the wood cabin. 
 “It’s good to see you on your feet.” My rescuer smiled. “Between the magic and the bone spider bite, you were under quite a bit of stress.” A curtain of long, brown hair spilled around her as she tended a black pot over the roaring fire. Her dark green dress swished with her gracefulness. I could tell she was elven like me from the gentle point of her ears and looked about the same age as Sister Moyra is.
 Was. 
 Guilt pressed onto my soul like a brick. I swallowed back the tears that welled in my eyes. I slumped into one of the rocking chairs by the hearth as my knees gave out.
 She turned her back to me as she tossed a sprig of sage into the stew. “What’s your name?”
 “Raena,” I replied.
 From over her shoulder, she raised a brow at me. “You aren’t who you say you are, Raena.” 
 I opened and closed my mouth, gaping like a fish out of water. 
 “But that’s a good name to go by for now.” She stood up and walked to the empty chair next to me. 
 How could she have any idea I was going by a false name? She knew a lot, more than I’d ever willingly tell another soul. Unless she’d used magic to pull it from me while I slept. Could she do that?
 “Who are you?” I asked. My eyebrows furrowed, and my head tilted to the side.
 “I’m Vera,” she smiled, deeming that an adequate response. “How are you feeling now?” Her eyes shimmered with what appeared to be concern. I blinked back my surprise; they were the most stunning color of turquoise with gold streaks encircling her pupils. Like they were gemstones. None of the mortals in Moonbridge had eyes like hers.
 I paused to mentally assess myself before replying. “Mostly fine. My head hurts, and I’m hungry.” My stomach growled in confirmation.
 “Both to be expected. You’ve been asleep for two days, but you’ll feel better once you’ve eaten.” 
 Two days. My eyes widened as the armrests creaked in my white-knuckled grip. 
 That’s enough time for…
 “They haven’t caught up, nor will they find you.” She smiled as though she’d read my thoughts.
 “Wh—what?” I stammered.
 “The Hunters. They’ve learned how to track magic in the time they’ve waited for you. Though there are times, like in the cavern, using it outweighs the risk of being caught. I’d like to see them survive the bone spiders.” She chuckled. “It’ll be a while before they catch up to you. Once you step outside that door, you’ll find that you’re no longer in Snowspire. Don’t trouble your mind while you recover. Our meal is ready.”
 Not in Snowspire? I didn’t have the opportunity to linger on how preposterous that sounded. She extended an arm to the dining table, already set with plates and bowls. I shuffled toward it while she ladled out the stew. She granted me the opportunity to devour my meal in silence, only breaking it to ask if I’d like another bowl, to which I greedily nodded. Her eyes studied me as I shoveled spoonfuls of stew into my mouth. I emptied the second bowl and pushed it away. In a short time, my stomach went from famished to full, the meal warming the chill in my bones.
 “That seems to have done you some good. The proper color has returned to your face. Let’s move to the fire,” she said and picked up her needlepoint. For a few moments, we sat in silence. The crackle of the fire and the pull of her thread filled the cabin.
 “How do you know so much?” I asked. “I’m appreciative that you saved me. It just seems too coincidental to be by chance.”
 “Your pulse of magic,” she replied without looking up. “As though it called out to mine directly, I could taste your bitter fear. I couldn’t deny your plea, though if I’d been closer, I might have saved you from the bite.”
 Moyra had been right. I had magic. A shaky breath rattled in my chest as I blinked back the burn of tears. I didn’t want this or the sting of regret accompanying it. Moyra gave everything for me.
 She completed a few more stitches before she continued, her voice a whisper. “Like you, I’ve been touched by the divine. Not just with magic but with intuition. For that, they’ve hunted me far from my home, seeking to exploit my gifts for their gains. Now that you know my secret, please know that your wariness in me is misplaced. I only seek to aid you.”
 “Aid me? Why? I’m just an orphan with the added burden of magic. I wish you could teach me how to use it,” I said as I worried my lower lip between my teeth.
 Her eyes shot up from her embroidery. “Just an orphan?” She sighed. “In time, you’ll learn who you are and find the one who will teach you. But it cannot be me. I’ve already risked too much with my interventions.”
 I frowned. I’d put Vera at risk of being hunted because she rescued me in the cavern.
 “Where do you plan to go now?” she asked, returning to tugging the crimson thread in her needlepoint.
 “Somewhere I can hide from them. I’ll go as south as Crystal Cove if I need to.”
 “South is good,” she concurred. “I’ll take you as far as I can. And before you venture on, allow me to send you with adequate provisions.” I opened my mouth to argue, but she waved me off. “I insist.”
 “That’s very generous of you.” 
 “Us wayward travelers, we have to look out for each other. Just promise me you’ll outsmart those Hunters.”
 “I’ll try my best.” I was unsure if I could keep a promise like that, but I’d do what I could to stay out of their grasp. A yawn escaped my lips. The warmth of the stew settled in my belly, and the throb of my head relented.
 “My stars, you best go back to bed,” she chuckled.
 “I never knew I could feel this exhausted after having slept so much already.”
 “You’ve never used magic like that before, have you?” she asked.
 I shook my head, and a light shudder trickled down my spine when I remembered how I’d relished the power it’d given me. “You said it would claim me. What would have happened if I hadn’t let go?”
 She abruptly stopped rocking in her chair. Her grim gaze met mine. The luster of her turquoise eyes darkened, and her face became an emotionless mask. She hesitated before speaking again, weighing the words she intended to say. “These lands aren’t home to either of us, but the woods outside of Solaris are haunted night and day by the ghosts of High Elves that let their magic claim them. The elves that didn’t know when to stop. We are a conduit. Pull too much, and it consumes every fiber of your being. Once it devours the life within us, it leaves the wielder a wraith, stuck between the realms.”
 “Night and day?” I gasped.
 She nodded. “It depends on whether it was the gift of the moon or the sun. You’ll know that you’re close when your senses jumble: when you taste emotions and sounds have color. But the more you wield it, the more magic you can tolerate.”
 “Moyra urged me only to use it if it’s absolutely necessary.”
 “And that’s wise advice while you’re in the mortal kingdom. But now, without your mentor, you’ll have to determine what necessary is.” She read the worry on my face and added, “I have faith you’ll learn. For now, rest and recover your strength. Good night, Raena.”
 “Good night, Vera.” I yawned again as I closed the bedroom door behind me. 
 I stumbled toward the bed. But the sight of my face in a mirror across the room caught my attention. I cocked my head slightly. The reflection staring back at me was thin, gaunt, and pale beyond the blanch of winter. Her amethyst hair was a dull, knotted mess, and it no longer shined purple in the light. Only a few days ago, her eyes, purple streaked with silver around her pupils, glittered with life. 
 My reflection should have felt as familiar as my favorite sweater, but it was a ghost of my usual self. 
 Crawling into bed and pulling the quilts up to my chin, I extinguished the candle on the bedside table. As I closed my eyes, I thanked the stars that my path had crossed with Vera’s. I’d learned more from her in a few hours than in all my years in Moonbridge.
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 “We’ve arrived. This is as far as I can take you,” Vera announced as she busied herself around the cabin a few mornings later as I finished the last few bites of my breakfast. 
 “Arrived?” I asked.
 “Mhm.” Vera handed me a stack of clothes before shooing me from the table. I was glad to leave behind my novice robes and the memories they carried. 
 But my meal sat unpleasantly as I pulled on the tunic and leggings. Both fit as though tailored for me, but the soft material chafed against my skin. 
 On the brink of venturing further into the Mortal Kingdom of Valence, my heart burst into a gallop as I stepped to the mirror to tame my tangles. I could hide among the mortals as I had in Moonbridge. I’ve done that my whole life. But what would they do if they found out I wasn’t mortal? Would they hand me over to the Hunters? Or would they ask curious questions? So many questions that I didn’t have answers for.
 I returned to the main room, where Vera hummed to herself as she packed a travel bag with clothes, food, water, and some coins. 
 “Do you have the dagger?” she asked.
 I nodded and tapped the sheath on my leg. 
 Vera closed the metal clasp of a wool-lined cloak at my throat, and I shouldered the travel bag she’d generously filled for me. She opened the front door, and we both stepped onto the covered porch. My jaw dropped. Gone were the cold winds and snow-capped trees, replaced with oaks and ferns. Hues of green and the scent of honeysuckle greeted us.
 “Where are we?” I gasped.
 “We’re in Summerfields.” She laughed. 
 “But…how?”
 “Magic.” The gold twinkled in her eyes. “You have enough supplies for a week’s journey south or wherever your feet take you.” 
 “Thank you again for everything you’ve done for me.” I stepped off the porch. The taste of magic tickled my tongue. 
 I turned to wave to Vera and found only trees.
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 Chapter 5
 The woods gave way to a sea of yellow-green hills rippling in the gentle breeze—a breeze that carried a happier melody. Bright blue skies with puffy clouds felt like the sweet embrace of spring, and with the sun’s energy, I moved through Summerfields at a good pace. The swaying grasses rose to my hip, but trudging through them wasn’t as much of an impediment as the knee-high snow.
 Hills flattened into plains. The grasses grew into another forest. The warm afternoon slid into cooler temperatures once I stepped under the canopy of the elm and oak trees. White birches wove through the woods like tall, lean soldiers. My soul sang with untold joy. Awe glittered in my eyes as I ventured deeper among trees large enough to carve a cabin into them; they were old enough to have been saplings when the Goddess walked Myrefall.
 As I walked deeper into the dim woods, warm glowing yellow-orange orbs dotted the canopies of lush green leaves, like stars dangling from the heavens. White flowering mosses and lichens grew in swirls up the tree trunks and gray mosses dangled from the upper branches. I stepped off the trail and onto the ivy blanketing the forest floor to follow the sound of a burbling brook. Its shimmering mists twinkled around the trunks and through the ferns, giving the woods an enchanting aura. 
 Finding a large, flat rock along the edge, I plopped down on it and removed my boots to dangle my sore feet in the cool water. Purple glowing mushrooms gleamed along the rocky streambed. Birds merrily sang their tunes, and in the distance, the gentle roar of a waterfall hummed upstream. With my feet in the water, I leaned back on my hands, my face tilting toward the sunlight filtering through the branches, drawn to it like a flower.
 Serenity welcomed my weary soul, the way the cool water eased the ache in my feet. I closed my eyes. With each heartbeat, prying myself from the stream became more difficult. 
 A few dozen rocks dropped into the water, splashing me with cool droplets and sending me squealing. Pixies. I rolled my eyes and begrudgingly laced my boots up. They were right. I did need to go on before sunset.
 A short time later, the trees pulled back to form a small glade, where waist-high grasses swayed. Just off the path, on the other end of the glen, the ruins of a gray stone tower shot up. The structure felt out of place, but the forest began to reclaim the stones. It no longer had a roof, the crumbled ground floor now all that remained of the circular structure. It might be all that remained from when the Elven Kingdom stretched across the Fallney Heights before the mortals pushed them to the other side of the mountains.
 As the trees thinned out, I found the high stone walls rising up in the distance like a three-tiered cake. The sprawling city just within gave way to another elevated above it, with a palace sitting one level higher. Sunlight glittered off the sea beyond. My stomach leaped in anticipation. Wherever I’d ended up was enormous. The most unusual aromas accosted my nose: the unique mix of horse manure, sweet fruit pies, and salt from the sea. 
 I hugged a birch, peering out beyond the woods. The path ahead merged with another, wider road. Merchants pulling horse-drawn carts, mounted journeymen, and travelers weighed down with baskets of goods scurried up and down the road. My eyes danced over a sea of rounded ears and rounder faces. All the travelers were mortal.
 I bit my lower lip, knowing I couldn’t lurk in the woods all night. I’d have to leave my solitary travel behind if I would make it into this great, unknown city that rose up before me.
 Taking a deep breath, I pulled the hood of my cloak up, hoping my visit would go unnoticed. I’d heard of some mortal cities that allowed mortals and elves to coexist. Some even thrived, encouraging the meeting of minds, openly celebrating all traditions, and even honoring marriages between elves and mortals. Hopefully, this was that kind of city.
 I imagined it would be a larger version of Moonbridge, with shoppes and houses. But I’d never find out if I stayed in the woods. 
 Squaring my shoulders, I stepped out of the shadows of the trees to join the other travelers. The bustling energy spilled over the walls and down the road. In the distance, a bell tolled. Excitement was at odds with worry, and my stomach became a mess of knots as my feelings clashed. 
 Guards were stationed near the gate, wearing sand-colored tunics trimmed with dark red over brown leather breeches with swords strapped at their hips. Crimson crests embroidered the chests of their tunics: A wolf standing on its hind legs, forepaws resting upon a capital V. I glanced sideways to the guards as I passed through the open gates. Their eyes glossed over me, seeing but not registering me as a threat. An unusual sensation made my skin tingle, like walking through spider silk threads. As though someone watched me, none of the guards or other travelers looked in my direction. With each step I took, the feeling didn’t subside. 
 I did my best to ignore it. This city over-stimulated my senses after being alone for so long. Being around others would require an adjustment. Instead, I focused on my good fortune. I had reached the city before nightfall, which saved me from wandering unfamiliar streets in the dark or vying for the last available lodging once I’d arrived.
 I wandered a few streets off the main square passed a small cathedral. The stained-glass windows glittered like fine-cut jewels in the evening sun, and the rough-hewn stone of the building looked as uninviting as a mountain range.
 In the distance, bells began to toll, calling the sisters to assemble for their prayers. But I had no intention of stopping there, so I kept walking. Though, I couldn’t be sure if it was because I missed Moyra or that I craved the presence of others. Further down the street, rowdiness spilled into the street from the tavern. I strangely looked forward to the company of strangers.
 An old wooden sign hung above the inn door, suspended from the iron brace by a single rusty link, the second link having rusted away. Its lazy dangle threatened to fall on an unlucky patron. The faded and peeling paint revealed the tavern was called Pella’s Wish. Ducking quickly through the door, I scanned the main room for an open table. The main room buzzed like a beehive with the chatter of patrons and cards shuffling on wooden tables. Squeezing past animated storytellers recounting their tales and the temptations of ladies pulling men upstairs, I headed for an empty table on the far wall, halfway between the bar and the fireplace. Only a few patrons looked up as I shimmied through the cramped sea of tables. The warmth of the main room rendered my cloak unnecessary. I unclasped it, draping it over the back of the chair as I slumped down on top of it. I pulled off my bag, dropping it at my feet. No longer walking, I winced from the twinge in my aching limbs.
 “What can I getcha, hun?” asked the barmaid as she appeared beside me. She smiled while balancing a circular tray above her shoulder. 
 “Food and a room for the night, please.” I fished a silver coin from my purse, sliding it to her across the tabletop. 
 She nodded. “Anything to drink? We have honeymeade and applewine on tap tonight. The apple harvest was bountiful last season.”
 “Applewine, then,” I replied. 
 She scooped up the silver, tucked it into her coin purse, and returned to the kitchen. I stretched back in the chair, taking in the tavern sights around me. Card games, storytelling, music, and overall merriment from the patrons bounced off the stone walls. Pottery mugs and plates dotted the worn wood tables. Barmaids flitted from behind the cask-lined wall to deliver refreshments. 
 But not even the warm candlelight chased away the shadows. Even in here, I felt them watching me.
 The barmaid returned, pulling down a mug of amber liquid topped with ivory foam from her tray. She didn’t linger, her attention drawn to the other tables, and her skirt danced between the chairs as she finished her deliveries. Lifting my mug to my lips, I gulped down a greedy sip, savoring the refreshing, crisp autumn apples. 
 My mug echoed as I placed it on the table. Moments later, a mortal man slid into the chair opposite me. He pushed back, reclining in the chair so his boots rested on the table. His glassy brown eyes raked me up and down, peering through curtains of greasy black hair. His rounded mortal ears stuck through his locks.
 “You ain’t from around here.” He jutted his chin at me, eyes narrowing above his ruddy, pink cheeks.
 “What gave it away?” I muttered, keeping my eyes on the tiny bubbles in my mug, twisting it against the dented wooden planks. I’d wished for the rowdy conversations of the tavern this evening, but I hadn’t meant to be an active participant in any.
 “Your appearance, followed by your accent.” His eyes darted to my ears that I knew poked through my hair. He was the last person that should have critiqued my appearance when dirt freckled his face and clothing. In the warmth of the tavern, I hadn’t thought twice about removing my cloak. His curiosity made me wonder if elves visited here often. Or with we were welcomed at all. I unbraided my hair, as useless as it was to hide my appearance now.
 He dropped his boots to the floor, then rested his elbows on the table, ready to say something else, when the barmaid returned with a plate of minced chicken pie on her tray. She placed it in front of me with a set of cutlery. I hoped my unwelcome guest would leave me alone upon the arrival of my meal. 
 The barmaid gave me a shy smile and shrugged before turning. Before she walked away, he asked her for another round for us both. I dove my fork into the minced pie, rolling my eyes. I preferred the wilderness of the elven woods to my current company.
 He allowed me to eat half of my pie before starting the next barrage of questions. “So tell me your secret, little faerie.” He leaned toward me with a predatory grin. I winced at his use of the slur. No one’s ever called me that, and the way it stung, I hoped never to hear it again. “Where have you traveled from, and why are you here?”
 Before I could reply, the barmaid waltzed up to the table, pulled down two mugs from her tray, then placed a key in front of me before collecting the plate with my half-eaten meal. An auburn-haired woman at the table behind him leaned back in her chair. Ice formed in her green eyes as she addressed him. “You leave her be, Tyson.” 
 I dragged the key across the table and tucked it into my pocket while he was distracted by her reprimand.
 “She’s kind of pretty,” he replied.
 “Does Paxton need to drag you out?” she asked. 
 Tyson grimaced as he glanced toward a large, burly man standing in the corner.
 “Ain’t never been with a faerie ‘fore, so I’d like to see what the fuss is about,” he muttered. He lazily took another drink from his mug before standing. From the corner of my eye, I tracked him as he joined a table on the other side of the tavern. I turned back to thank her for intervening, but the auburn-haired woman had returned to her conversation.
 I decided it was time to retire for the night, though it might be closer to dawn. Even if the sun was about to rise, I needed to sleep for a few hours before continuing south. 
 Pushing the half-finished mug of apple wine away, I gathered my belongings and stood up. My vision was fuzzy. As I made my way through the main room to the stairs, I bumped into tables, chairs, and patrons. I didn’t think two mugs of apple wine would affect me this much.
 It might have been an excessive amount to consume on my first time in a tavern. 
 My feet were just as clumsy on the stairs. After stubbing my toes against the risers a handful of times, I successfully climbed the flight. 
 I sighed and raised my eyebrows, hoping to read the room numbers better in the dimly lit hallway. Chills raced up my spine as warm breath tickled my neck, and a set of hands reached around me to pull the room key free. I shuttered but didn’t fight as Tyson took my hand and led me to my rented room. Unlocking the door, he pushed me into the room before he and another mortal followed and closed the door behind us. He ripped my bag from my arms, dropping it to the floor with a clank. My impaired reactions rendered me unable to stop him as he grabbed the front of my dress. Put his dagger to my throat. I gasped as he slammed me against the wall. “No,” I pleaded.
 “You wanna know what we do to your kind in this city? Keep fighting and find out. I always did like a challenge,” he whispered. To his companion, he said, “Check her ears.” 
 The other mortal jerked my head to the side, ripping my hair back. 
 “Go get the city guard. I’ll hold her here,” Tyson said. The other mortal threw the door open and ran off, slamming it behind him but not fully closing it.
 “Please,” I begged, tears glistening in my eyes. Fear mixed with rage in my blood, but the fight drained with each throb of my head. 
 Help! I pleaded in my mind, unable to muster the word aloud. I pinched my eyes closed. He chuckled. Then he inhaled sharply as if the Goddess herself had appeared before him. 
 When I opened my eyes, the auburn-haired woman held a dagger to his throat.
 “I told you to leave her be. But you just couldn’t listen. Now, I’m going to need you to remove your blade,” she whispered.
 He pulled his hand away slowly, extending his arm to the side before letting the dagger drop. The metal clanged as it hit the floor. In a fluid movement, she removed her blade from his neck and smacked him on the back of his skull. He swayed on his feet. Then crumbled like a bag of rocks.
 She spoke, but her voice bounced around in my head. The pulsing in my ears drowned out her words. Despite my wobbly knees, I pushed myself off the wall to scoop up my bag. Throwing the door open, I fell into the hallway and ran for the stairs, fastening my cloak as I tumbled down the steps as quickly as my feet would carry me. The metal key clanged as I dropped it on the bar counter. I pushed the tavern door open and stumbled into the quiet street. 
 Darkness cloaked the city though dawn wasn’t far off. My head spun from too much apple wine, but my stomach churning had nothing to do with my overindulgence. 
 I pulled up my hood, hoping to dissolve into the shadows. But the sound of gravel crunching under a horde of boots bounced between the buildings limited my escape options. Tyson’s companion summoned the city guard. And they were headed this way. 
 Without thinking, I dashed up the stone steps, stopping before the tall wooden cathedral doors. Mustering my strength, I pulled the heavy doors open.
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 Chapter 6
 Morning prayers had ended as I staggered through the doors, so only a few sisters roamed about the space. Maybe I could stay in the convent until I’d sobered up, and it was safe to slink away. I was in no state to leave the city, especially if the city guard was closing in. 
 I took a few steps down the central nave and collapsed on the cold stone. Unwanted tears rolled down my cheeks. With my head reeling from being back in the familiarity of a sanctuary, I folded forward, pressing my forehead to the floor. Whispering voices hovered on the periphery of my mind as my cries drowned out the distant ringing bell. Soft hands gently coaxed my head from the ground and into the warmth of an embrace. 
 “There, there, child. You’re home now.” She smiled, but it lacked emotion. Another sob escaped, and a rush of fresh tears fell from my eyes. Home was the Moonbridge convent. Home was where I should feel safe. And without either, the emptiness of being homeless settled in my heart. 
 For a few moments, I allowed the tears and sobs to flow. Then, with a shaky inhale, I sat up and looked into her face. “They’re coming for me, and I have nowhere else to go.” My trembling hand reached up and pulled my hood back.
 Her eyes quickly glanced to the point of my ears. “I understand,” she whispered. The kindness of her tone implied I was not the first elf to seek refuge. “You’re welcome to find rest and shelter under the protection of the Goddess. We gladly provide for those battered and bruised in this life. Know that you are safe within these walls...”
 “Raena. I appreciate your hospitality.”
 “Well met, Raena. I’m Mother Superior Jayce. You’re welcome here while you determine your next step. That isn’t a decision to make just yet.” Craning her neck, Mother Jayce summoned one of the remaining sisters in the cathedral. “Novice Annalee, please escort our guest, Raena, to the kitchens for breakfast before helping her settle into the dormitory. Also, show her how to pin back her hair.” She motioned to the tips of my ears. Then, turning back to me, she added, “Rest well. After dusk, meet me in my quarters to discuss the terms of your stay. Novice Annalee will direct you where to find me.” She stood and extended her hand.
 “Thank you, Mother Jayce.” I took her hand as she helped me off the floor.
 “Welcome to Aylesburg, Raena.” She smiled. Her gray robes gracefully fluttered around her as she disappeared from the cathedral. 
 Aylesburg: the capital city of the Mortal Kingdom. It wasn’t my intention to end back up in a convent, but in the heart of Aylesburg, maybe being hidden in the convent would afford me some safety while I figured out a plan.
 The novice stepped forward with refined grace in her fluid movements. She stood about as tall as I did, with a warm-amber complexion and shoulder-length chocolate-brown hair that shimmered gold in the morning light. “Let’s go to the kitchen for muffins,” she said, looping her arm around my elbow as her cocoa-brown eyes twinkled with joy. Her nose crinkled as a devious grin danced on her face, but her voice sounded like sunshine on a spring day. Despite my wariness, I felt calm and at ease in her presence. 
  
 I scrubbed my skin red in the first warm bath I’d had in weeks, the last of the apple wine evaporating from my body in the warmth of the water. Afterwards, I dressed in the only clean clothes I had left. The baggy tunic hung from me in an unflattering way from my weeks of foraging in the woods. When I returned to the room, Annalee sat me at the dressing table.
 “Whenever you leave this room, you must have your hair pinned back to conceal your ears,” she explained, no jest in her voice. “It sounds like you didn’t receive the warmest of welcomes to Aylesburg. Sadly, that’s not an uncommon treatment when mortals discover elves here.” Her eyes met mine in the mirror’s reflection as she pulled the pin from her hair to reveal the same pointed ears as mine. “The convent is a safe place in the city. The sisters, and those we protect, keep our secrets. But the same cannot be said for those beyond our walls.” She walked me through the process as she repinned her hair. “When the evening bell tolls, you’ll have a few moments to freshen up from your rest before Mother Jayce expects you down the hall. It’s time for me to return to my chores. Rest well.” She paused at the door. “And good luck.”
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 Chapter 7
 “Good evening, Mother Jayce,” I said by way of greeting, sitting in the chair opposite from where she sat at her desk. I’d stepped into a room about the same size as the one assigned to me. On the opposite side from her desk was her bed, immaculately made. She wasn’t a tall woman. Her eyes wouldn’t meet mine if she stood on the tips of her toes. Her figure was lean but not particularly muscular.
 “I hope I’m not interrupting,” I said. Mother Jayce’s posture was impeccable. I dropped my shoulders and stood taller just by being in her presence. Each movement I’d witnessed from her had been with a delicate grace that didn’t usually come naturally to humans.
 “Not at all. You’re looking much better. The rest has done you some good. I’ll ask the kitchen to send up a tray if you’re hungry.” Her salt-and-pepper hair fell in curls to her shoulder blades, making her appear to be late in her fifties, the confidence of her age and position rolling off her in waves. She had a fair complexion with sharp features. In her youth, she would have been a beauty.
 “No, thank you, I’m quite alright,” I said. Though truth be told, I was a little hungry but declined the offer to be polite. I didn’t want to impose or have anyone go out of the way for me.
 “Occasionally, we provide for those with nothing, and we do so joyfully. You may stay under our roof for three months. That provides adequate time for you to rest, to find employment and housing, or to procure provisions necessary to leave Aylesburg altogether. In return, we ask for your help while you’re here. You will be responsible for your belongings, new clothes, and keeping our home clean since you are not our only guest here.”
 “Additionally, since you’re not in the Sisterhood of Night, I cannot officially assign you a role here, but I know that Novice Annalee would appreciate your company while she tends to her responsibilities in the kitchen. She has built relationships in our lower city community during her trips to the market. I think it would be a good idea to accompany her tomorrow morning. One of her contacts may be able to provide you a lead for employment.”
 I nodded, unsure what skill I possessed that would be beneficial enough that someone would pay me for it.
 Mother Jayce continued. “Secondly, there are laws imposed by King Rhutt to which we shall adhere. The most important one…” She smiled at me as she pulled back the sleeve of her robe to reveal a silver rune on her inner forearm. She traced the symbol while she muttered softly. Glittering blue sparkles surrounded her, pulled back the human glamor, and revealed her as a dark elf. 
 “...‘No elves’ in the Kingdom.” Her salt-and-pepper hair bleached snow-white, spilling in the same graceful waves past her shoulders. Her pale complexion tinted charcoal gray. She looked at me with jet-black eyes that angled upward. Her sharp features, height, and inhuman grace made more sense now. My jaw dropped at the true sight of her. She whispered once more while pressing the rune on her arm and her human glamor pulled over her features.
 “Then why are you here?” I gasped.
 “I felt the Goddess called me here, so I followed. I was bestowed with the royal elven gift of my glamor many years back, which made it easier for me to lead the Aylesburg convent. I knew in my heart that the Goddess called me here to provide a safe place for those like us.”
 “Why don’t the others have glamors?” I asked.
 “The ruling elven monarch is the only one that can bestow them, though it’s not something they often gift. I received this one from the late King Deklan specifically so I could be here. In the Aylesburg convent, we work to keep a low profile, to avoid the King’s watchful eyes and wrath; in doing so, many elves have pursued wonderful lives in Valence. I’m confident that should you decide to stay here, you can also find your happiness here.” 
 “There are elves in Aylesburg?” I gasped. 
 She nodded. I opened my mouth to ask why, but she cut me off. “It’s late, and you’ll need to be up early to assist Annalee.”
 I nodded at her dismissal and wandered the quiet stone halls back to my assigned room. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. Today, I not only met two other elves, but I learned that magic could create runes. I wondered about the different kinds of symbols there must be. Were there ones for strength? Or maybe one for stealth? My mind danced over the fanciful runes that could be possible as I stumbled into my room. Despite the three prepared beds, I was the only occupant. I fell into the closest one with the exhaustion of many restless nights in the woods.
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 Chapter 8
 I arrived in the kitchen before the Sisterhood of Night finished their morning prayers. It felt strange to wake up in a convent to the chimes of a bell and not dress in gray robes. But returning to the sisterhood as a novice wasn’t something I could partake in without Moyra. I blinked away the tear that welled up.
 I was ready to see Aylesburg in the sunlight. I devoured the last bite of a muffin as Annalee shuffled in.
 “Good morning,” I smiled. “I’m ready to help out however I can.”
 “You’re a little too early to be this eager.” Annalee pretended to grumble, but she smiled before tossing me a basket. “We’ll start by heading to the market for our fresh staples. Thankfully it was a bountiful harvest last season, and we’ve been able to make our meager funds stretch further.” Before we headed out, she handed me a shawl for my shoulders and a scarf for my head. 
 “It’s another protection so no one will notice our differences.” Her eyes widened in emphasis. “Besides, I think both do something to diminish the dullness of these bland robes, don’t you?” She chuckled, carefully tucking her silver medallion under her collar. “I try not to draw too much attention to being a novice, though most of this city couldn’t tell you the difference between novice and sister.” 
 Thoroughly outfitted for our departure, we left through the garden. The lower city roads were made of random, mismatched cobbles, most likely discarded leftovers. The houses and buildings, constructed of rough-hewn rock and jagged timbers, lacked any adornments besides the shoppes’ dilapidated signs and chipped paint. My shoulders sank. On my first adventure to a city, it didn’t appear as grand as I’d dreamed. 
 On our walk to the market, Annalee waved to everyone we passed, and they returned her cheerfulness from the cobbler to the seamstress. As we approached the homeless, she stopped to greet each of them.
 Annalee made a point to stop at each farmer’s stall, introducing me, asking about their families, and complimenting their selection of crops. I carried the basket, even as it grew heavier with every merchant we left. She led the way through the market and conversations.
 “Once a month, I get to go to the market in the upper city for spices. If you’re still our guest, I’ll see if Jayce will allow you to come. The upper city might as well be a different Aylesburg entirely. But they have the best confections.” She smiled.
 I chuckled. It seemed as though she had a soft spot for chocolate, too.
 With each interaction, the attention of those around us drifted towards Annalee. Her amber skin shimmered in the morning sun, and her inhuman beauty shone like a beacon to men and women alike. Not even the drab novice robes could dim her radiance. She stood proud and fearless among the mortals. Perhaps it was her warm smile or her flair for mischief. Nonetheless, they drifted toward her. And she left them all smiling after her.
 “You know everyone. How long have you been here?” I asked in awe.
 She chuckled, her cheeks stained pink. “Only a few years. My parents left me in the care of family during a trip but never returned. Once I was old enough, I decided to live somewhere else, where no one knew me as the forgotten one. Jayce helped me, just like she’s helping you now, and when my time as a guest ended, I decided I didn’t want to leave. Since I’m here, I thought that I might as well ensure that no one else feels forgotten.”
 “Everyone here is lucky to know you. Where are you from?” “Avondale.” Pride swelled, mixing with sadness as she said the name of her home.
 I gasped. “You’re a—”
 “Hush,” she hissed, eyes as wide as the full moon. She dropped her voice to a whisper, quieter than what mortals could hear in the bustle of the market around us. “You forget where you are, Rae. Yes, I’m a Wood Elf.”
 My eyes twinkled. Annalee was the first wood elf I’d met, and she was from Avondale, too. I could point to the region on a map, recount their history, and describe Woodhurst Hall, the palace of Avondale. Was it anything like the enchanting old elven wood I had traveled through a few days ago? If so, the texts wouldn’t come close to capturing the essence of the elven wood.
 “Isn’t it dangerous for us to be out here?” I whispered.
 “I’ve found that mortals easily convince themselves to unquestionably believe something. They don’t expect us to be here, so we aren’t. We’re hidden in plain sight as long as we don’t give anyone a reason to look more closely.”
 My head dropped as I recalled Tyson from the tavern. Had I unknowingly given him reason to notice me? 
 “Oh, I forgot.” She pulled me out of the flow of foot traffic. “Sister Haven asked me to pick up some herbs for one of her potions. Stay here, I’ll go get that, and then we’ll walk back.” In a flash of gray, she ducked back through the crowds.
 I’d never been in the middle of so many people as they traveled this way and that, buzzing like the worker bees of a hive. A child tugged his mother’s skirt to beg for a sweet. A woman bartered to stretch her coin further. I worked to keep my features neutral when I heard chatter that made my blood freeze.
 “I heard those elven Hunters were as close as Fernworth, but that was three days ago,” a man said to one of the farmers.
 “Do you think they’re coming to Aylesburg?” the farmer inquired.
 “The guards will bar them from entry, and forcing their way into the city would be an act of war. Their Queen isn’t that foolish, no matter what it is she seeks.”
 “Rumor has it they are returning to Solaris, no doubt formulating a strategy to convince our King to grant them entry into the city,” another chimed in.
 “Can you imagine it? Elves in Aylesburg. There’d be riots in the streets before they—”
 Someone forcefully bumped into my back, jostling me and cutting off the rest of the conversation. “Hey!” I exclaimed. Three beets tumbled from the basket and onto the dirty road.
 “I’m so sorry. The fault’s all mine,” said the stranger as he spun around me, kneeling to scoop up the fallen root vegetables. His sapphire blue eyes locked on mine. He gave me a shy, crooked smile as he gently replaced the beets into the basket. My heart quickened as he lingered before me. Unruly golden curls crowned his head; despite the early morning chill, he wasn’t wearing a cloak. As he rose, he towered slightly taller than me, his dark brown pants now smudged with dirt on the knee. The navy blue of his gold-trimmed coat, buttoned smartly over a crisp white shirt, complimented his eyes. A sheathed sword hung from the belt around his waist.
 “It’s quite alright. It’s hectic this morning, but that’s no reason to take it out on the beets. I assure you, they won’t cause you any harm,” I said with a smile.
 “I find them repulsive, especially when they stain everything else on my plate purple.” He returned a smile as he stood next to me.
 I chuckled. “I wouldn’t call them repulsive. At least they’re better than parsnips.”
 “That’s a low standard for your vegetable selections.”
 “I never said they were for me,” I replied.
 “Then why would you have them in your basket?”
 “I’m helping the Sisterhood of Night in the kitchen. I just arrived in Aylesburg, and it’s the least I could do for them while they help me find my way.”
 He hummed thoughtfully.
 “What?” I asked.
 “It’s fascinating that you don’t have much, but you jump right in to help others.”
 “Of course. The act of helping others isn’t bound by what I can gain from it. If all I have is two beets, and I give one to the poor and one to the wealthy, a single beet means more to the poor.”
 “Beautiful and kind-hearted. What’s your name, or will you continue to torment me with mystery?” 
 I blushed and forgot I was in the middle of the market for a moment. I forgot my own name as the world fell away, and I got lost in his sapphire eyes.
 “Oh, I…um,” I stammered as Annalee appeared next to me.
 “We should be going now,” she whispered in my ear, her vise-like grip on my arm tight enough to leave bruises.
 “We should go now—I mean, I have to go.” My cheeks flushed as the words tumbled out of my mouth. 
 Annalee pulled me through the crowd, away from the beautiful stranger. Biting my lower lip, I peeked over my shoulder just as he began to vanish in the sea of faces. He hadn’t moved an inch and was smiling after me. I swore I could hear his voice on the breeze. Goodbye, my lady. Maybe the pixies were playing with me as they wove his words through their song this morning. My steps lightened as I let Annalee drag me back to the convent.
  
 “Ahem. I’ve been talking to you this whole time, and I don’t think you’ve heard a word I’ve said. Who was that?” Annalee raised her eyebrow at me as we neared the gardens behind the kitchen. Her arm looped through mine as we walked. I couldn’t tell if her tone was curious or scornful. And she was right. I hadn’t heard a word she’d said over my internal thoughts.
 “Who?” I felt my cheeks heat as they flushed pink. Why was I reacting like this?
 “The pretty looking one. Did you know him? Is he a noble? In the royal guard?”
 “I don’t know. We were interrupted before he introduced himself.” I laughed.
 “Well, I can tell you that while you’re a guest, you should steer clear. No matter how handsome he is.” She shook her head. 
 I shouldn’t entangle myself with a mortal, especially when I wasn’t sure how brief my stay here would be. In the King’s city. That’d be a dangerous game. “It isn’t like I’ll see him again. The market is too crowded for that.” I couldn’t help the irrational pang of disappointment. 
 Standing outside the garden gate and sensing the need to change the subject, I pulled Annalee to a stop. “Have you ever felt as though the shadows watch you?” I whispered.
 “When I first arrived, yes. But after a short time, the feeling of being watched stopped. It was the most bizarre feeling. Do you feel them watching you?”
 I nodded.
 “Pay them no mind. They’ll get bored with you in no time.” She smiled and continued to the open kitchen door.
 “Who’s behind them?” I whispered.
 She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
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 I meandered through the trees of the enchanting forest outside Aylesburg. Nightfall descended quickly under the canopy of leaves. I hadn’t intended to wander so late. As I wove my way back toward Aylesburg, the snapping of twigs behind me sent my heart into a plunge. I peeked over my shoulder and wished I hadn’t. My blood turned to ice as a shiver clawed down my back. I was stared down by eyes of golden flame edged in green and set against a starless black face. 
 I spun around and took off running, weaving between the trees. 
 “No matter where you run, I’ll find you.” An ominous voice boomed through the leaves, the deep baritone words rattling my soul. 
 I couldn’t call for help. I wasn’t sure whether the woods were too dense for my voice to carry or I that had no voice at all. So I ran until my lungs burned. All the while, the trees behind me shook as the thunderous footsteps of the beast steadily marched toward me. 
 When I didn’t think I could run any further, the trees gave way to a small creek. I took a running leap across the water with my last ounce of energy. But the moment my feet left the forest floor, the stream widened into a ravine, the distance inexplicably expanding mid-jump. My entire body tingled as I fell from an impossible height.
 When the sheer rock walls of the ravine began to pass by my face in a blur, I jolted awake right before I met my unfortunate end of the river far below.
 I woke long after midnight, my heart racing and sweat slicking my forehead. I gulped a frantic breath, staring at the ceiling as I unclenched my hands from the blanket. Every few months, an innocuous dream dissolved into the same nightmare, shifting from the unmemorable into sheer panic. After an exhausting day helping Annalee in the kitchen, I fell into bed, but my exhaustion couldn’t save me from my nightmare. If dragons weren’t myths and legends, I’d be convinced these eyes were nothing less than the predatory gaze of a beast. 
 It’s just a dream. Dragons hadn’t existed for generations, and when they had roamed the lands, there were no written accounts of them speaking. I didn’t know why this one decided to haunt my dreams over the last few years, and I’d prefer if it would leave me alone.
 Dark pink clouds stained the sky when I finally drifted back into a dreamless sleep.
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 Chapter 9
 A few evenings later, Annalee caught me after evening meal and insisted I keep her company for a bit. She may have been trying to save me from spending the last few hours of the day alone in my room.
 “Rebekah, this is our newest guest, Raena,” Annalee proudly declared, pointing her thumb at me over her shoulder as I closed the door to their room. 
 Despite her olive complexion, Rebekah’s cheeks, lightly dusted with a rosy powder, shimmered. She was pretty as far as mortals went and carried herself with the air of nobility. Curled up on the bed furthest from the door with a large book, the glare she shot us was as sharp as a sword. Clearly, we’d interrupted her reading time.
 “Why should I bother to learn her name when she’ll be gone in a few weeks?” she retorted. Her brown eyes narrowed when they met mine, and while she didn’t say the words out loud, she seemed to groan, “another elf,” as she scrutinized me from head to toe.
 “Nice to meet you,” I smiled at her anyway.
 She scoffed, flipping her mousy, bone-straight, and meticulously maintained hair over her shoulder before returning to her book.
 Annalee invited me to get comfortable on the third bed. 
 I kicked off my boots and swung my legs up. The sheath on my thigh constricted painfully, causing me to wince. I unfastened it and dropped it on the bed next to me.
 “Oo, what’s that?” Annalee’s face lit up as I handed it to her. She turned it over in her hands as I retold how I’d found it, though I skipped mentioning Vera and me using magic. “It looks more like jewelry than a weapon. Have you named it?”
 I shook my head.
 “All good blades have a name. How about Spider Slayer?”
 “I didn’t actually slay any spiders with it.” I pondered a few moments, thinking I wouldn’t have ventured into that cavern if the Hunters hadn’t chased me. I couldn’t deny the wrath I felt toward them for robbing the lives of the Goddess’ convent. “What about Alyvia? It means Goddess’s Wrath in the old elven language.”
 “Alyvia, a name as pretty as the dagger.” She smiled, handing it back to me. “I hope you never need to unleash that kind of wrath, though.”
 “Yeah,” I agreed. But I knew if given the opportunity, I would avenge Moyra and all the sisters in Moonbridge. However, I should probably learn how to use it. Knowing my luck, my lack of knowledge would cause more harm to myself than anyone else.
 We continued talking, staying up well past dusk. More like Annalee and I chatted while Rebekah brooded, interjecting snide retorts on occasion. She easily forgot that the words she spoke under her breath weren’t as concealed as she thought. 
 Rebekah feigned a loud yawn.
 “You have to be up early. I’ll let you get some sleep,” I said, sliding off the spare bed and grabbing my boots and dagger.
 “I’ll walk with you.” Annalee bounced up.
 Once we were far enough from their room, I turned to Annalee. “I don’t know how to ask this, but Rebekah….” My words trailed off, unsure of where they were going.
 “You didn’t imagine it. I don’t think Rebekah knows Jayce’s true nature, but she noticed I wasn’t like her since we were assigned the same room. From what I can tell, she thinks all elves want to suppress mortals. Despite explaining that’s the furthest thing on my mind, she’s stuck in the cycle of hate.”
 This squabble was foreign to me. No one had been outwardly rude or hostile to my presence in Moonbridge. I bit my lower lip as I considered Moyra’s desire to hide us in such a cold climate. Maybe it wasn’t just its isolation from the Mortal and Elven Kingdoms, but layers of wool and fleece hid most of my elven features. After my magic incident, I never interacted with the townsfolk again. Recalling that it could have been one of the Moonbridge mortals that alerted Amalia about me, maybe the prejudices had been closer than I believed.
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 The following morning, I hastily stuffed a muffin in my face while Annalee joined the other sisters in the dining hall. It was unnervingly silent during meals. After weeks alone, the quiet grated on me. I favored a quick meal standing in the kitchen, even if it dropped crumbs on the floor. At least I knew no one would fuss at me since I’d be the one to sweep them up. 
 With everyone else eating, I wrapped and knotted the shawl and scarf around me. I opened the door leading into the garden but paused before I stepped outside, remembering the small group of homeless mortals huddled on the street corner. I stuffed the remains of last night’s bread loaf into my pocket. It wouldn’t be missed here.
 Approaching their sad congregation, I scanned their faces to decide the recipient of the bread and landed on an older woman, her skin parchment-thin, speckled with age, with stringy white hair hung limply around her face. Her shawl was tattered and threadbare.
 Squaring my shoulders, I approached and knelt before where she sat. “What’s your name?”
 “My name? It’s Phare,” she stammered.
 “Well met, Phare. I’d like to give you something. It’s not much, but I hope it helps.” I reached into the deep pocket of my cloak. Her eyes grew as big as full moons when I pulled out the bread and placed it into her trembling hands. I stood and began walking towards the buzzing of the market.
 “Bless you, Sister.” Her voice shook. Pausing, I turned back to the older woman. A gentle smile curved my lips upward as the old lady tore the bread into even smaller pieces to share with those around her. My head tilted to the side. How did she know I had been in the Sisterhood?
 “Odona whispers more, but you aren’t ready to hear it.” She stood up, looking at me keenly as she spoke the words. I opened my mouth to reply, but she shook her head. 
 Right, I twisted my lips. Apparently, I wasn’t ready. Something about me must have drawn Vera and Phare to me. And I wasn’t sure who Odona was.
 “Thank you,” she said. Her attention returned to the small congregation of children around her as they delighted in the bit of day-old bread.
 My mind quickly shifted, attempting to recall the names of the merchants Annalee introduced me to as I dipped into the morning crowd.
 “There you are. Good morning, my mystery lady.” The silken voice from behind me sent a shiver down my spine. My heartbeat quickened as I turned to find the sapphire eyes, crooked smile, and mess of golden curls of my beautiful stranger. “I have visited the lower city each morning, hoping to find you again. And now fate, or maybe my own stubborn persistence, finally paid off.”
 “Good morning, my lord. I do suppose it was your persistence.” I smiled back as I nodded a bow. The idea of fate was preposterous.
 “My lord? What gives you the impression I’m so important?” he asked.
 My eyes took him in, from his golden hair to leather boots, before I replied. “It’s not every day someone of less importance wanders the lower city in a fancy coat with shiny buttons. And while handsome, you’re a bit out of place, especially carrying a sword,” I jested, flipping my hair over my shoulder and continuing through the crowds.
 He grinned as he caught back up to me. “You think I’m handsome,” he replied as he dragged his hand through his hair. 
 “For a noble’s son. In the lower city.”
 His laugh was a symphony to my ears. “Might I be permitted to walk with you this morning, fair lady?” 
 “Raena. My name is Raena. And yes, you may accompany me this morning.”
 He took my hand, pressing his soft lips to it. A bolt of lightning shot through me from the contact. His blue eyes glistened like pools of water. “Lady Raena, a name as stunning as you. You may call me Zaden.” The way he said my name sent tickles down my spine. My heart skipped a few beats, and my knees felt weak.
 “Well met, Lord Zaden,” I said, almost breathlessly.
 He looped my hand around his arm, bringing me close enough to lean into his warmth. He smelled of bergamot and sage. I couldn’t help the grin that appeared on my face, and, turning to Zaden, I saw that he was also smiling. It was preposterous that this mortal stranger could make my heart flutter and my lips grin like a fool. Yet here I was, grinning back at him.
 “What lordly duties have you avoided in the hopes that you’d find me again?” I asked.
 He rolled his eyes. “Endless meetings and boring reports. No one has even noticed my absence. While my superiors feel as though they can saddle me with the boredom of routine, none dare to stop me from spending my time on other pursuits.”
 “Outside of meetings and reports, what would those entail?” I asked.
 “Sparring. The dangerous thrill of steel, the unpredictability of your opponent. In the circle, skill is the only language that’s spoken. I find it liberating in the stuffiness of court life.”
 “So that’s not just for show, then?” I asked, nodding to the sword on his hip.
 “Not at all. Though I’m curious, what occupies your time when you’re not procuring vegetables that surpass parsnips?”
 “Hardly the pursuits of a lady,” I chuckled. “Though I now have more time to read for pleasure, I lack good books. I lived among the stacks, but those tomes weren’t always the most enjoyable. It’s either boring books without time for the enjoyable ones or time for the enjoyable literature that I lack the possession of.”
 “I understand. The reports I’ve neglected aren’t an enjoyable read. How often do you stroll the streets of the upper city?”
 “I’ve never been to the upper city.”
 “Then let me give you a tour. You’re in for a treat,” he said as excitement sparkled in his eyes. The bustle receded the further we strolled from the shoppes. We rounded a corner to find a soaring gray stone wall peeking over the roofs. The closer we got, the more detail I could see. Trees lined the upper edge with more structures beyond.
 The residential streets opened up into a flat plaza. Like a grand staircase within a palace, wide, semi-circular white steps poured down from the upper city. The lower stairs reached into the courtyard before tapering at the top. Sunlight glinted on the smooth handrails, upheld with a marching line of vase-shaped balusters. Above us, the trees parted for the steps, offering better views into the city above. 
 “We’re here,” he grinned. 
 Stepping off the top step, I noticed that even the air was more luxurious here, carrying the aromas of rose petals and spring rains. Amazement danced on my face as I took it all in. Everything in the upper city was picturesque. 
 Polished white stone houses lined the roads. The granite cobbles arranged in sweeping arched patterns. Flowers added splashes of color and invited bees and butterflies to flutter over the blooms. Tall doors in shades of blues, yellows, and greens opened to manicured gardens. Shoppe windows lacked the cracks and dirt I’d become familiar with in the lower city. The fashion here consisted of colorful, luxurious fabrics like lavender damask hoop skirts with navy blue embroidery and charcoal gray velvet morning coats.
 As I watched the impeccably dressed citizens buzz about, my ears sifted through their conversations: the latest fashions, evening meal invitations, the most recent betrothal announcements. And not a single mention of the Hunters.
 My mind reverberated as the bells rang, but I resisted the urge to cover my ears.
 “I’ve heard those bells chime every day. Where are they?” I asked.
 A smile lit up his face. “Why tell you when I can show you?” 
 We wound through the streets. The buildings fell back as we entered a square of manicured green grass. An octagonal fountain bubbled in the middle, and a monumental white facade crowned with a dome of gilded gold loomed behind it. The bell tower reached up from the corner with glittering bells peeking through the openings.
 “This is the Sun Abbey. The bells ring three times a day: at sunrise, at midday, and at sunset.”
 My jaw dropped at the size and beauty of the Sun Abbey. We didn’t have a Sun Abbey in Snowspire, but I’d heard stories about the Sunpriests. Their worship of the Goddess focused on the sunlight side of her powers: her miracles performed; the fire she sets in the hearts of her believers; and even her wrathful and vengeful tendencies, dancing the fine line of retribution. Moyra warned that the overzealous tended to fall in with the Sunpriests, so their retaliations could be easily pardoned when they claimed their actions had been in the name of the Goddess. The Sisterhood of Night was focused on the calm, softer side of the Goddess, choosing to emulate her kindness and forgiving tendencies. Two sides of the same Goddess, but by nature, almost two different faiths.
 As the ringing bell grew lethargic, the square filled with residents. Old, young. Happy, sad. But the overwhelming majority appeared to be from the lower city. The few from the upper city scowled at their proximity to those that weren’t their neighbors. In a few heartbeats, a bustling crowd fully enveloped us. Animated chatter and beaming smiles carried the thrill of anticipation, which bled into me, wrapping me in excitement for the unknown.
 The wooden doors of the Abbey creaked open, demanding the attention of those gathered. Two lines of ten white-cloaked Sunpriests spilled out, lining both sides of the stairs. Despite the midday sun, their drawn hoods hid their faces entirely. Once they had taken their places, a petite, feminine figure cloaked in a crimson hood stepped out from the Sun Abbey, her face also in shadow. 
 “Who’s that?” I asked.
 “I’m not sure,” he replied.
 “That’s the red priestess,” squealed a woman near us.
 The red priestess remained on the top landing, looking down on the square, and raised her hand in the air. The crowd fell silent enough that I was convinced even a mortal could have heard the pixies.
 “Gentle citizens of Aylesburg,” she started. “For too long have we begged the Divine for attention. For answers. For justice. And I am here to tell you that we’ve been heard after joining our prayers together. We’ve been answered.”
 The congregation erupted in cheers.
 “But just because we have received divine favor doesn’t mean we can stop. I urge you to continue to whisper your requests in the shadows. Our work has only just begun. But now, I invite you to welcome the Acolytes of the Abbey. Close your eyes and open your hearts as they wade among you, searching for those most in need of a blessing.”
 With her words, ten of the Sunpriests descended into the crowd. When each selected a member from the gathered, all twenty climbed back up the stairs. The chosen were as diverse as the crowd around us. Beside their escorts, they grinned as they walked into the Sun Abbey. The remaining Sunpriests filed in next, leaving only the lady in red.
 “Do not despair, but rejoice in knowing that those chosen today were in greater need than you. I am the night...” 
 “...that walks in the day,” everyone replied. 
 Goosebumps riddled my skin, and my thoughts froze as I gapped at their adoring faces staring at the red priestess. My mind took off, piecing together what had happened. Maybe this ritual was a part of the Sun Sect.
 The crowd disappeared back into their daily lives as quickly as they’d gathered. Wide-eyed, I looked at Zaden in confusion.
 “I wonder what kind of blessings they receive.” 
 He sighed in relief. “If you hadn’t just seen that too, I’d be convinced it was a hallucination. Honestly, I do my best to avoid the Sun Abbey, but I don’t believe that’s common in the upper city.”
 “But if it’s helping them, it’s not a bad occurrence.”
 “I suppose you’re right, my lady,” he said, offering his arm to me.
 After our tour, he escorted me back to the lower city. Movement down the street caught my attention as Phare approached us. She grabbed both Zaden and me by our forearms as she stumbled forward. With his other hand, Zaden reached out to steady her. Her head snapped upwards as her eyes rolled back in her head until only the whites were visible. 
 Horrified, I tried to jump back, but her grip on my arm was surprisingly firm for an older mortal.
 “Through differences and darkness, you both shall unite the people. Greatness for one kingdom comes at the cost of others, relinquishing the crown of your birthright to wear that of another’s. For love cannot be bound while the duty of faith remains.” She doubled over, coughing, unimposing and frail once again.
 This was not what I’d expected. Love? Kingdoms? Crowns? She’d said I wasn’t ready to hear what more she knew. But nothing could have prepared for what she’d just said.
 “I apologize. That sometimes happens without warning.” She looked at me with childish delight. Zaden lingered a few steps behind as I escorted Phare back to the expectant reception of another homeless woman from her group. The other woman thanked me for assisting before scolding the older woman for wandering off.
 I glanced over my shoulder to Phare as Zaden and I walked away. “What was that?” I asked.
 “Another unexpected event.” He laughed. “It seems as though destiny has brought and bound us together.”
 I stifled a scoff, but whether he heard me or not, I couldn’t tell. I didn’t believe in the idea of fate, but it seemed he did.
 “Your friend over there is a seer. I didn’t know any remained in Aylesburg. Most have returned to the Kingdom of Camden.”
 I glanced back in her direction while the sounds of the lower city lingered in the air between us for a few heartbeats.
 “I’m afraid here is where I leave you, Lady Raena.” He nodded a slight bow. “Until our next meeting.”
 “Until next time.” I dipped into a shallow curtsy. He turned on his heel and disappeared into the crowds. 
 As I meandered back to my lodging at the cathedral, my mind frantically raced to piece together this strange day. But I kept coming up empty. No matter how awful the events in my life had been, I’d always believed I was in control of my decisions. Why would the Goddess burden herself with preselecting every minute detail for everyone on Myrefall? The very idea made me roll my eyes. The determined outcome of fate was absurd. But with this prophecy dangling over me, it seemed like I’d forgotten how to laugh at the notion.
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 Chapter 10
 After evening meal, I sought out Annalee in her room, only to find Rebekah glaring at me. “How was your day?” I asked when she answered their chamber door.
 “Just like every other day. The same three poor families were beseeching the Goddess for a change in their fortune.” She rolled her eyes. “I hope that She rewards their faith.” I smiled over my shoulder at her. 
 She scoffed. 
 “Do you not believe She would?” I asked, taken aback by her response.
 “I know She won’t, just like I know that faith alone cannot keep a family’s coffers full. Or put meals on the table,” Rebekah spat. Anger fired in her eyes, sparking my curiosity. Aside from her dislike of Annalee and me, I hadn’t seen her this passionate about anything. 
 “Why would you say that?” 
 Her shoulders sank. “Because that was my father’s test of faith. He squandered our family’s fortune. My mother died of heartbreak when the creditors came to collect his gambling debts. They took our riches, my future dowery, and our house. And as if that wasn’t enough, I must continue to pay the Goddess’ price for him by being here.”
 “I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” I offered.
 “Of course, you didn’t. How would you?” Rebekah snapped. Her sudden mood swing was enough to give me whiplash. “But I’m here now. I have a bed and food. And if my father can restore our family’s name in the eyes of the King before my ascension, then I can leave here. Mother Jayce thinks it’s unlikely I’ll return to my previous life, but if I must join the Sisterhood, I will. At least in doing so, I can restore some honor to our family.”
 “I’m sure you will. At least you have a family to bring honor to.”
 “Don’t presume your struggles are anything like mine.” Rebekah’s brown eyes narrowed, and her nose scrunched up as she scowled at me from across the room.
 Without warning, Annalee walked in, humming to herself. Feeling the iciness rolling off Rebekah, she quietly closed the door.
 Rebekah continued, “I’d have a better time regaining the King’s favor if Mother Jayce hadn’t saddled me with the two of you and all the others that wander through this convent seeking assistance. If the King ever found out you were here, it’d ruin my chances to be back in his good graces.”
 “Because we’re not mortal?” I asked, trying to keep the anger from my question.
 “Because you’re dangerous and not welcome in Aylesburg,” she spat, “and because associating with you both invites that danger into my life, unwillingly.”
 I couldn’t help laughing at the idea of Annalee and I being perilous. “I can assure you I’m not out for blood. Yours or anyone else’s. Besides, I think Annalee and I are more at home in the peace of flowers and birds, not warfare.”
 “Says the elf that’s never been among her own kind. How reassuring,” Rebekah said mockingly.
 Annalee whispered too quietly for Rebekah to hear. “Rae, it’s not worth getting upset over. If either of us strays from peace, we prove her right.” 
 Then she turned to Rebekah. “It’s a lovely evening. We’re heading out for a stroll in the garden. Would you like to join?”
 Rebekah just glared at us over her shoulder.
  
 Strolling arm in arm through the garden, I told Annalee about the events outside the Sun Abbey.
 “Have you ever seen or heard anything like that?” I asked.
 Annalee’s face scrunched up in thought. “Not that I can recall, but I’ll see how far this red priestess’ message has spread through the lower city.”
 “It happened quickly. We almost didn’t believe what we’d witnessed.”
 “We?” She raised an eyebrow, causing me to wince. “Don’t be shy now, Rae.”
 “I stumbled into Zaden. Purely coincidental. He gave me a tour through the upper city when the happening at the Sun Abbey occurred.”
 “I’m not sure the Goddess does anything serendipitously. She must be working through both you and Zaden for some greater good.”
 “What? I don’t think so.” My words rang too loudly in the moonlit garden.
 From the corner of my eye, I saw Annalee suppress a smile.
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 The cool air of the early morning darkness caressed my cheek. Sunrise was hours away, but sleep escaped me, and staying in bed left me restless and frustrated. I got up and pulled on my cloak before slipping into the shadows of the lower city. 
 Misty fog swirled behind my cloak as I wandered the empty streets. I trailed up and down the cobblestone roads, admired the well-dressed shoppe windows and nicely manicured greenery. Even in the dark, the upper city was magnificent. 
 I stood before an impressive stone ruin on a hilltop on the city’s fringe. The white marble glowed in the moonlight. A simple colonnade upheld the flat roof. Or what remained of it. Time and neglect eroded the structure. Where the Goddess’ night worshipers gathered in heavy, gray stone cathedrals and Her day devotees built polished, white marble abbeys, the runes before me had been a structure somewhere between the two. Delicate mosaics of precious stones decorated the white marble walls. Toward the bottom, plucked-out stones caused the designs to crumble. It was unlike the cathedral or Sun Abbey, but it had undoubtedly been a place of worship.
 I furrowed my brow. The only deity I’d ever known was the Goddess. Perhaps Aylesburg once held a different faith that it had since abandoned, along with this temple.
 I climbed the dilapidated stairs that led into the main hall. Along one side, the outer wall no longer stood. I leaned over the edge to see chunks of stone mixed among the grass. Without the wall, the runes overlooked much of the city. The moonlight that spilled in through the gaps in the roof illuminated seven carved marble statues lining the room’s perimeter. One statue depicted a woman with her eyes covered. The stone-carved blindfold draped over her face like silk. I ran my fingers over the bronze plaque at her feet. Odona. 
 The six other carved gods looked out from their alcoves to the empty hall where only errant weeds congregated from the cracked floor. Or at least four of them looked. Black fabric draped over two of them. I approached one of them, reaching up to grasp the material between my fingers.
 “I wouldn’t if I were you.” 
 My entire body jumped and spun around, seeking the source of the husky voice that sliced through the silence. “Who’s there?” I whispered.
 “I am one of the last sacred chroniclers of the old faith in Aylesburg. These are the old gods. The ones worshiped in Camden. They fell out of favor in Aylesburg when the King’s mother died.”
 A hunched silhouette shuffled closer to the edge of the shadows. I recognized her as the seer from the lower city. “What was their crime?” I asked, looking up at the shrouded god.
 “They betrayed the other Gods, mortals, and all of Myrefall,” she said as she hobbled closer.
 “And now their punishment is to be shunned and all but forgotten?”
 “Their story isn’t forgotten by all. A few remember.” 
 “Do you know the story?”
 “I do. I am the keeper of their stories as a believer of the old faith.” Phare stepped out of the shadows on the far side of the temple. 
 I whipped my head toward the temple entrance as gravel crunching under boots echoed into the temple.
 “Someone’s coming. I can’t be caught here,” I whispered. Despite no longer wearing gray robes, I felt that being here was a betrayal of my faith.
 She nodded once, seemingly understanding my desire to remain hidden.
 “There’s an abandoned alcove just beyond the statue of Illena.” She pointed to the shadowy recess in the wall behind the towering goddess. My brows arched together. I glazed between the main steps and the nook. Without time to get out unseen, I had to trust that Phare wouldn’t lie in the shadow of the goddess who gifted her foresight. 
 I dashed toward it and pulled the threadbare curtain across the opening. Hopefully, it would be enough to shield me from whoever was coming.
 As I pressed my back into the cold stone, footsteps echoed down the stone hall, slow and calculated as though stalking prey. Instinctively I pressed my fingertips to my lips to silence any unintentional whimpers and craned my neck to catch a glimpse of Phare through the drawn curtain. She sat cross-legged on the floor, her face tilted to the moonlight and her eyes closed, uncaring of the approaching stranger.
 “Are you alone in here?” his gruff voice demanded. Most obscured, I could see that he wore black boots and a dark cloak. He stood a few steps from where Phare remained.
 “No, I’m not alone.” 
 Goddess, this woman didn’t hesitate to sell me out. I grabbed the curtain, stealing a breath before I ripped it open when Phare spoke again.
 “They have not abandoned us,” she said as her hands motioned to the bronze statues. “In a still heart, you can still hear their whispers. I seek them out on peaceful nights. And before your intrusion, Odona was prepared to speak to me.” 
 I breathed out a shaky sigh as Phare resumed her meditative pose.
 A second set of steps followed, decisively less deliberate as they approached the first. The man looming over Phare turned. His cloak whirled with his movement.
 “You’re sure she came in here?” the second brusque voice asked.
 “I am. Her hood was up, but I followed her as she left the lower city,” the first voice replied.
 “It wouldn’t be good if we lost her. She won’t be happy.”
 “I don’t think she’s here,” the first voice declared.
 Phare peeked open an eye to look up at the men. “I already told you she wasn’t. The longer you dither about gabbing, the more you disrupt my prayers.”
 The men grumbled but began walking toward the temple steps.
 “I swear it was her, Soren. Don’t tell the red priestess, please,” the first man pleaded.
 “Find her, Colter, and I won’t.”
 The boots scuffed the stone as they retreated. I focused on tracking both sets as they climbed down the stairs.
 I leaned forward, pressed my hand against the wall, and exhaled deeply. The frozen hands of fear constricted around me. Alone in the small space, I shivered as I craned my neck to watch the cloaked figures disappear down the hall. My heart thundered in the resulting silence that seemed to drag on for an hour.
 It couldn’t be the Hunters already. Unless someone, a spy for Amalia, had followed me through Summerfields. I didn’t recall encountering anyone, but maybe… 
 “They’ve left. You can come out now,” Phare called out.
 I crept out from the alcove, joining Phare on the floor.
 “Who were they?”
  Phare turned to face me. “Time will reveal that. I think the more important question is: what do they want with you?”
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 Chapter 11
 Long after my heart settled into its regular cadence, my anxiety thrummed at a pitch I knew would keep me from sleep. With at least two men searching the city for me on behalf of the red priestess, the temple ruins seemed the safest place to remain. At least until the sun rose. 
 Phare remained seated on the temple floor with her eyes closed in prayer. Her pale, crêpe skin shone like crumpled marble in the moonlight. If it wasn’t for her chest’s gentle rise and fall, she could be mistaken for another statue. Maybe the gods were speaking to her now. That was, if they still spoke.
 “What’s on your mind?” she asked without opening her eyes.
 “If these are the old gods, how have you been blessed with your gift?”
 She looked up at me. Her sparkling blue eyes twinkled beneath her raised eyebrow. “They may be forgotten in these lands, but that doesn’t rob them of their power. I believe that the re-emergence of your gift on Myrefall is an omen.”
 I recoiled as though her words struck me. “I am no harbinger of malintent. Of famines or death or war.” I clutched my chest as a weight settled on me when I spoke that last word. War. No, I refused to believe that whatever conflict Moyra died to shelter me from had anything to do with the seer’s hunch. She obtained her skewed prophecies from a sleeping—or dead—goddess.
 “That doesn’t mean that you are the omen. Only your magic because your gifts came from them,” Phare said, pointing to the two shrouded statues.
 I rolled my eyes. That distinction didn’t make it any better. As far as I could tell, my magic and I were one and the same. And her belief that two of her banished gods gifted it to me was preposterous.
 Her gentle eyes met mine. “It’s all how you use the tools they gave you. You can use something intended for destruction to rewrite your destiny.”
 “You’ve seen that in a vision, that my fate has changed?” I failed to keep my unbelief from my voice.
 She chuckled. “No. The path before you has yet to fork. The strength to oppose the inherent ill will of your power is within you. Trust yourself when that time comes.”
 Phare closed her eyes to return to her meditation. I exhaled the tension I’d assumed from Phare’s beliefs, resolute in the faith that Goddess hadn’t made me a force of destruction. She wouldn’t put the fate of Myrefall on my shoulders, and I clutched that belief in my heart. I decided not to carry the weight of Phare’s conviction.
 We sat in silence as I watched the sky above lighten from night to pink over the city below. Involuntarily, my mouth stretched into a yawn, appearing from a deep breath.
 “It is late,” Phare agreed as she rose from the ground. “Good day, Raena.” 
 “Farewell.” I rubbed my eyes to stave off the sudden grogginess.
 Without another word, she shuffled toward the shadows, disappearing through the back of the temple opposite the front stairs.
 While the city and the bells still slept, I left my perch, yawning and stretching as I went. It was a cruel joke that I felt tired enough to sleep now that the sun was rising. But I’d agreed to assist Annalee, and it was a long walk to the convent from here.
 My boots clunked down the stairs, and I hugged my cloak tighter. I scanned the upper city streets, hoping nothing awaited in the shadows. Focused on my periphery, I didn’t see the mortal in front of me. Until I slammed straight into her. “I’m sorry,” I apologized. Thankfully, neither of us had ended up on the ground. 
 “It is quite alright, my dear,” she said sweetly as she adjusted the folds of her gray taffeta gown around her narrow waist and white fur caplet draped over her shoulders. A gold circlet crowned her head and wove through her shoulder-length blonde hair, and an egg-sized ruby sat on her forehead as though it was a third eye, the gold setting that held it was fashioned into sharp points. “I must admit, this is the most fortuitous meeting. I have been looking for you, but you are rather difficult to find.”
 Oh, Goddess, I’ve been found. But by whom? The stranger before me appeared unassuming, but that didn’t tame the unease that pulsed over my skin. “You must be mistaking me for someone else.” I shook my head while I backed away from her to put distance between us. While I could tell she was mortal, I couldn’t discount the fact that she may be working for Amalia. Unbidden images of being dragged before the Elven Queen flashed through my mind as my heartbeat spiked.
 But the woman chuckled. “Raena from Moonbridge, you appeared to me in a dream with the message that I needed to find you. To offer my service to you. You are the answer to my prayers. To the prayers of Aylesburg. Now that you are no longer shrouded in the gray of Night, you can save this city.”
 I didn’t want my facial expressions to give this woman more information than I should. She didn’t need to know that her small revelations shocked and intrigued me, so I fought to keep my face neutral. Even though I wanted to drop my jaw. Annalee had introduced me to most of the lower city since I’d arrived. This mortal could have heard some details about me secondhand.
 “I was warned that it would be difficult for you to believe me. But you are the Everlasting, touched by the Divine.” My brow furrowed. I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t know what to say.
 She leaned in to whisper. “Falling silver and purple stars. Your gift, your magic.” 
 I gasped. That was something I hadn’t shared with anyone in Aylesburg.
 “Come, I have much to discuss with you,” she said, gesturing for me to walk beside her.
 Dumbfounded, I followed her. She knew I had been in the Sisterhood of Night, where I’d come from, and that somehow I’d been gifted the magic of the sun and moon. It felt like too much to be a mere coincidence. So I would hear her out. If it was too much, I could always walk away.
  
 I followed her through the upper city streets to the polished marble stairs of the Sun Abbey. My jaw dropped once we entered. Growing up in the Order of Night, I’d never ventured into a Sun Sect place of worship. Marble and gold adorned much of the interiors. Far above my head, mosaic tiles depicted the Goddess ceiling of the dome. She looked lifelike with pale skin and chestnut brown hair curling around Her as though caught in an invisible wind. A golden halo of sun rays crowned Her head and reached down the dome. She wore a silver crescent moon necklace, and Her eyes dazzled in the most vivid shade of turquoise with gold streaking through them. She held up two fingers on Her right hand to represent her duality: the sun and the moon. I’d stopped walking right below the dome with my eyes affixed upward. Slowly, I spun in a circle, taking in every detail. Despite being pieced together in mosaic tiles, I struggled to break her bewitching gaze.
 “This is incredible.” My hushed words echoed loudly as they bounced off the walls.
 “The finest in the Valance,” she beamed. She’d walked ahead further but stopped to allow me a moment to admire.
 Fluted marble columns with ornately carved gold capitals held up the dome. Stained-glass windows washed the Sun Abbey with colorful light as they illustrated important events from the Goddess’ story. All those hours in the Snowspire library studying Her history paid off as my eyes widened at the beauty of each windowpane. Interlocking geometric designs inlaid with various white marble and gray granite, polished to reflect every detail above, painted the expansive floor. A dais with a grand, dark wood podium stood directly under the center of the dome.
 About two dozen Sunpriests in white-and-gold robes buzzed in a small flurry of activity as they prepared for sunrise morning prayers. My guide had started walking again, and I skipped to catch up. Despite her shorter gait, she moved quickly, floating through the Abbey soundlessly. I frowned as the ricocheting sound of my footfalls disrupted the tranquility.
 We moved across the vast space toward a door on the far side. She pulled it open and allowed me to step through. It led into a short, narrow passageway lined with five doors. Four made of simple, stained wood. But the one at the end was red, with a circle of the moon phases painted silver and a blazing gold sun in the middle with radiating sunbeams. Even the antique gold doorknob was intricately carved with a swirling sun. 
 “The red door,” she smiled. I pushed it open and stepped into an office. A black velvet settee and two chairs invited comfortable conversation before a grand stone hearth.
 She poured the warm-amber liquid into two crystal glasses from a side table. Early morning sunlight illuminated the collection of papers and glass vials on an obsidian black lacquer desk. Veins of gold spun through the marble walls, like tiny rivers winding through the snowy stone. 
 “Drink?” she offered. The fire embers in the hearth glittered off her chocolate brown eyes. 
 “Sure,” I agreed absently, taking the glass as I sat in one of the black chairs. The cushion puffed dramatically before swallowing me into the upholstery. 
 She chuckled. “The chairs are quite comfortable. I am elated that you agreed to speak with me. I am Dowager Countess Harlow. Cousin to the late Queen, but you can call me Claira.” She smiled as she twirled the glass in her hand, the liquid swirling dangerously close to the rim. Her creamy complexion as smooth and emotionless as a marble statue, barely old enough to be that of a widow.
 “Okay, Claira. It seems you already know who I am. But why am I in the Sun Abbey with a Dowager Countess?” I raised my eyebrow. 
 “You might want to drink. It will help.” She nodded to my untouched glass. Unsure how it would help, I took a small sip and coughed as it burned down my throat.
 “You are the answer to my prayers,” she started.
 “You mentioned that. How? Why?”
 “When the Queen died, the King blamed the Goddess, if the rumors are to be believed. Since then, the people of Aylesburg have been lost in limbo. Their faith is clouded in confusion. The Divine has abandoned them. For every plentiful harvest, they are subjected to twice as many years of drought and famine. Poverty in the lower city runs as rampant as the latest mind-altering recreational substances do among the wealthy of the upper city. The poor blame the rich for their predicament, while the rich challenge the poor to work harder to overcome their financial woes.”
 “Surely, the King would be able to help Aylesburg. Couldn’t you use your influence?”
 “I could, and I do. I ensure the bounties from royal fests are delivered to the lower city. But what I provide for them is not a help for their souls. It pains my heart that they suffer needlessly. As Countess, my influence will always be tied to my title. Aylesburg would kneel, but not because they listened to my words. I came to the Sunpriests begging them to save their souls. Together we came up with a way the red priestess could help them. When I don the crimson robes, I am seen as their hope.”
 “That was you? What kind of blessings do you bestow on them?” I struggled to keep up as the thoughts in my mind tumbled together. It was unheard of for someone outside the Order of Night to perform miracles in the name of the Goddess. Not even a Sunpriest could. Claira earned favor with Her in order to do so. What kind of assistance could I hope to offer when I felt mundane next to her?
 “Yes, I am the red priestess. And the blessings I have given them are nothing like the ones they will receive from you.”
 “Me?” I gasped. “What could I possibly do?”
 She smiled warmly, placing her empty glass on the table between us. “Use your magic.”
 I gulped another sip of the burning amber drink to hide my reaction behind the glass.
 But Claira continued. “I know you have never been asked to display your gifts like this. I would not ask if it wasn’t paramount to their souls. Without Divine protection, I fear Aylesburg has become susceptible to the Demon King, especially now that you are within its walls. He lingers in the shadows, and while no demons have set foot on Myrefall, I do not doubt that He is gathering his masses.”
 I coughed in the middle of taking a drink, sending a splash of the liquid dribbling down my chin. The Demon King lurked in the shadows, waiting for me. He’s watched me from the shadows since I arrived. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin or what to do. How could I help a city if it’s me He wants?” I stammered.
 She walked to her desk to retrieve a large, leather-bound book. Placing it on the table between us, she flipped it open to a random page, then lifted the sleeve of her gown, exposing the silver runes that sparkled on her skin. “The Sunpriests and I are here to guide and protect you. For your protection, you would receive silver runes. The first conceals you from the harmful intents of others. Then, to aid our faithfully devoted, we will begin with your blessings. As Everlasting, your face would remain concealed by a veil while you are before them. All you have to do is find the ones that call out to your soul, and the Sunpriests will escort them back into the Sun Abbey.”
 “What happens to them then?”
 “We seal the blessing with the appropriate rune. Not any of the ones you or I would have, of course. Most of the runes in this book are reserved for the Everlasting and those that serve her. But some runes can be used for their benefit.”
 For the Everlasting. For me and those that served me. 
 I felt lightheaded. This had to be why Moyra hid me and why she didn’t want me to use my magic. The convent texts glossed over the promise of the Everlasting, something about restoring faith to Myrefall to bring it back from the brink of darkness. If I was the Everlasting, I could understand Moyra’s fear of the kind of power I had. And I suppose those in power would hunt me. 
 I exhaled before finishing the rest of the spirit in my glass. Then I leaned forward to turn the page in her book. 
 “And these truly help them?” I asked, studying the aged parchment pages. The old ink had faded, making it difficult to read but not impossible.
 “Truly. Depending on the blessing you identify, some of these heal or cure ailments, others provide the recipient peace, some are for the healing of heart wounds. But all of them build their faith again.”
 “And with my identity concealed, no one will know it’s me?”
 “I will, and a few of the Sunpriests. But for the rest of Aylesburg, you and the Everlasting are two different people.”
 “I, um,…” I stammered. How could I even begin to respond? 
 “I can appreciate that it’s a lot to consider.” She smiled. “Take your time and when you’ve made your decision, you can find me here.” 
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 Chapter 12
 My thoughts consumed me for the next few days. This morning, once again robbed of sleep, I woke before the bells and decided to go for a walk. I found myself drawn to the steps between the upper and lower cities, where I sat to watch as the city shook off the remnants of rest. 
 If Claira hadn’t said the Demon King hid in the shadows—if those same shadows hadn’t haunted me—I wouldn’t have believed how perilous this city was. Do I stay at the cost of using my magic? Or do I run from Alyesburg to keep my secret buried and chance the Hunters finding me? And if I leave, I abandon everyone here to the Demon King. 
 Moyra said that I hadn’t been ready to shoulder the burden of knowing about my past. But she’d never said that I shouldn’t know. I wished I could ask her if finding Claira meant that I was ready. I looked down at my hands and imagined swirls of silver mending a broken heart or curing a fever while protecting them from the Abyss’ shadows. Could I also bring hope, like Claira? If only the Goddess could give me a sign.
 “You seem distracted today.” 
 Blinking, I looked up as Zaden approached. “There’s been a lot weighing on me the past few days,” I admitted.
 He sat beside me on the step, placing his hand on my forearm. “If there’s anything that you want to talk about, you’re more than welcome to share it with me. And if there’s anything that I can do to help, I will.”
 I hesitated momentarily, wanting to share what Claira believed me to be. While she didn’t say I couldn’t talk to someone else about it, if too many knew it was me under the crimson veil, it would become pointless to wear it. Not to mention the awkwardness if I ever saw him at court. But I felt lost in the choice. 
 “If someone you didn’t know approached you and said that the Goddess appeared in a dream, and told them to seek you out… and they gave you the chance to help all of Aylesburg, but it would mean everything changes, from the people you know to the place you live…would you do it?”
 “Without question,” he replied immediately. “Whether selected by the Divine or not, the chance to help others outweighs personal challenges. Or that’s what a pretty face told me at the market. Getting the chance to meet people and live in a new place, provided it was a safe place to shelter, would hardly be considered a challenge.” He arched an eyebrow at me. “What about this offer causes you to pause?” 
 “The pressure of knowing that countless people have been waiting for me, expecting me to do the impossible. It feels like a lot to live up to. What if I fail?”
 “Even if you only help one resident in Aylesburg, even in the smallest ways, the ripple effect could be momentous. It might feel like pressure, but I’m sure it’s because they know you can accomplish great things. Make your decision for yourself, not for them, then you know it’ll be the right one.”
 “I hadn’t thought of it like that. You’ve given me another facet to consider.”
 He frowned and a sight crack fractured in my heart. “I hope I didn’t make the decision harder for you.” 
 “Not at all. I appreciate your insight. It helps to see things differently in the morning light.” I smiled.
 “And now that the sun has fully risen, I know of the best bakery in Aylesburg a few streets away. I find a good meal to help as well.” He stood, offering me his hand. “Would you care to join me?”
 “Delighted.” I bit my lip as I placed my hand in his. Sparks buzzed through me from the contact like magic. The heat in his eyes made me think he felt it as he pulled me up.
 At the upper city bakery, Zaden purchased a couple of buttery chocolate-filled pastries with a small carafe of coffee. We sat together outside on the low stone wall next to the shoppe. The morning weather was lovely, and the pastry was so decadent that I was embarrassed by how quickly I’d eaten it. I’d never had coffee before and found it to be too bitter for my liking. I choked down another sip and wrinkled my nose.
 “Maybe next time we’ll have tea instead,” he said, which made me frown. It was a kind gesture, and I didn’t want to seem ungrateful.
 The cup in my hands remained mostly full, despite the few sips I’d taken. “It’s bitter,” I said.
 He chuckled and reached into the basket to retrieve a small tin. Flipping the lid open, he pulled out a small cube and dropped it in the cup.
 “The baker not only works magic with her pastries but she’s perfected these. Each cube adds both cream and sugar at once. I don’t ask how she does it, not that she would share her secrets if I did. Try it now and if that doesn’t help, we’ll stick to tea.”
 The sugar cube dissolved like magic, sweetening and lightening the color of the coffee. “If it always tastes like this, I could drink it every day,” I professed after nearly finishing it all in two gulps.
 Morning bells rang, each chime reverberating in my ears. The city was waking up around us and I wanted a chance to talk with Annalee before she became too engrossed with her chores.
 “I have to go now, but please know that you’ve made my morning better,” I said as I stood and dusted off my skirts. 
 “Before you go, I have something for you.” He reached into his coat pocket to pull out a small, leather-bound book and handed it to me. “Hopefully, you haven’t read these before. It’s a book of poems from some of my favorite authors. I’d like you to have it, so it’ll brighten the days I don’t get to see you, the way that you’ve brightened so many of mine.”
 I couldn’t help the tug of a smile I felt at his confession. “I do?”
 “Are you questioning my feelings?” A twinkle of amusement gleamed in his eye as he flashed a dazzling smile.
 “No, my lord. Only your sanity.” I grinned as I accepted the book. “Thank you. This was really sweet of you. I look forward to reading them all.”
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 A summer thunderstorm wailed against the convent walls. I’d taken up a place at the worktable in the kitchen, dicing vegetables as best as I could. 
 “What do you know of the Everlasting?” I asked Annalee as she kneaded bread dough.
 She hummed in thought. “The Everlasting? The words of the prophecy aren’t much to start with: When the silver stars fall from the sun and purple stars rain down from the moon, the chosen one shall banish the darkness and usher forth an age of rekindled faith for all of Myrefall. The Sisterhood in Solaris have been watching the skies; as far as I know, they haven’t reported the stars falling. They have extensive knowledge and texts on the Everlasting. Why do you ask?”
 The invisible weight lifted from my shoulders. There were no omens associated with the Everlasting. “The red priestess is ready to declare that she’s on Myrefall. And in Aylesburg, no less.”
 Annalee gasped. 
 “Could it be possible that the Everlasting is here and those looking for her don’t know?” I asked, scooping the unevenly sliced carrots into a mound.
 “I’m sure that’s always a possibility.”
 “Do you think the red priestess knows who she is? You could be the Everlasting.”
 Annalee laughed. “Aside from the blasphemy of such a suggestion, I’m not sure. That would be a question for the Goddess.”
 “Would you want to be her?”
 She froze, her eyes locked on mine. “Is it wrong to think that I might?” she whispered. “It would be a challenge. Myrefall is vast, with the mortals and elves at odds. But to usher in the next golden age would feel incredible.”
 “Yeah,” I whispered.
 “Speaking of the red priestess, I’ve asked around. One of the farmers mentioned another who had received a silver rune,” she said. “But he couldn’t confirm it. No one has seen the other farmer since. The rumors at the market say after his blessing, he came into wealth, abandoning his farm to move to an estate in the country.”
 I fumbled the kitchen knife. “That’s quite a miracle.”
 “Indeed. Now all the farmers and their fieldhands are praying for a blessing like that too. A life without laboring in the fields, hoping they survive the droughts without losing their lives or farms. If the red priestess really has found the Everlasting and can make a life like that possible for them, she will easily win their hearts and souls.”
 Was the Everlasting responsible for making miracles happen too? Maybe it was a coincidence that the farmer improved his fortunes. Or perhaps the Goddess rewarded him for his faith, which wasn’t something the Everlasting brought about at all. But the blessing he’d received from Claira must have helped. If mine would be more than hers, faith would be restored and all of Aylesburg protected from the darkness in no time.
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 That evening, I swallowed the lump in my throat as I pushed Claira’s red door open. She lounged on her settee, nose buried in her book. My fingers curled into a fist to conceal how feverishly they trembled. Her eyes continued to flit over the pages.
 At last, she looked up. “I have been expecting you. What is on your mind?”
 “What happens if I fail?” I asked.
 “What makes you think that you would fail?”
 “There have been so many waiting, praying for this, that the expectations are as high as the heavens themselves. What if I’m not the Everlasting? What if I fall short in what you and everyone else want from me?”
 She gave me a sad smile. “It is not what we want from you. It is what you see fit to bestow upon us. The Sunpriests and I are your heralds.”
 “If, after a few blessings, I decide that I can’t...”
 “Then we will support your decision until you are ready to begin again.” 
 Satisfied not to be forced beyond my comfort, I nodded. “Then I’m ready to help Aylesburg.”
 “I am overjoyed, my dear.” Beaming, she patted the space on the settee next to her. I sat, and she folded my hands in hers. “I will be with you every step of the way. We have many we will be responsible for, but we will start one blessing at a time. The acolytes will be just as thrilled as I am. Tomorrow morning, I will instruct them to begin preparations for your first rune and blessing ceremony. Each blessing shall take place the day of a moonless night.”
 My stomach tumbled while I wrung my hands. “What’s the purpose of the runes?”
 “They connect us to the Divine, especially those of us who are ordinary. Since you have been Divine-touched, the runes will amplify your connection and bolster the runes we wear.”
 “How long will they last?”
 “It varies. Simple runes will fade, whereas stronger ones require a counter-rune. I am not sure if they will affect you differently,” Claira admitted with a shrug.
 The evening bell tolled, nearly deafening to my ears this close to the bell tower. I winced with each ring. Claira gave me an apologetic smile, “It does take some getting used to, especially for those with heightened senses, like you.”
 “How does anyone sleep in the upper city?”
 She laughed. “Most merchants are at the bottom of their honeywine bottles before the evening bells.”
 Rumor said that there were no honeywine barrels or spirits in the lower city because the upper city’s residents drank it all. I’d imagine they’d need to consume a lot not to be bothered by the bells. 
 She stood, placing her empty crystal glass down on the table. “I am not yet ready to return to the palace. Would you like to join me for an evening walk through the gardens?”
 I nodded, standing as well. “I’d love to.”
 She led me into the hall and through another door in the corridor, which emptied straight into the gardens with a fragrant burst of greens, pinks, and whites. Even at night, the flowers shone. There were pink blooming cherry trees, towering evergreens, boxwood shrubs, and flowering azaleas. The closed buds of yellow and red tulips swayed gently in the breeze. The sounds of a small fountain splashed in the darkness, and a crushed granite pebble path twisted through the trees and plants. 
 “This garden is my favorite place in all of Aylesburg.” She turned to me. “Have you seen the night-blooming moonflowers?”
 “No, I don’t think I have,” I answered. 
 “I might be biased, but I think these are the prettiest moonflowers in all of Myrefall.” She smiled as she sat on one of the stone benches surrounded by white flowers with thin spiky petals. She plucked a moonflower and tucked it right above my left ear. “I will have everything prepared for your first blessing tomorrow.”
 “So soon?” I asked.
 She nodded as she stood from the bench and walked to the carriage that waited just beyond the Sun Abbey garden. Stopping before the gate, she called over her shoulder, “You can stay in the garden as long as you would like, but rest well for the days ahead, my dear.” I sat on the stone bench in the garden to collect myself, not yet ready to return to the lower city. I had a reason to remain in Alyesburg, but I’d still need to find a place to live. And a means to pay for it. Tomorrow, I’d look for a library or a book shoppe and hope they would employ me. My thoughts were interrupted by the pixies’ song on the breeze. This evening, their notes were woven between the chirps of the crickets. I listened to their concert until the evening chill prickled my skin. 
 I pushed off the stone bench and meandered back to the Sun Abbey. The place was empty, with only the soft glow of the candles floating in the vast space above my head.
 I didn’t encounter a soul on my trek to the stairs. Evening in the upper city had quieted, the merchants and other wealthy residents having returned to their homes. 
 The lower city was quiet too, which I wasn’t sure was normal or not. Three blocks from the convent, I decided that it wasn’t. The pixies’ song fell silent as the air turned stagnant.
 Without warning, the temperature plummeted so much that my breath was a white puff in front of my face. It was late spring, but it felt like winter solstice. I pulled up the hood of my cloak when I noticed that the sky had darkened. The moon and all the stars had vanished behind a blanket of darkness. A shiver only partly related to the temperature ran up my spine. A crash followed by a yelp escaped from the dead-end alley to my right.
 “Hello?” My voice trembled.
 The darkness hissed in reply. 
 I inhaled sharply, ready to cry for help. But before I could, the darkness pulsed, and the force of it slammed me back into the wall. I winced from the sharp pain on the back of my head against the stone. The familiar metallic taste coated my mouth. 
 No, I pleaded. But my magic didn’t listen. A burst of purple sparks shot from my hands across the street and down the alley. Unlike previously, my magic clawed at my bones as though the night wrestled it free from me. The purple mixed with wisps of darkness. As though it was battling the night around me. I pushed off the wall, enraptured by the sight of it. A screech peeled from the void before a blast of power collapsed the darkness, followed by a shock wave of blinding purple light. The force knocked the breath from my lungs. The ringing in my ears subsided, leaving the street in eerie silence. 
 Distant shouts rippled through the night. Boots stomped the gravel as the city guards were dispatched before I could steady my heartbeat. Blinking, I looked down at my hands. I had to go before they arrived. There was no way I could describe what I’d seen without admitting to using magic. My feet were leaden as I slowly forced myself off the wall and back to the convent.
 I entered the convent through the garden as the city guards arrived at the alley. The kitchen was dark when I entered. It must have been later than I expected. I made my way to the bathing chamber to prepare for bed. And to calm my nerves. I splashed cold water on my face to bring me back to my senses.
 I forewent a candle as I entered my room, not only because my hands shook but because I craved the anonymity of the night. Despite the warm air, I curled up under the blankets to combat the shivers that quaked through me. My magic had never been violently ripped from me. But this would be a forgotten nightmare once the sun rose. My teeth chattered atop my pillow, just loud enough to drown out the chaos of the guards searching the alley outside my window.
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 Chapter 13
 After a fitful night, I intended to sleep in until mid-morning. No longer being a novice meant I didn’t need to be up before sunrise. But the morning bells had other plans. I buried my head under the pillow to drown out the repeating gongs.
 The muffled morning sounds of birds and the chatter of conversations resumed. I began to drift back to sleep when a knock on the door dragged me back to consciousness.
 “Your presence has been requested downstairs at once,” the voice said through the closed door.
 Within a few minutes, I pried myself from bed, dressed, and made my way toward the cathedral when I came face to face with Claira.
 “What are you doing here?” I gasped.
 “I’ve come to take you to the palace. Pack your belongings and meet me on the front steps. I’ve already spoken with the Mother Superior and I’ll explain everything to you in the carriage.”
 I stood, staring at her.
 “Go, quickly,” she urged.
 I untethered my feet from where they stuck to the floor, mindlessly marching my body back to my room. 
 “Rae, are you alright?” Annalee gingerly pulled me to a stop.
 My brow furrowed, still trying to piece together what was happening. “I think so. Would you come with me?”
 She looped her arm through mine as we continued to my room. I retrieved my travel bag and began stuffing my few possessions into it. 
 “The Dowager Countess is taking me to the palace,” I finally told her.
 “That’s amazing,” she smiled. “What will you do there?”
 “I’m not sure yet, but the palace isn’t far, so I hope that we’ll be able to visit occasionally.”
 “Of course. Are you sure you haven’t received a blessing from the Everlasting?” 
 If she only knew. I bit my cheek before saying, “Maybe so, but I don’t have any silver runes to accompany it.” 
 Yet.
 “Life at court, though. It’ll be exciting for you. You’ll have to tell me all about it.”
 With my bag packed, I had only one thing left. 
 “I’ll miss you,” I said as I hugged Annalee.
 Outside, Claira’s carriage awaited me at the bottom of the cathedral steps. Two dappled stallions impatiently stamped their hooves before the glossy black carriage. Small flags bearing the royal insignia danced on the breeze. The footman took my small traveling bag before he ushered me into the coach. I sat on the small bench across from Claira. She shook her head when I opened my mouth to speak. 
 I sighed and stared through the window. The rougher roads kept our pace slow as my feet feverishly tapped a rhythm on the floor that matched the uneven cobblestones of the lower city. The residents on the streets tried to catch a glimpse of the coach that was desperately out of place. How long had it been since one of the royals ventured to the lower city? Once the carriage sped up on smoother roads, she spoke under the cover of the staccato gallop of horse hooves.
 “I apologize for my unexpected arrival this morning and the shroud of mystery. After what happened last night, I knew you would be in danger if left alone in this city. I do not intend to have any peril befall you.”
 “Last night?” My eyes grew wide. How could she possibly know?
 She leaned forward, a glimmer of crazed enthusiasm flickered in her eyes. “What did you feel as you passed the alley? How did you know His dark servant hid in the shadows?”
 “I didn’t know anyone was there. A sound crept from the alley, followed by a strong draw on my magic like it wanted to defend me. Why?” Her expression and questions provoked manic fear within me.
 “I followed you from a distance to ensure you returned safely to the convent. There is nothing in this city that I fear. Or rather, few would trifle with me when Soren and a few of the Sunpriests accompany me. When I saw your magic, I knew that I needed to bring you to the palace with me. But it is not just about that. The Demon King’s dark power triggered the defensive reaction of your magic. Your skills and abilities would help me find who secretly supports Him at court. Being in the presence of someone under his influence would elicit the same reaction.”
 “So, you want me to live in the palace and hope my magic flares in the middle of the court?”
 “Maybe not as dramatic as that, but yes. Just remain inconspicuous and do not draw too much attention in court, and I will get you as close enough to as many of the royals as possible.”
 “I have no way to afford to live in the palace. Won’t it be out of place for me to show up at court and begin socializing with them?”
 “Not at all. I will present you as my niece. You are about the age for your debut. I already have accommodations for you in my apartment. Consider your defense against the Demon King your payment. But you must not openly speak of why you are in court. Such talk is never openly discussed and secrecy should be used to our advantage.”
 Silence settled between us. 
 I’d gone from being homeless to living in the palace in a matter of minutes. At least this would save me from scraping by in the lower city. “You think He has supporters in the palace?” I finally asked.
 She nodded, her expression grim. 
 Moyra hadn’t prepared me for a life in court. Or to search for secret heretics. Claira only wanted me because she thought I was promised to Aylesburg. Though maybe finding the culprit was secondary if I was in as much danger as she suspected. 
 The coach wound through the city before abruptly stopping before a wrought iron gate secured across the long, inclining road ahead. No houses or shoppes lined it, but three palace guards barred the path. They spoke to the driver before granting us passage. Once we passed through the gate, the sloped road wove along the rock. Green trees blurred from the increased speed afforded by the smoothly laid cobbles. Through the branches on my left, the upper city comfortably sprawled in the shadow of the palace. But my breath caught as I spied the glittering ripples of the sea peeking through the foliage on my right. I hadn’t realized how high up the thundering hooves of the stallions carried me.
 We stopped with a lurch before a long, wide staircase. 
 Claira grabbed my hand before the door opened. “Watch everyone. The threat could be anywhere.”
 Her words made me shutter. The footman opened the door and helped me out after Claira. He handed my travel bag to me as I stepped down from the coach. With my feet on the ground, my eyes lifted to the sky. The massive stone palace tickled the clouds. Tall arched windows reached up from the lower floors to hold the carved friezes belting the perimeter. Balconied windows poked out to overlook the city or sea. Columns accentuated the height, rising from the ground to support the mansard roof towering overhead. Flowering vines wove up the walls, raining down pastel petals like snow. My neck ached as I counted the stories.
 “Good morning, Countess.” 
 I spun to see a cheerful servant addressing Claira. She had a creamy complexion, her pale skin dappled with freckles, and warm hazel eyes peeked out from under a fringe of side-swept bangs. Something about her seemed familiar. 
 “Will you see that my niece gets settled? I have something to attend to but I will be up to retrieve her for court.”
 She bowed to Claira before Claira disappeared down a garden path. The servant approached me with a smile.
 “Good morning, milady.”
 My eyes widened as my jaw dropped. Even through the fog of apple wine, I recognized her from my first night in the tavern. She winked at me, placing a finger to her lips. “I’m Brighton. I’ll be escorting you to the Dowager Countess’ apartment. I’ll have your belongings brought up shortly.”
 “I’m afraid this is it, Brighton,” I gestured to my bag.
 “You travel light. I like that. Right this way, milady.” Her nimble, trim figure gracefully swished as she walked through the corridors. Her auburn hair pulled back into a messy twist at the nape of her neck made her easy to find in the sea of brunette lady’s maids. She spouted off tidbits about the various rooms and paintings we passed as she led me down the main hall, up so many stairs that I lost my breath, and down a few corridors. 
 “The Dowager Countess’ apartment is on the south wing. Throughout the day, your room will have some of the best light. And views. You’ll be able to see the woods, the sea, and a bit of Aylesburg below,” she said as she opened the door to my chamber. On our walk through the corridors, I’d been itching to speak to her about the tavern. But speech left me as my eyes flitted through the large room. Everything in the chamber was bright and airy, from the ornate white furniture and luxurious pastel fabrics to the sunlight flowing through the sheer drapes. I begrudgingly dragged my attention away from my surroundings and spun to face her. But I didn’t know what to say to her.
 “You looked shocked to see me.” She smiled. “Whatever happens in the lower city is best kept there.”
 “I don’t understand.” I bit my lip. Which part was she talking about? That I’d seen her in the tavern? Or that she knew I was an elf? Or both?
 “We’re allowed to pursue our own leisure activities outside the palace. Some patrons throw around wild accusations after a pint too many.” 
 She would use my presence in the tavern, knowing I’m not a royal and an elf, for her own gains. “Why did you save me then if you’re going to dangle that over my head now?”
 She sighed and glanced over her shoulder. Leaning in, she whispered, “It’s no threat, milady. My mother’s mother was an elf. I’m sure you could imagine the trouble it would mean for us both if anyone found out there were elves in the palace.”
 I nodded. I certainly could. 
 “Will you be taking morning meal?” she asked as though our hushed conversation had never occurred.
 My appetite evaporated and my mind wrestled with the secret Brighton entrusted to me. Lost in thought, I hadn’t heard her question. “That would be lovely,” I said absentmindedly. 
 “You get settled and I’ll bring that up right away. While you wait, you’ll find parchment, quills, and an inkwell in the top drawer of the dressing table, should you have any correspondence to tend to. I’d be more than willing to deliver it within the palace or place it in the hands of a messenger, should it need to be delivered to the city.” She dipped into a quick curtsy before disappearing back through the apartment’s main room.
 I stood transfixed, staring out from the open windows, when Brighton returned a short time later. The palace’s western wing overlooked the city’s sprawl, but from my window in the south wing, the bells from the Sun Abbey sounded no louder than a whisper from here. 
 Brighton placed the tray on the small writing desk before sweeping to the wardrobe. “The Dowager Countess took the liberty to stock your wardrobe with a few dresses. Nothing fancy, but suitable while you get settled in,” she said over her shoulder as she selected a pale gray dress with dark blue trim. “To bring out your purple eyes. Just like the twilight sky for your first day at court. She insisted that you wouldn’t be too weary from your journey here, so you’re expected to accompany her. We must hurry; she doesn’t like being late.”
 My stomach tumbled again. First day at court? 
 I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but it hadn’t been mingling with royals upon my arrival.
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 “You are a vision, my dear.” Claira smiled as I met her in the main room of her apartment. I dipped into a curtsy, but she waved me off. “Preposterous. None of that formality is necessary with me.”
 “What will it be like this morning?” My voice quivered.
 “No need to be nervous. The King will allow his subjects to beseech him for his help, wisdom, and guidance. We offer our witness and support of the crown.”
 “So, stand and look pretty?”
 She laughed. “You will fit right in. We had better be off. I do not want to be relegated to the back of the throne room. It is more enjoyable when you can see and hear the dais. Afterwards, we will take midday meal in the parlors. There will be card games and entertainment as well. I will make a few introductions with those I think you will enjoy getting to know. Then you will join me for my carriage ride.”
 We entered the throne room from the main hall, passing between two royal guards just within the doors. We joined a small crowd gathered close to the stone dais that rose from the polished stone floor. Three ornate golden thrones sat in the middle, positioned to oversee the court proceedings. A banner draped the back wall with the same crimson crest on the guard uniforms.
 Claira gossiped animatedly with those around us while my eyes danced from the architecture to the gathering royals. The ceiling rose high above, the series of pointed arches forming the rib vault before dripping down into fluted columns. Thousands of leaded glass panes filled the space between the columns, creating a tessellating star pattern that refracted the light into a burst of rainbow colors. The lofty height of the room might have displayed the wealth of Aylesburg, but to me, it felt like a reminder of how small we each were. 
 The remaining space in the throne room was filled with the colorful dresses and morning coats. The gentlemen of the court stood on the right while the ladies congregated on the left. Cheeks perfectly rosy, lips rouged, and not a single hair was out of place. 
 Claira waved her fingers to a mortal with dark blonde hair a short distance behind us. “That is Lady Holland. Her father was recently bestowed the Barony of Penshaw, southwest of Aylesburg. Lacking the refinement of education, she has had difficulty adjusting to court.” 
 I could guess why. Holland’s pale face lacked the rosy powders and red rouge common in the sea of elegance around us. Her brown hair swept back from her face into a simple knot at the base of her neck. Unlike the glossy styles of gathered curls on top of the crown. She wore a simple dress devoid of flowery patterns and frivolous embellishments, with no jewelry or accessories. She didn’t look like them, so they ignored her.
 “I’ve never seen you in court,” said a saccharine voice beside me. I turned to meet a disapproving set of kohl-lined, brown eyes as the woman looked me up and down.
 “I’m the Countess’ niece. I arrived this morning,” I said, dropping my gaze to the floor.
 “That is painfully obvious. If you plan to survive the season at court, you’ll need to not stand out so much. With us all caged together for the season, it becomes dangerous for outsiders if they stumble in the court games we were born to win. But I trust that you’re smart enough not to be my opponent,” she whispered as she brushed her dark brown hair over her shoulder. 
 Oh, Goddess. I might be in over my head.
 A sharp elbow jabbed my ribs. I spun around to see Claira’s face taut in warning. She nodded to the front of the throne room as twenty mortal men filed onto the dais. The herald stepped forward to commence the session.
  “All hail, Princess Annora of Valence.” The members of court turned as the princess entered from a side door. Her pale green gown floated around her, the sheer sleeves swirled with gold threads that shimmered as vibrantly as the blonde hair that fell in waves to her hips. A tiara of golden peony flowers bloomed atop her head. From this distance, the flowers looked real, not hammered from precious metal. Whispers drifted from the courtiers as she took her place on the dais. 
 “She’s hiding behind her piety, denying the suitable marriage arrangement with Prince Taiden from Camden.” 
 “I heard she was forced to refuse him because the Vasl coffers are empty. No respectable kingdom would agree to a match without a dowry.”
 “Good for her. Both she and her brother have been too pampered their entire lives to settle for someone from Camden.”
 “All hail, Crown Prince Anakletos of Valence,” the herald continued. 
 The prince entered through the same side door. Whispers about the princess hushed as he stepped up to the dais. The blue of his gold-trimmed coat matched the blue stones in his gold crown, which sat slightly askew. He wore dark brown leather boots that rose to his knees, scrunching the cream material of his pants as he walked. My eyes narrowed on his golden hair and sapphire blue eyes.
 Zaden?
 I inhaled, but no air reached my lungs. My cheeks flushed as the throne room spun around me, the temperature bordering on suffocation. I reached out to Claira’s arm as my knees weakened and promised to give out. I needed to get out. To feel cool air on my face. 
 Claira’s eyes widened and her lips pulled into a thin, disapproving line. I withdrew my hand as the chiffon and lace of the courtiers crowded around me, squeezing me in. Clearly, I wasn’t going anywhere. 
 “All hail for His Majesty, Lord of House Vasl, Ruler of the Summerlands, Sovereign of Valence, King Rhutt, First of his Name, Defender of the Mortal Kingdom, Vanquisher of our Elven Oppressors.”
 My stomach soured and I swallowed a scoff. Vanquisher. As though the elves actively sought to subjugate the mortals. I attempted to mask my disdain. Not like it mattered because no one’s eyes were on me.
 The King stepped up on the dais, taking his place on the center throne. He was a tall mortal with a fit build despite his age. His dark shoulder-length hair, lightened with silver, spilled from his fur-lined gold crown. The beard blanketing his lower face and dangling a few inches off his chin was primarily white. He wore a delicate white dress tunic trimmed in shimmering gold cords over top of black linen pants.
 More whispers twirled around the room:
 “Lady Cambree overheard from the King’s secretary that the Vasl house doesn’t have two gold coins to rub together.”
 “That’s what Lady Lenya said, but the question is, what will he do about it? If he can’t keep the city fed and the guards paid, how long until his brother, Prince Rohen, decides he could do a better job?”
 “Prince Rohen didn’t marry Fiora just for her beauty. They have so much money they eat gold-crusted lamb chops each night. Imagine what a well-funded crown would do for Aylesburg.”
 “Don’t give up on King Rhutt yet. He plans to open trade with the elves again. That’ll increase revenues. And line his pockets as he gouges them with tariffs. Their delegation is already en route to Aylesburg.”
 “That’s what Korbin said. And the captain of the palace guard would know.”
 I gasped as a shudder violently ran up my spine, earning me a sharp glare from Claira. Momentarily forgetting where I was, I stumbled back a step and promptly bumped into the ladies behind us. Others around us turned to stare at me.
 The elves were coming to Aylesburg.
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 Chapter 14
 The herald called forth one constituent at a time and read off their disputes or requests for aid to the court. Royal guards escorted them to the dais steps, where they explained their predicaments to the King. A small flurry of servants buzzed around the dais, providing glasses of honeywine, fluffed pillows to Annora, and any other whim requested by the King and his heirs. 
 I did my best to keep my eyes trained to the back of the guard’s head, staring at the color and fall of his hair as though I was committing it to memory. When I dared a glance at Zaden, he sat with one elbow resting on the arm of the chair and his hand neatly tucked under his chin. But not out of disrespect or boredom. In fact, he seemed to be listening more intently than the King.
 My tummy fluttered with butterflies. I wasn’t ready to acknowledge that Zaden was the Crown Prince. Not only did I know him, but I enjoyed the times we’d spent together. A smile crept over my lips as I thought of sharing coffee with him, but I quickly dropped it and my gaze in an effort to pretend he no longer interested me. It was a struggle. Between the rumor of elves and the truth about Zaden, I felt the once lofty ceilings had collapsed on me. Whatever boredom I schooled my face into was at war with each shaky breath I choked down. At least the longer we were forced to stand, the easier it became as my focus shifted to the throb of my feet.
 As the kaleidoscope of colors from the windows shifted, my knees screamed from inactivity. During the monologue from a farmer beseeching the King to lower the permit cost for the lower city market, the weight of Zaden’s gaze became unbearable. I stood straighter, relaxed my shoulders, and allowed my eyes to drift to the dais. 
 He was looking at me, his eyebrows arching upward slightly, the only reaction he conceded to surprise. My breath snagged and my heart skipped a beat. I forced myself to return my attention to the farmer, whose story my ears no longer heard. It wasn’t until two petitions later—a dispute over the excessive increase in payment to a landlord—that I could focus on something other than the Prince. 
 After enduring the remaining grievances, the King and those on the dais rose and exited the side door while the rest of the court filed out the main entrance. I kept my chin forward, refusing to let him catch my eye for fear that he would read the conflicting emotions on my face.
 “Now, for refreshments,” Claira said as we meandered to the parlor down the main hall. “Today’s session rang longer than most, and I am famished. I hope they have the salted cured meat I enjoy.” She led us to a long room filled with tables and chairs, with musical instruments scattered throughout. The parlor was like a vast, furnished hall that could be closed off into more intimate rooms. At regular intervals, doors interrupted the flow of the massive hall, though they were currently thrown open in welcome. The sounds of talking and gentle laughter greeted us. 
 “There will be a lot of faces to meet today,” she said. “By no means will you be expected to remember them all. There is no need to be nervous.”
 “How could you tell?” I asked as my brow wrinkled.
 “Because I know you well, my dear. And because your hands are shaking.”
 I frowned. How could Claira know me when we’d only just met? Maybe she felt she knew me well from her dreams. 
 “Lady Cambree, I am delighted to introduce my niece from my brother’s side of the family, Raena Vondila.” Claira’s words interrupted my thoughts as she guided us to a cluster of ladies. “Her father thought she was long overdue for a visit to Aylesburg, and I had to agree.” 
 “And what brings you to the capital, Lady Raena?” Lady Cambree asked. Her straight, chestnut hair draped over her porcelain face. Thin, wire-framed glasses perched upon her perfectly sloped nose. Brown eyes sparkled between the laughter lines etched onto her skin from her decades of smiles. 
 “The same thing that brings all the young ladies; the search for a fine husband in her court debut,” Claira whispered to the woman. A chorus of polite laughter rang from their little gaggle. My cheeks stained pink and I tugged on my sleeve. Today was the start of my test to determine which suitors I’d play charades with. The match-making gears began to grind in their minds while they studied me from the crown of my head to my slippered toes. I fought to keep my posture straight and chin up. Hopefully, my work as the Everlasting would be easier than the fires of their scrutiny.
 “With a beautiful face like yours and eyes equally stunning, I daresay I hear the Abbey bells tolling for your blissful union already.” Lady Cambree smiled as she caressed my cheek. “Have you found Aylesburg to your liking so far?”
 “My initial welcome was colder than I expected,” I said.
 “She is a free spirit, like her father,” Claira quickly added. “Her carriage arrived two days early, and rather than coming straight to the palace, she decided to stay in one of the taverns in the lower city.” 
 The women gasped in unison as though it was a well-rehearsed reaction to be called forth on cue.
 “A lot can be learned from the treatment of the less fortunate,” I said.
 “How unconventional. You sound like one of those Order of Night sisters or that red priestess the servants drone on about. Enlighten us. What is your appraisal of the lower city?” Lady Cambree asked.
 Before I could speak, Claira placed her hand on my forearm. “It is best we leave the politics to the gentlemen. What is important is that she’s here now.” She smiled to the other ladies. “If you will excuse us, Raena nearly fainted during court, no doubt peckish after her travels.” 
 Was there anything Claira couldn’t explain away?
 She guided me further into the window-lined room. The midday sunlight danced through the sheer curtains over a long table piled with savory and sweet food while servants brought in small trays for tea service. 
 “Any hint of darkness yet?” Claira asked.
 I shook my head. “Nothing.” 
 She handed me a small plate, filling it with small pies, cured meats, hard cheeses, and sugared fruits. We wove between tables with riveting games that drew gatherings of onlookers throwing down coins and cards. On the other side of the parlor, a blonde-haired lady played a whimsical tune on the harpsichord. All around me, hands balanced small plates or teacups as royals engaged each other in conversation.
 My gaze followed the lady that spoke to me at court as she wove throughout the hall. Claira caught my eye and shook her head. “Lady Izzabelli is an outspoken religious radical willing to do whatever necessary to get her way. It is best to keep your distance from her.” Her words were hardly loud enough for anyone to overhear, so her expression communicated the rest: watch her. 
 Claira and I meandered to a small table in the corner, catching the attention of a nearby servant to request tea. “For selecting a simple gray ensemble, you are carrying yourself well, Raena,” she said as she turned back to me. 
 I took a deep breath as my eyes trailed down the front of my dress. Brighton may have selected this shade of gray to comfort me, to ease me into life at court. It was plain in comparison to the other gowns. I’d never paid attention to my appearance, except for how I arranged my hair to cover my ears here in Aylesburg. After this morning, I became innately aware of how out of place I was as a magic-wielding elf and a courtier.
 “I’m glad I’m convincing enough. It’s still a little surreal to think I’m here,” I laughed nervously as our tea arrived.
 “Lady Holland, join us,” Claira waved over the young courtier with shoulder-length dark blonde hair, a heart-shaped face, and golden-brown eyes. “This is my niece, Lady Raena. She just arrived at the palace.”
 “Lady Raena.” She smiled, the beauty mark near her eye folding into a crinkle as she sat next to me. “I am so honored to meet you and make your acquaintance. It’s wonderful that you were able to visit the palace. I only just arrived to court this spring, and the Dowager Countess ensured I settled in well. She’s been a blessing, but I’m sure you already knew that since you’ve known her your whole life.” 
 An eruption of laughter came from a group of ladies on the other side of the parlor. Their gathering parted to reveal the appearance of a man draped with a dark green cloak snaking through their midst. At his arrival, Claira hastily set her teacup down and stood. “If you will excuse me, my dear. I have to attend to some business. Lady Holland, would you be so kind as to ensure that Raena makes it to the stables in time to accompany me in my coach? I do not want her to get lost in the corridors.”
 “It would be my honor, Your Grace. I’ll make sure she’s well looked after in your absence.” Holland smiled. 
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 After spending the rest of the morning weaving through the parlor with Holland, she escorted me to find Claira at the stables. I wondered how she strung together so many words into a sentence in a single breath. Her rambling might have exhausted me any other day, but it had been a welcome distraction today. 
 Spring was waning quickly into summer, and the sticky air clung to me as we descended the exterior stairs to the stable yard. This would be my first summer in the heat. Snowspire warmed, but not to the point of melting me like it was in Aylesburg. 
 After Claira departed from the parlor, the courtiers whispered about how much the Dowager Countess enjoyed her daily rides through the upper city. They found it strange that she’d somehow grown bored with court and needed to seek entertainment from the lesser nobles. They didn’t know that the carriage’s first, and sometimes only, stop was at the side garden of the Sun Abbey. 
 I also caught the whispers that followed me. Curiosity spiked with some courtiers because Claira had never mentioned a niece before. The gentlemen liked my smile while the ladies envied my hair. But all the whispers tumbled from my mind as the coach lurched to a halt outside the Sun Abbey.
 Claira accepted the help from her coachman as she stepped down. I impatiently waved him off so I could jump out after her. We strolled through the garden path before entering the side door to her red office. Our crimson ensembles awaited us. We quickly put them on.
 Claira had me dressed in crimson robes similar to hers, if a bit longer, and they weren’t much different from the gray robes I used to wear. Only my chin, neck, and hands were visible. My trembling fingers struggled to affix the veil to my hair. 
 “Breathe, my dear. There is no need to feed your anxiety,” Claira said as she adjusted the veil that covered most of my face. It fluttered as I huffed out a calming sigh. 
 I repressed the guilt that promised to consume me as the heavy material weighed down on me, focusing instead on the way the gold-embroidered sun on the tips of my dainty, red velvet slippers shimmered when I wiggled my toes. I hoped that my actions today would honor the sacrifice in Moonbridge.
 “Now, for the finishing touch.” She walked to her desk for a thin, black satin box, opened it, and presented it to me. My brows scrunched together as I stared at the sun halo crown made of gold and rubies. She placed it on my head so the weight of it sat behind my ears while the halo of sun rays hovered above the top of my head with studded rubies radiating outward. A large ruby rested on the center of my forehead with two tiers of gold chains with teardrop-shaped rubies resting on top of the veil.
 Claira ushered me from her office through the quiet Sun Abbey. “Before you are presented to the faithful, we must all receive the gift of our belief. You can bestow us with a sliver of divinity through your blood, but you must give it willingly. I hope that you deem us worthy of such an offering. For us and for Aylesburg.”
 I nodded. Words failed me as my dry tongue clung to the roof of my mouth.
 “What a glorious day we will not soon forget,” she smiled.
 Under the mosaic dome, twenty Sunpriests awaited. Claira led me to the podium, upon which sat a book of runes, a small gold bowl, a length of fabric, and a dagger. My hands trembled.
 “Today, we welcome the Everlasting,” she started. They all bowed to me. “It is a joyous day indeed. She will be marked with her first rune while the rest of us receive the rune of conviction.”
 She turned to me, taking my hand in hers. “This might hurt,” she whispered as she ran the dagger across my palm. As the sharp pain slashed my skin open, I ground my teeth to stifle my shriek. She squeezed my hand over the gold bowl, eliciting a gasp from me as she scrunched the cut like wringing water from a cloth. The slashing blood sang in the bowl, resonating throughout the empty Sun Abbey. My stomach churned. I closed my eyes, drawing in steadying breaths. But they did nothing to help. I swayed before placing my other hand on the podium. 
 She tied the fabric around my bleeding hand, tightly knotting it. “Open your eyes, my dear.” 
 I opened them enough to see the crimson veil move as I sucked down a breath.
 “This one is for you. It will grant you the ability to connect to their souls.” She pointed to the rune on the page. “The Divine will grant you what you seek through the blood of the Everlasting. Using your blood, paint the rune on your wrist and recite the words of the invocation.”
  I dipped my finger into the bowl, focusing on the rune and words instead of the warm blood. On the inside of my left wrist, I drew a crescent moon with a four-pointed star in the middle. The words were from a language I hadn’t heard before. Claira whispered them so I could repeat them aloud. I’d barely finished when the blood on my wrist burned into my skin, the red seared into a silver rune. I sucked in a breath. My eyes watered from the pain. If my right hand hadn’t sustained the cut, my fingernails would have dug deep into my palm as the edge of my vision blurred. 
 Claira spun the book around and drew the rune on the opposite page on her left wrist: a serpentine crossed by a diagonal line. She recited a different incantation without looking at the book, her words also in the unfamiliar language. Flipping the page, she then called forth the Sunpriests one by one. They each drew an angular spiral on the outside of their right arms.
 After those present were newly runed, Claira closed the book. A grin split across her face. “It is time to show Aylesburg that their faith has been rewarded,” she said as she pulled the hood over her head. The hooded Sunpriests proceeded through the doors, spilling sunlight and chatter from the square into the dim Abbey as they filed outside.
 I exhaled a deep breath which did nothing to loosen the vice within my chest. Claira stepped to face me, taking my hands in hers. “With your rune, you will not need to descend into the crowd. Step to the edge of the stairs, speak the incantation, and your magic will select those most deserving.” 
 Giving my hands a gentle squeeze, she stepped through the doors to address the square. 
 “Aylesburg, I present the answers to our prayers; the divine has sent us our Everlasting.” The slight buzzing in my ears made it difficult for me to hear the rest of her words.
 Then the doors pushed open again.
 It’s time.
 My insides quivered as I stood next to Claira, my veil tinting the square red. The midday sun burned bright and its heat settled on me like a down blanket. Sweat trickled down my back as I fought to stand tall with my shoulders relaxed. Or as relaxed as I could be with so many eyes staring up at me. 
 Whispers of excitement rolled over the crowd. Claira allowed the chatter for a moment before raising her hand, requesting their attention again. “It is an honor for her to grace Aylesburg with this blessing ceremony. Close your eyes, open your hearts for our Everlasting to hear the pleas of those who need her blessing.” 
 She nodded for me to step forward. My knees wobbled as I opened my hands, palms toward the gathered, and recited the incantation. My eyes blurred as the taste of magic, iron, and salt filled my mouth. 
 Had it worked?
 Claira stepped next to me. I could hear her voice but not her words. Strong arms scooped me up. The world spun as the bright sunlight forced my eyes closed. I floated, gently swaying as someone carried me. Glimpses of the mosaic dome, snips of hushed conversations. Something cool settled on the back of my neck.
 I gasped, blinking my eyes open, the smell of blood in my nose. As my blurry vision returned to focus, I saw I was back in Claira’s office, draped across the settee. Pushing up to my elbows rewarded me with a wave of nausea.
 “Not so fast, my dear.” 
 I heard the rustle of fabric, and within a heartbeat, Claira knelt beside me. She was no longer wearing her crimson robes. Neither was I, I realized. “I fear I may have overtaxed you. You have lost a bit of blood. But at least we could collect your chosen and bring you back within the Sun Abbey before you passed out. How do you feel?”
 “Dizzy and my head hurts.” I winced as I finally managed to sit upright. My eyebrow raised as I met the stare of one of the Sunpreists from over Claira’s shoulder. His hood had fallen back, so his pale, bald head gleamed under the candlelight. He sat in a chair across from where I was draped on the settee. “Who are you?”
 “This is Soren. He caught you before you fell down the stairs and brought you back here so we could clean you up.” She held my chin in her hand and studied my face. “Your poor nose. Brighton should be able to keep your robes from staining.”
 Soren? My brow puckered. I’d heard that name before, though the last time was among the darkened ruins of the forgotten temple.
 “You were looking for me that night in the ruins,” I whispered to him.
 His eyes narrowed. “So you were there. Where did you hide?”
 I shrugged as I began unwinding the material from my hand. My palm fully healed in less than an hour, so I no longer required the bandage. 
 “I suppose it doesn’t matter since she found you anyway,” he grumbled under his breath, then followed it up with a low, mocking bow. “It’s pleasant to meet you, Raena. Since you are no longer in danger of fainting or bleeding on my robes, I must return to my duties.” 
 Claira patted my shoulder. “And we must return to the palace now, my dear.”
 I raised my hand to wave to Soren. The silver on my wrist caught the light of the fire. I sat, transfixed, as I ran my fingers over it. I didn’t feel any different now that my vision had stopped spinning and my stomach had settled. I wondered if the Goddess knew I was attempting to amplify my connection to Her. As the Everlasting, She must be aware of me. Since she’d already blessed me, maybe the rune simply didn’t make a noticeable difference. I just hoped the Goddess had not forsaken those in Aylesburg beseeching Her aid. 
 Or that She’d abandon me.
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 Chapter 15
 The dining room was as vast of a hall as the throne room. Though the ceilings weren’t as high, it wasn’t any less magnificent. More pointed arched and leaded glass panes captured the final rays of sunlight as servants brought to life the candles in golden candelabras. Two long tables draped in white cloth spanned the room. Claira and I were shown to our seats, nestled between Lady Cambree on Claira’s right and some duke on my left. He’d introduced himself, but my head throbbed with such intensity I’d already forgotten it. I was vaguely aware that Lady Izzabelli was seated across from me.
 “The senior royals and council members are dining in the King’s private dining room, so our dinner company is rambunctious this evening,” Claira whispered over the top of her wine glass. Indeed, conversations often dissolved into fits of laughter, the free-flowing honeywine loosening the restraint on the otherwise stuffy aristocrats. After taxing my magic at the Sun Abbey without sufficient rest, the periphery of my vision began to blur. “Please excuse me,” I whispered to Claira as I pushed back from the table.
 “You look unwell, my dear. Shall I return with you?”
 “That won’t be necessary. I just need to rest.” I felt confident enough in my ability to navigate through the corridors. I didn’t need to drag her from the conversation she was enjoying.
 I skirted the hall outside the dim, empty parlor when a firm hand gripped my wrist and spun me around. Gasping, I came nose to nose with him. The one I’d tried to keep out of my mind. Zaden. 
 He quickly pulled me into the parlor. Candles danced to unheard music in the otherwise empty room, and I was no longer sure whether my head was spinning from my headache or from his touch.
 “Your Highness,” I lowered into a weak curtsy as he closed the door behind us.
 “No, Raena, please. Not from you.” He stepped before me, close enough that we shared the same breath, and took my hands in his. “I should have told you sooner. Our paths crossed in the city purely coincidentally. When my days grow monotonous, I wander through Aylesburg for a change of scenery. Please know that I didn’t intend to deceive you. I hope you won’t hold it against me for keeping this from you.”
 I could see the sorrow on his face. Whether it was the sincerity of his words or the way my skin tingled from his closeness, I believed him. Besides, Goddess knew I should be the last to judge him since I had withheld my identity—and still did.
 “How could I, when you’ve been so wonderful, and I’ve enjoyed the moments we’ve shared…Anakletos, is it?” A giggle tickled the back of my throat. 
 He huffed a sigh. “It’s a family name and I loathe it. At least my mother insisted on something sensible for my second name.”
 “That’s something I understand. I wasn’t born as Raena, but this is who I’ve been for so long, my given name sounds foreign to me.”
 “My lady of mystery, you continue to surprise me. I promise, no other secrets. From here on out, I’m just your normal prince.”
 “I don’t think there’s anything normal about you. I, on the other hand, am…”
 “Far from ordinary.” His eyes danced in the gentle glow of the candles, his thumbs tracing mindless circles on the back of my hands. 
 My heartbeat took off like it was in a race. “I should be going. I don’t want to worry the Dowager Countess if she comes looking and can’t find me.” 
 He leaned in, his nose brushing my cheek. “Meet me tomorrow tonight?”
 I held my breath, reigning in my desire to reach up and touch him, as I asked, “After evening bells?”
 He smiled. “There’s a small garden of evening primrose and moonflowers. I’ll look for you there.”
 I nodded and pulled myself away from him with an antagonizing effort. For the few moments I’d been in his arms, I hadn’t noticed the roaring ache in my temples. I smiled as I returned to my chamber. 
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 Chapter 16
 After morning meal, Claira whisked me away in her carriage. “We’re returning to the Sun Abbey again so soon?” I asked as the trees and buildings passed by the window in a blur.
 “Yes, there is always work to be done,” she confirmed but offered no other details.
 When we arrived through the garden door, the chants of the Sunpriests’ morning prayers drifted from the Abbey down the hall. Their haunting melodies ensnared me, calling me toward them, step by step.
 I gasped in shock when Claira grabbed my arm.
 “They prefer not to be disturbed,” she explained. I followed her into the office. The desk had been cleared of its usual stacks of parchments and books. Instead, tidy rows of black candles spanned the surface. Claira gathered a handful of items, but my eye landed on the silver bowl she held.
 “What’s all this for?” I finally managed to ask.
 She laid all the items, including her book, on the table in the sitting area before she sat, motioning me to join her. “Today’s task will take many sessions to complete. To bring those we reach back into faith, we need to feed that fire when they are not huddled in the square.”
 “Hence all the candles.”
 “But not just any candles. Ones marked with a rune from the Everlasting.”
 Claira flipped through the book, stopping on the page depicting a vertical line with an arching serpentine curve extending from the midpoint. The precisely measured ingredients filled the silver bowl. With a smile, her eyes lifted to meet mine.
 “A proper lady of the court has no need to carry a weapon on her, but since you have not been formally declared, your error shall be forgiven. Your dagger.” She held her hand out. 
 My cheeks flushed in embarrassment as I gathered the material of my dress to retrieve the blade from its sheath. I’d taken great effort to ensure the skirts hid its silhouette but somehow, she knew I had it anyway. I placed it in her waiting palm.
 “And now your hand.” 
 I didn’t attempt to hide my anxiety. With my eyes pinched closed, Claira ran the blade over my palm. The sharp pain sucked the breath from my lungs. The sound of each drop falling into the bowl turned my stomach. I don’t think I’ll ever acclimate to these rituals. “I know it hurts, but this is for the good of Alyesburg,” Claira said softly. I lost track of time but at some point, a strip of light material swathed my hand. “All finished. You can open your eyes, my dear.”
 I inhaled deeply, slowly peeling back my eyes. After a few moments, the world stopped spinning around me and I could stand up. Once on my feet, Claira sat me at the desk before the rows of candles.
 “Why black? I would have expected red,” I asked.
 “When lit, it represents the light in the night, and thus easier for their prayers to be heard,” Claira smiled. “Now, this is the rune, and with that, you have all you require to begin.” She placed a parchment scrap in my hand. The rune, a variation on a six-pointed star, looked deceptively easy to recreate.
 Once I began, I learned it required more concentration to recreate than expected. Claira and the office around me vanished from my periphery. 
 Soon the pad of my finger rubbed raw. I winced, wanting to whine or insist on taking a break. But, I pressed on, knowing this would help others.
 The deafening midday bells jerked me out of my thoughts just as I finished the final candle.
 “Quickly, we need to return to the palace,” Claira urged. “I lost track of how long we have been here and now you may not have adequate time to get ready.” She started for the carriage as quickly as she could, without running. I trailed a few steps behind her.
 “Get ready? For what?” 
 She spun to face me, eyes wide. “Your presentation.”
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 Thank the Goddess for Brighton. She prepared everything for our return and had me cleaned and presentable faster than I imagined. Not without a few muttered grumbles about how more time would have been her preference. Her brow furrowed in concentration, detangling hair and sending clouds of powder around me. She helped me step into sapphire blue slippers and ushered me from the chamber.
 Claira awaited me in the sitting room. Her eyes quickly surveyed me, head to toe, before giving Brighton a satisfied nod.
 “Do your best to impress them. Now, to the parlors.” She guided me through the apartment door. Once it latched closed behind me, I grabbed fistfuls of light blue silk and chiffon to scurry down the halls.
 My feet landed on the floor and I released my gown in a billow of fabric. It swished in ripples with each step. A short line of soon-to-be ladies down the hall waited before closed doors. I made it to the right place, but had I made it in time?
 The doors opened before I reached the others. A well-dressed butler stepped out.
 “Lady Raena Vondila,” he called.
 I scurried the final length. “Present.”
 A few ladies gasped at my harried arrival. But I’d rather walk the hall too quickly than be late for whatever awaited me behind the doors. It had been important to Claira that I be here, so I didn’t want to disappoint her.
 “This way, Miss,” the butler said, raising his eyebrow. With a sweep of his arm, he led me into the parlor and introduced me to five stoic ladies of the court. I’m not sure what I expected my presentation would entail, but it certainly hadn’t been this.
 Everything in the parlor had been artfully arranged. Six upholstered chairs gathered around one low table and six porcelain teacups with a teapot sat on a silver tray. Soft music floated from the pianoforte from the other side of the room.
 Remembering my instruction from Claira, I dipped into a low curtsy.
 “Lady Raena,” one of the ladies began. “Please, sit and join us for tea.”
 “I’d be delighted.” I sat in the vacant chair. My knees pressed together and ankles gracefully crossed and swept to the side. Of course, the boning of my corset didn’t allow for anything less than perfect posture.
 “If you’d please,” the lady closest to me motioned to the tea service.
 I reached for the teapot, shocked to see a slight tremor in my hands. It’s just tea, I reassured myself. I managed to fill and deliver all six cups without incident.
 “Tell us, Lady Raena, what leisure activities do you enjoy?”
 “I enjoy reading. And occasionally gardening,” I replied.
 They continued asking an odd assortment of questions I hoped I answered correctly. Their faces gave away nothing. Probably on purpose since this was a test. But what kind?
 “Thank you, Lady Raena. You may go.”
 “I appreciate your hospitality,” I smiled, dipping into another curtsy. As I straightened, I couldn’t stop the words that tumbled from my lips. “Are you matchmakers?”
 The ladies blinked at me as a hush blanketed the parlor. On the other side of the room, the music halted. Heat flashed through me as I flushed with embarrassment. My curiosity got the best of me and now I wished I’d held my tongue. 
 “Matchmakers!” one exclaimed with a laugh. The remaining four joined her. Now I was the one gaping at them.
 When their laughter ceased, she explained. “No, we are not matchmakers. We simply ensure that every lady is ready for the life ahead. In court and beyond. Marriage to any suitor comes with the demands of their title. From the lowest baron to any king, a lady must know how to conduct herself. We ensure that those presented to the court are ready. There have been a few today that require additional refinement.”
 “And will I?” I’d already crossed the line. Why not ask what I wanted to know?
 “It is evident that you weren’t brought up with the court in mind. But with guidance from the Dowager Countess, we do not doubt that you’ll shine this season.”
  I nodded. “Thank you again.” Spinning on my heel, I left as gracefully as possible. 
 A smile lit up my face as I made my way to the apartment. Their assessment made me proud as an orphan raised in a convent.
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 Chapter 17
 Claira welcomed the opportunity to provide that guidance in preparation for my court debut. She promised to dedicate a couple mornings throughout the week to teaching me heraldry, surnames of royals and the proper way to address them, as well as dining etiquette and perfecting a royal curtsy. 
 For the first lesson, Claira insisted that I begin with the most used and fundamental skill of walking. Turning my years of studying the scriptures in Snowspire into a different exercise entirely, she stacked two books on top of my head. 
 “Imagine you have the grace of a princess,” she said as she demonstrated, her feet carrying her so effortlessly she looked to be gliding. “Or at least the grace befitting your heritage.” 
 I took a step, and the duology of books crashed to the floor. “I’m afraid I have the inherent grace of a puppy with feet three sizes too big,” 
 “Thank the Divine there will never be a crown upon your head, my dear. Lower your shoulders, straighten your spine, hold your head steady,” she reiterated for the tenth time. I huffed out a frustrated sigh. “Does this get any easier?”
 Her chocolate eyes met mine. “With time. As Everlasting, you should possess the grace of a goddess, especially when you are introduced to the King.”
 I frowned. “I have to go before the King? Are you sure I’ll be ready?”
 “Going before the King is part of your role, my dear. You will return faith to all of Aylesburg, including the King and his court. And I am certain you will be ready. The books are not solely for my entertainment.” She smiled, nodding to the scattered books on the floor. “Again.” 
 Claira remained unfazed as the books crashed to the floor, spending more time there than on my head. My blood smoldered with frustration. Any longer and I’d risk my magic manifesting unintentionally. 
 “That is enough for this morning. You can return the books to the shelf,” Claira finally said.
 “Thank the Goddess,” I muttered under my breath. Ironically, I did feel a little like I was gliding across the room without the weight on my head. Maybe there was something to this torture after all. Or it was just my imagination.
 A knock sounded on the chamber door as I replaced the books.
 “Lady Holland, lovely to see you,” Claira said.
 “Good morning, Countess. I came to collect Lady Raena for a walk before the day grows too hot. My mother used to say that it was the ultimate goal for a lady to have so few demands on her time that meandering through manicured hedges becomes the highlight of her days.”
 “It would be a good opportunity for you to practice walking.” Claira smiled at me. I scoffed at the way it sounded: practice walking, like I was a child.
 As we strolled through the garden, I was thankful Brighton had selected a chiffon dress this morning. I was less fond of the color, feeling as though the emerald green was jarring against my complexion and amethyst hair—especially in the sun, where my locks shimmered more purple than brown. 
 Holland had already embarked on another story, not even paying attention to my interjections of “Oh,” and “Interesting.” I attempted to steer topics, but she was an excellent solo conversationalist. As he told me about her carriage journey from Penshaw to Aylesburg, I took the opportunity to look for the evening primrose and moonflowers.
 “Are you looking for someone, Lady Raena?” she asked.
 I spun back to face her. “I apologize. I was told the palace has the finest evening primroses and moonflowers in all of Myrefall. I wanted to see for myself.”
 “Say no more! I’ll take you to them now. However, they aren’t much to look at with the sun up. We’ll have to walk the garden again in the evening sometime. My mother said I should walk at least twice a day, so I don’t end up outgrowing my gowns like the previous baroness. ‘Look what happened to her,’ she used to say. ‘You don’t want to end up like that.’”
 “You mentioned that this was your first time in the capital. How do you like Aylesburg so far?” I asked, thankful I’d been able to retain some of the many details she’d shared.
 She snorted as she laughed. “This is the first summer since my father became Baron, so it’s the first opportunity that I could be presented to the King. I like Penshaw, but I’ve lived there my whole life, so I’m overjoyed to live somewhere new and hope never to see Penshaw again.”
 “You don’t think that you’ll miss it?”
 “No, not when I want to be a duchess. Some ladies here think I’m a little too ambitious, but I have a plan.” She winked at me but said no more.
  “Why a duchess?” I prodded.
 “Before, I would have been elated to be matched with one of the royal guards. Have you met the captain of the royal guard yet? A match like that would have elevated my station. Even now, as the daughter of a baron, I could stand on a table in the dining room and scream at the top of my lungs, and no one would notice. As a duchess, people would know my name and see me. They would want to be near me. I don’t say that to earn your pity, just so you know I’ll do what it takes to get what I want.” 
 “Have you been introduced to any? There seem to be quite a few here at court.”
 Her smile turned into a grin. “No formal introductions yet, but there is one that I’m hoping to meet soon. Your evening meal companion, Duke Reston.”
 “Then leave the introductions to me. I was unwell last night, so I missed most of the meal. I can get an idea of what he enjoys tonight. Then you’d have conversation topics.”
 Holland’s mouth fell open and she froze mid-step. “Would you really?” 
 “Of course,” I smiled.
 Holland giddily squealed, and I couldn’t help the smile that tugged at the corner of my lips. As two outsiders, we fumbled our way through social protocols. Thankfully, I had Holland to navigate the complexities of court alongside. Since my participation would be my rouse for being in court, I could, at the very least, help someone the way Claira helped me. And despite the upheaval my life underwent since arriving in Aylesburg, maybe I have been able to find my footing in the mortal high society.
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 Chapter 18
 Claira gently placed her hand over my fingers, silencing the rhythmic tapping against the table. She threw me a disapproving sidelong stare before returning to her evening conversation with Lady Cambree.
 “It’s good that you’ve joined us this evening Lady Raena,” Lady Izzabelli said from across the table.
 “Though you’ve hardly eaten. Are you still unwell?” Duke Reston said from beside me. 
 “I feel fine, just not terribly hungry this evening,” I admitted.
 “It would be a shame if you didn’t at least try the pomegranate veal. However, the potatoes are delicious as well. Both are far superior to the pies served at the other end of the table.” He nodded in that direction. Following his gaze, I caught Holland in her simple blue dress, her dull brown hair dangling limply around her face as she peered longingly in my direction. While in the Sisterhood of Night, I’d been taught that no sister shall rise above the others, regardless of the Goddess’s gifts. It took me one meal in the palace to deduce that class lines here were set in stone. Fortune smiled on me. My association with the Countess allowed me to flit upon the high-ranking royals, granting me access to most of what the palace offered while others spent their lives scratching and clawing for a fraction of it. But I still had enough sense not to disregard the Duke. I stopped pushing my food around to appease him and ate a few bites.
 “Is that a plum glaze?” I asked.
 His brown eyes lit up in approval of my assessment, a dimple in his cheek appeared. “It is. Just the right amount of sweet, wouldn’t you agree?”
 I hummed my agreement. As I met his deep-brown eyes, I also had to agree with Holland: Duke Reston would be a fine match for any eligible lady here. His shoulder-length chestnut-brown hair was swept back, highlighting chiseled cheekbones and his smooth, tanned complexion. The gentle flicker of candlelight revealed three faint scars from his left cheek and down his neck.
 My cheeks blushed, realizing that my gaze lingered too long on him. I snapped my eyes across the table, meeting the inquisitive stare of Izzabelli.
 “How long have you been in Aylesburg?” I asked her, relieved at the opportunity to draw attention away from myself.
 She chuckled. “My family estate is one of the closest, so I’ve been in the city my entire life. But on this particular visit, I hope to gain an audience with the King to beseech his benevolence on a family matter.”
 “I hope that he does,” I replied.
 Duke Reston whispered, “It’s not likely. Her uncle’s family has been disgraced and stripped of their titles.”
 The whims of a single man held the futures of each of those in this palace. I thought of Rebekah’s story and twisted my lips. King Rhutt stripped her father of his title, which forced her into the Sisterhood of Night. 
 “I plan to stay until he has a change of heart, even if it takes strong persuasion,” Izzabelli said. “My family was dumped into the lower city. Do you have any idea what it’s like there? It’s filthy. The residents aren’t even mortals.” 
 My eyes widened. “Not mortal?”
 She leaned over her. “They are little more than the swine and cattle they tend to. And now the elves have sent this little prophet to rile them up.”
 I recoiled. “What do you mean?”
 “You don’t find it strange that she gives her blessings to lower city residents whose fortunes turn around within a few days? The elves are behind it, I’m certain of it. You can’t ever trust an elf. That’s why I must rescue my family from filth and poverty.” I wondered how many elves she’d actually met. Or what she would do if she found out she spoke to one across the table from her.
 “Those are coincidental incidents at best,” Duke Reston chimed in.
 “Doesn’t make the Everlasting any less of a menace.” She shrugged before chugging the rest of her honeywine. 
 Silence fell on us for a few moments.
 Feeling the need to change topics, I turned to the Duke and asked, “When you’re not in Aylesburg, how do you occupy your days, my lord?”
 “With the estates of Carran Hall, mostly. My mother graciously oversees the responsibilities while I’m in Aylesburg. She has the respect of the town and a love of the estate. My days are spent wrangling sheep or fending off the wolves when I’m there. Our lands are more populated by sheep than mortals, so I’m equally as skilled with the shears as I am a bow.”
 “Don’t let him be too humble,” Claira interjected from beside me. “He can best most of those present with his eyes closed. He’s won the royal hunt the last six years. Somehow, his arrows find only fourteen-point stags.”
 His gaze dropped to his plate, his cheeks staining pink as his fingers traced down his left cheek. “It was a skill borne from necessity,” he whispered, his words barely audible. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of,” I whispered back. “I’m sure those in your care are thankful for your protection of their lives and livelihood.”
 The corner of his mouth pulled upward. “Thank you, my lady.” 
 I eased the Duke back into a conversation he felt comfortable with. So he spoke of the different sheep, the variations in their wool, and how it was an honor to supply only the best to the King. 
 After the dessert course, the court was invited to the parlor for evening entertainment featuring a small traveling theater company set to perform an epic ballad. I clung to the fringe, taking a chair toward the back on the end of a row. Once everyone had taken their seats, the narrator stepped forward.
 “Long ago, when the gods walked among the creatures of our world, a clan of dragons lived in the north. They were large, flightless beasts with scales the hue of charcoal gray, set to prowl the lands on four legs. Two horns curled atop their heads, and long tails thrashed behind them. A sight to behold. Bound to roam on the ground, the dragons formed a clan, defying the solitary nature of their kind. They spent their days seeking gold and jewels, robbing what they could, burning down the houses of those who opposed them.”
 As he spoke, actors dressed in gray meandered around him, the gray tails of their costumes dragging behind.
 “Then, one day, a dragon was born among them with the gifts of wings and fire breath. Threatened by one so powerful, the clan cast the dragon out, banishing her to roam the lands alone. She should have been in her element, unburdened from the tethers of a clan. But because she was born into one and subsequently shunned from it, the life she could not have was the only life she desired.”
 As another actor joined, wearing a costume of floppy fabric wings, I slipped out of the chair, tiptoeing unnoticed out of the parlor toward the terrace.
 I shivered, the evening air cooler than it had been the last time I wandered Aylesburg at night. Thunder rumbled in the distance, the air heavy with the scent of earth and rain. Before I stepped off the terrace, I looked over my shoulder to ensure no one had followed me.
 My fuchsia gown swished as I set my course through the towering hedges to the garden Holland showed me earlier. The measured beat of my heart drumming in my ears set the cadence for my feet. The thump-thump drowned out the crickets and pixies. With each palpitation, it increased within me, and I skipped faster and faster until the blinking lights of the fireflies blurred into yellow streaks.
 Thump-thump.
 I rounded the corner, the scent of evening primrose and moonflowers heavy in my nose when I slammed into something solid. 
 Someone. 
 Strong arms wrapped around me to keep me from tumbling over as lightning shot through my veins.
 “Steady there, my lady.”
 I couldn’t help the sigh of relief at hearing Zaden’s voice in the dark any more than I could help the smile as a firefly illuminated his face. “Sorry,” I breathed, my gaze locking on his. “Your eyes,” he gasped.
 “My eyes?”
 “They twinkle like violet stars.” He stood transfixed, before he lowered his hands from my waist once he thought I was steady on my feet. “I’d hoped the weather would hold out. Would you like to walk with me while we still can?” 
 “I’d enjoy that.”
 He extended his hand to me. When I placed mine in his, he bowed to kiss it before wrapping my arm through his own. My heartbeat continued to drum within me, lighting a thousand sparks over my body as we strolled through the gardens.
 “When you asked me about helping others, how it would upend your life, I didn’t think it would lead you here. Though it doesn’t explain how you went from wandering the lower city indebted to the Sisterhood to gracing the palace halls,” he admitted.
 My head dropped. I hadn’t made it long in the palace without someone learning that I was an outsider.
  Zaden gently lifted my chin to meet my eyes. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I don’t need to know how or why, nor will I tell a soul. It was a pleasant surprise to see your beautiful face in court.”
 I should be concerned that I’d been easily discovered. But Zaden. Was there anyone as perfect?
 “Then I suppose it’s a reprisal for my surprise when I saw you on the dais,” I smiled.
 “Then we’re even.” He laughed. “And now that you’re in the palace, I hope we’re able to see more of each other. It would be a joy on the days of council meetings.”
 “Which aren’t always a delight?” I asked.
 “Hardly. The other advisors are panicking over an incoming delegation from the west.”
 Great Abyss, the rumors were true. The Hunters were coming to Aylesburg. I fought to keep my demeanor calm, forcing myself to relax. 
 “They’re panicking? It’s not like they’re thieves coming to rob Aylesburg,” I laughed. I hoped that pleading ignorance was the best reply.
 “No, not thieves. I don’t think they’d even receive permission to travel here. I rather like my fancy coats with shiny buttons and wouldn’t take too kindly to having them stolen. Especially when a certain pretty lady thinks so highly of them.” His eyes twinkled. “Most residents of Aylesburg wouldn’t welcome this group. The council anticipates that the common folk might feel the King has betrayed them by even entertaining the delegation.”
 “Then why risk upsetting the city for them?”
 “Monarch to monarch, it’d be a faux pas to deny them. Many on the council are reacting out of fear. Fear of the past, fear of this delegation.” He bit his lip as a heartbeat of silence fell between us.
  “But you disagree with reacting out of fear?” I asked him quietly.
 “I’d like to think that Myrefall could be better. And maybe that means extending a little kindness towards our enemies. It’s been years since we’ve met with them face to face. Our Kingdoms have been locked down against each other for so long, though our hatred runs generations deep. But if we could meet them, provided we both have good intentions, that could be the first step to bringing peace and prosperity to all of us.”
 “I didn’t take you to be such a dreamer. The idea you have for what we could be, that’s the kind of Myrefall that I’d like to live in.” He was sincere enough that I could forget that this envoy was searching for me. “What happens if they come here with different intentions?”
 “This group will be here at the behest of Queen Amalia and granted entry into Aylesburg as guests to our crown. I’m sure they’ll want to behave respectfully while in a city where residents are ready to spill their blood in the streets. But…if their intentions are malicious, we’d have to hope that those in charge advise the King in a way that wouldn’t escalate to war.”
 My stomach sank. Moyra had it all wrong. It wouldn’t be my name that brought war, but it’d be my presence. I had to hope Amalia didn’t desire something as drastic.
 “I can’t believe the Hunters are going to be here. When will they arrive?” My voice was so quiet I wasn’t sure he could hear me.
 “The Hunters? No, they aren’t coming, and to avoid hysteria, it might be best not to mention them at court. It’s just a diplomatic delegation, hopefully seeking to open borders for trading. They’ll arrive within the month and remain for a short time.” 
 My head swam as dizziness crept over me. It should have been a relief to hear Zaden say the Hunters wouldn’t be in Aylesburg. But something within my heart told me it was a ruse to gain access to the mortal city. That I hadn’t escaped their crosshairs. Fear, frustration, and worry swirled in my mind. I needed to regain control, but I was drowning in panic, ready to let it capsize me and pull me under. 
 Zaden’s delicate touch brushed my arm. Slowly, I pulled my gaze to meet his. “I feel as though I’ve upset you, Raena. I’m sorry to speak of somber topics.”
 “No, certainly not.” I smiled, hoping to imbue warmth into my voice even in the dark. As a “mortal,” I didn’t want to appear hysterical over a foreign delegation. He couldn’t possibly know they were here for me. I let the comfort of his touch guide me back to the shores of emotional stability as I pushed down everything else. I’d deal with that later. Quickly changing the subject, I asked, “In the event I have another sleepless night, is there anything as interesting as the temple ruins within these gardens?”
 “There are fountains and reflecting pools, a greenhouse, a horse-powered well, and a bridge over the lake. There are also two smaller well-kept temples dedicated to the old faith. But those are all better seen in the sun. I could show them to you on a night without an impending thunderstorm.”
 As though it had waited for his cue, the first raindrops landed on the greenery around us.
 “A storm like this one?” I laughed as a fat raindrop landed on my cheek. “I hope you know the fastest way back to the palace. I’m afraid I’ve gotten turned around in here.” 
 Untangling our arms, he grasped my hand. “We’ll have to run for it.” 
 But the storm had other plans. Twenty paces from the terrace, the skies above us opened up and a deluge soaked us both. I let go of his hand, stopping as the cold raindrops landed on me. Closing my eyes and tilting my head to the sky, I laughed.
 Zaden turned back for me. “What’s so funny?”
 I looked at him. The rain ran down his face just as it poured down mine. Tiny rivers meandered from my face and down the neckline of my gown, plastering my sheer sleeves against my arms.
 “I’ve never been caught in the rain before. I must look ridiculous,” I giggled.
 Brushing back the hair from the side of my face, he placed his hand on my cheek. “You’re beautiful and captivating, Raena, and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.” His thumb brushed across my lower lip, causing my breath to hitch. “May I kiss you now?”
 “Yes.” There wasn’t a moment of hesitation in my reply. Or his. The word had barely left my lips before his found them. His arm wrapped around my waist, drawing me closer. His lips were soft on mine and his kiss was gentle, sweet. His tongue lightly lingered on my lips before I parted mine, and I felt a thrill surge through me, the sensation maddening as it danced over my skin. He tasted like a spring breeze after a rain shower, refreshing and intoxicating. 
 A gentle moan rumbled in his throat, reverberating through every bone in my body. His hand on my waist was hot enough to melt through me, igniting a fire that began in my heart and settled low in my stomach. I shivered, the heat between us enough to turn the rain into steam.
 He kissed me with such desire like he couldn’t get enough of me. Every fiber of my body tingled, awakening something deep within me. That kindled passion threatened to consume me, and I happily let it. 
 Overcome with the desire to feel more of him pressed against me, I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him even deeper. It was as if time had stopped, the raindrops suspended mid-fall and the candles within the palace frozen in their glow. There was only us, only this moment.
 A bolt of lightning crashed overhead, charging the air around us with the taste and smell of metal. If not for the storm, I could be convinced that I’d wielded my magic. A gust of wind whirled around us, granting a reprieve from the rain.
 I wrapped an arm around him, pulling him closer because I needed more. My left hand grazed over his back as the fingers of my right hand threaded through his hair. It was silky, even in the rain, like golden threads. I’d taken flight or was free-falling from the side of a cliff. Wild, exhilarating, intoxicating. We were drowning in each other and I had no intention to surface for air.
 Then his lips released their hold on me. I languished in their absence. What had started softly had intensified between us as our lips clashed together. His breathing was just as ragged and wild as he pressed his forehead to mine. As I slowly blinked my eyes open, tiny purple sparkles of magic swirled around us before they winked out. But I quickly pushed that thought from my mind. Zaden hadn’t noticed, so I would draw his attention to the mystical raindrops I’d conjured.
 “We should return to the palace now. I think we’ve tempted this storm enough,” he whispered, his voice smoky and thick.
 We climbed the few stairs to the terrace hand in hand. I was amazed at how stable and confident Zaden’s strides were as he effortlessly guided me. My knees wobbled, no matter how I attempted to hide it. 
 He bowed as he pulled open the door for me, “After you, my lady.” 
 A giggle bubbled up passed my swollen lips. But as I stepped inside, my stomach sank to my toes. Claira stood there, arms crossed and eyes wide. Her icy stare froze me on the spot as Zaden stumbled into the room next to me. The three of us stood in silence for a few moments, the patter of water dripping off us the only sound.
 I gulped down a breath to speak, but I was at a loss for words. I didn’t want to apologize because I had nothing to be sorry for, except maybe the state of this fuchsia gown or the time Brighton spent on my hair this evening. As the silence bordered on awkwardness, Claira finally spoke. “Thank you, Your Highness, for braving the weather to retrieve my niece from the storm. I cautioned her against an evening walk tonight, but she clearly didn’t heed my words. Come along, Raena, before you catch a chill.”
 Too late—her glacial demeanor sent goosebumps over me. I turned to Zaden, dipped into a curtsy, and refused to let my eyes meet his. “Thank you, Your Highness,” I muttered somberly before turning on my heel and scampering toward my chamber, Claira following close behind me.
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 Chapter 19
 Claira paced before me as I sat on the settee in her apartment. Even in the warm light of dawn, her disappointment hadn’t waned. “If anyone else had seen you, the palace would be glowing with gossip. A scandal would ruin your name before your debut in court. And not just as Raena. You used magic last night. You are distracted and you have jeopardized yourself as Everlasting.” 
 I knew that I should care. Things like ruined names mattered at court for most ladies. But I wasn’t like most ladies, and honestly, I didn’t care. Maybe because I knew this name was a lie. 
 “What were you thinking, acting so foolishly? You were not thinking. Neither of you.”
 “Is it because he’s the Crown Prince?” I asked, not daring to look up at her.
 “That is not the only reason. In addition to being the Prince, the King wants him betrothed by the end of winter. Without a title or dowry fit for a future king, I am afraid that is not your destiny. Though I would still be furious if he had been anyone else.” She stopped her pacing, her stare boring through me. “With your divine purpose, you can not afford to be distracted.”
 A shuttering breath rocked through me as my heart cracked. Zaden would be promised to another. And I’d been delusional to think that it’d be me.
 “You need to end it with him. Now, before we leave for the Sun Abbey.”
 I blinked through my blurry vision, my eyelashes damp with tears that hadn’t yet fallen.
  
 [image:  ]
  
  
  
 My sour mood hung over me like a personal thunderstorm. I avoided the parlors after morning meal, so I didn’t dampen the courtiers’ moods. Nor did I want them whispering about me. Their made-up stories would always be worse than the truth. The library seemed like the ideal place right now. Not many of the royals bothered with reading. Quiet solitude. 
 I sighed as I pulled open the heavy door and fought the smile on the corner of my lip as I stepped inside. Accustomed to dark libraries, this was the opposite. In the circular entry vestibule, white columns held an iridescent glass dome. Sunlight poured into the sun and moon design inlaid on the marble floor. Transom windows throughout chased away the shadows. Library stacks radiated out from the entry like sunbeams. The bookcases were made from bleached wood as though the lumber drifted at sea for months before washing ashore. It smelled like old books and fresh citrus.
 I snagged a random book from a stack as I walked to one of the small alcoves tucked into the shelves. My slippers pounded out a marching rhythm in the otherwise silent space. I threw myself onto the cushioned bench. Swinging my feet up, I reached above me to lengthen the taper in the sconce over my head. The space was large enough for two and more than adequate for just me. I ripped the book open to a random page as I distantly heard the door open. I exhaled through my nose. So much for quiet solitude.
 “Room for one more?” he asked from behind me, causing me to jump. A smile lit up my face. I’d know that voice anywhere.
 I dropped the book into my lap as I curled my legs closer, allowing Zaden space to sit next to me as a frown pulled at my lips. Abyss, take me now if my heart didn’t skip a beat just by being next to him. Which would make this next part more difficult. My smile slipped.
 His brow furrowed. “What’s wrong?”
 I peered around to the small desks to ensure no one was close enough to eavesdrop. Settling back into the alcove, I met Zaden’s gaze. “I’m sorry, Your Highness,” I started.
 “Don’t call me that, please. I’ve never been the crown prince to you. And I don’t want that to change.” He reached for my hand, but I pulled back. 
 “I don’t see how it could be any other way. Within these walls, our places are well-defined. It’s impossible for us to be anything else, regardless of what we may feel. Zaden, I can’t do this. I can’t let anything more happen between us,” I whispered.
 He slowly shook his head in disbelief. “But last night—”
 “It should have never happened, and it can never happen again.” 
 “I don’t understand. I felt something and I know you did too. Is it your aunt? Is that where this is coming from?”
 “It’s not just her.”
 “What else is there?”
 “There’s no future for us. I was a distraction from your sheltered palace life. An illusion for a time, so you could dream of the life you will never have. But that’s over now. I won’t be smeared in the whispers of the court. I deserve better than that.” The words stung like poison on my tongue. As much as it pained me, I knew I’d landed the hurt I intended as his gaze dropped to the floor.
 “You deserve the best, and if you’re convinced it’s not me, then I suppose you’re right,” he said. 
 Great Abyss. The crack in my heart deepened. His look of defeat was nearly enough for me to change my mind. Consequences be damned. I wished there was some other way. But all I could say was “I’m sorry.” 
 Before my resolve evaporated, I slid out of the alcove and into the hall, leaving him behind.
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 Chapter 20
 I’d made it a few paces from the library when I realized I still held the book. There was no way I was going back in there now, so I stomped forward without a destination in mind. Wherever I ended up, I needed to calm down. Rounding a corner, I stumbled right into the light brown tunic of a royal guard.
 “Did the palace ghosts spook you?” he asked.
 “Pardon me?” I glared impatiently into his gray eyes.
 “You seem like you’re in a hurry to run away from something.” He shrugged. “Or someone.” 
 “I’m not. I’m just—” I hesitated. What was I doing, if not running away from Zaden? He smirked at my indecision, causing a slight rise of one of his light brown eyebrows.
 “Why does it matter? And should I know who you are?” I demanded, my eyes narrow.
 He tapped the crimson embroidered crown on the upper arm of his left sleeve. He’d flexed his left arm muscle too, as if he wanted to…impress me? Or intimidate me? “Captain Korbin of the Royal Guard. I make it my business to know everyone else’s, Lady Raena.”
 Of course, he’d know my name. Something in the way he said it grated on my skin. 
 He reached down, grabbed the book from my hand, and studied the cover. “Dragons of Myrefall. Interesting topic for a lady, don’t you think?”
 “It’s just a book I picked up at random. I wasn’t particularly in the mood to be around others, so I was going to find a quiet place to read. If that satisfies your curiosities, I’d like it back so I can be on my way,” I smiled while batting my lashes.
 He handed me the book. I grasped it, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he jerked me a step closer to him. 
 “There’s something about you I don’t like. I can’t pinpoint it yet, but just know that I’ll be watching you from the shadows,” Korbin whispered. He thrust the book before releasing it, causing me to stumble back a step. From the shadows? “Good day, my lady.” He nodded his head before he continued walking down the hall. I narrowed my eyes, staring at his retreating figure. 
 As though my morning hadn’t been awful enough, now the captain of the royal guard thought I was suspicious. He didn’t like me? Good, because I didn’t like him either. But even in his animosity, no darkness clung to him.
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 Chapter 21
 “Hold still, milady,” Brighton fussed at me for the one-hundredth time this morning as she gouged my scalp with a hairpin. Restlessness crawled over my skin. She rustled me from sleep before morning bells for the primping process that would consume hours. My amethyst hair shined beneath a tulle headdress already pinned in place. With two of the three large feathers in place, Brighton worked on ramming the third one down the back of my head so they sprouted from the blue waterfall of the tulle veil.
 “Finished,” she sighed.
 “This seems more than a little ostentatious,” I scoffed toward the ostrich feather plumes. “Though, the gown is perfect.”
 I wore turquoise silk and chiffon with a train slightly shorter than my veil. The short sleeves were a relief in the stifling lobby but I had insisted on the silk elbow-length gloves. Brighton thought they were out of season, especially paired with the lower sweetheart neckline. Better to be out of season than flaunt my silver rune. I wore a silver and diamond star necklace. My gloves didn’t interfere with bracelets or rings, and I rarely wore earrings. The less attention to my ears, the better.
 “If all goes well, it’ll be your wedding gown by the end of the season. But I suppose that’s getting ahead of ourselves. Just know, milady, that I’ll be by your side through it all.”
 Suddenly, I liked it a lot less. Not that I had anything against marriage. Until Alyesburg, it had been an unobtainable dream since the Sisterhood of Night were prohibited from taking a spouse. I frowned at my reflection because Brighton reminded me I no longer had Moyra by my side. For the parts that mattered, Moyra had been my mother. And weren’t mothers supposed to be involved in all this? As memories began to well in my eyes, I realized the sound of Moyra’s voice slipped from my mind.
 “Oh, none of that,” Brighton fussed, dabbing a cotton handkerchief to my eyes. “You’ll smudge the kohl off your face. It’s not the time to cry. I apologize if I upset you, milady.”
 “I’m sorry, Brighton,” I sniffled.
 She waved me off. “The Countess awaits you. May the Goddess smile upon you.”
 As my sponsor, Claira would be by my side. She, and the other ladies established at court, wore white gowns, symbolic of their roles of light on the path to those of us debuting. The lobby outside the gallery brimmed in a foaming sea of white and turquoise fabrics, pluming feathers, and pulsing anxiety. The culmination of weeks of preparation now laid before us: court debut. I thought I looked ridiculous when I stared at my reflection but surrounded by the other peacocks, at least I wasn’t alone. We all wore these absurd headdresses. 
 Typically, the queen would preside over royal debuts, but since the King never remarried, the responsibility fell to Princess Anora. Not only did my anxiety flare up because she was Zaden’s sister and the princess, but this might be my only opportunity to get this close to her. I prayed that she hadn’t sided with the Demon King. One by one, the butler summoned ladies to enter the throne room. I would be close to the end of those called. 
 I tapped my silk fan against my palm to the rhythm of my thoughts. Why had I been required to be here so early? I should have brought a book. Maybe it wasn’t too late to ask Brighton to bring one down. When the others began to throw daggers with their eyes, Claira leaned toward me.
 “It may have been a mistake to give this to you,” Claira whispered as she stopped my drumming.
 “Sorry,” I sighed. All that remained were my thoughts and the slow creep of the sunlight across the wall.
 The lobby thinned out over the following hours. My feet ached and my stomach grumbled. If the ladies of the court were concerned about how well we presented to the court, they should have considered a small food table. Even just bread would be better than nothing. Ready to tell Claira that we needed to find another pretense for me to be in court, the gallery doors opened. 
 “Lady Raena Vondila,” the herald announced. “Presented by her aunt, Dowager Countess Harlow.”
 Finally. I bit my tongue to hold in my groan. I needed to not misstep in the next few minutes, and then I could put this behind me. Channeling my lessons with the books, I did my best to float down the aisle. Claira remained one step behind and one step to my left. No doubt more graceful than me. I prayed that my feet remained steady. The last thing I wanted would be to embarrass myself by stumbling or falling. My magic began to bristle from anxiety within me.
 To distract myself from the mortifying thoughts of tripping, I let my eyes wander as far as they could. Courtiers lined both sides of the gallery, not separated as lords and ladies today. In my periphery, I caught some familiar faces. Lady Izzabelli looked bored, Lady Cambree gave a warm smile. Duke Reston and some of our dining companions watched. I held everyone’s attention, rapt and intense. Maybe paying attention to them hadn’t been such a good idea.
 At least the gallery dwarfed in comparison to the throne room. My march halted with a few more steps, ending before the single throne on the dais. I dipped into a royal curtsy, my gown and veil spilling like white paint around me. My legs burned but I held my gesture, my knee hovering just before it came into contact with the floor. 
 “You may rise,” the Princess said.
 Slowly, I lifted myself into the Princess’ weighty stare.
 “It is my greatest honor to present my niece, Your Highness. She has traveled from the northern region to spend her debut season in the capital.”
 “That would explain why she is so unfamiliar to us. There is something about you, Lady Raena, that is truly captivating.” She extended her delicate hand.
 “Thank you, Your Highness,” I managed to say as I leaned forward to kiss the ruby in her rung. I sensed no darkness stirring within her.
 “May you have a wonderful debut,” the Princess said as a way of dismissal.
 I gathered my train and veil and draped them over my arm to back out of the room. The gallery might not have been as large as the throne room, but the distance grew significantly longer when walking backward. In my haste to retreat, silk slipped from my arm and under my slipper. My next step sent my feet out from under me. Oh, Goddess. The room around me blurred but time slowed for my topple to the ground, emphasizing my helplessness to stop the fall.
 A firm grip on my elbow steadied me, and an arm braced across my shoulders to catch me. My wide eyes found Duke Reston at my side. 
 “Careful, my lady.”
 “You saved me,” I breathed.
 “Nonsense. I never thought you required rescuing,” Reston smiled.
 I resettled my feet below and gathered the rogue silk before completing my exit.
 When the gallery doors closed behind us, I breathed an audible sigh. Still clutching my train, I rushed down the corridors. Talk would spread like fire and I didn’t want to be lingering when it spilled out to those waiting in the lobby.
 “Well, that was eventful,” Claira muttered beside me.
 Maybe this had been a bad idea.
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 Freed from my feathered ensemble, I rejoined Claira in the sitting room for a much-needed meal. Brighton had the foresight to bring up a tray filled with bread, honeycomb, hard cheeses, salted meats, and two green apples.
 I forewent a plate, and Claira pretended not to notice my deviation from proper etiquette. After I’d eaten my fill, I’d become much happier.
 “That’s much better,” I said with a sigh.
 “Do not get comfortable. We should be off to the Sun Abbey for a few hours before your reception this evening,” Claira announced. Brighton opened the apartment door for Claira and me, but she followed us into the corridor.
 “You’re coming with us, Brighton?” I asked excitedly. Her company would be wonderful while I worked.
 Claira raised her brow at me. “You are officially an unwed lady of the court. From now on, where you go, Brighton follows.” 
 She curtsied. “It’s an honor, milady.”
 “Oh, that’s marvelous,” I lied. Unfamiliar with the customs of the court, I didn’t know if this commonly occurred or if Claira wanted Brighton to keep an eye on me when she couldn’t. At least I enjoyed Brighton’s company, even if she would report back to Claira.
 As the last of the midday bells tolled, the carriage arrived in the upper city. We stepped into the sun-soaked gardens. Birds sang in the trees above us and crickets hopped in the greenery at our feet.
 “Today, the Sunpriests will deliver the candles throughout the lower city,” Claira smiled.
 I gasped. “Can I go with them? I want to see those I’m helping.”
 “We have a schedule to keep to, my dear. Not to mention you would stand out. If the faithful in the lower city saw a woman with the Sunpriests, they would assume that you’re the Everlasting. We can not risk that kind of exposure for you.”
 “If I rune all these within an hour, could I go, too? I’ll wear a spare, white robe and won’t say a word. No one will know.”
 “It would not be just you.” Claira nodded to where Brighton sat.
 “I wouldn’t mind, milady. I know the streets of the lower city very well. Her safety is of the utmost priority,” Brighton reassured Claira.
 “Very well,” she relented. “If you do not rush in this task, you may accompany them for a short while. The runes have to be exact. Any sloppiness, and you could alter their purpose.”
 I nodded my understanding.
 Claira insisted that Brighton remain in the sitting area with her while I worked to limit my distractions. Which meant that the next hour crawled. At some point, Soren joined Claira and Brighton. 
 Sigh. I fell back into the chair after completing the final rune.
 “Do we still have time?” I asked.
 “For a short while, you can join them. The closet in the hall has what you will need,” Claira sighed. Brighton followed me into the hall. I selected one of the four doors, tugging on the doorknob. But it was jammed in the frame. 
 “Not that door. That leads to the crypt,” Brighton said.
 “The crypt?” I asked with too much enthusiasm.
 “All you’ll find down there are bones and spiders.”
 I shuddered. Two words that didn’t belong in the same sentence: bones and spiders. Curiosity squelched.
 Brighton opened a door on the opposite side of the corridor, where we each retrieved a set of robes. We swam in the fabric. But I didn’t care if I looked like a child wearing her mother’s dress if it meant that I could see the devotees.
 Claira hovered over the desk, inspecting the runes on the candles, while Soren failed at suppressing his laugh when we reentered the office.
 “You two are the saddest Sunpriests I’ve ever seen,” he chuckled.
 “Well, our hoods aren’t up…laugh all you want,” I scowled, making him laugh harder.
 “Brighton, would you please carry these into the Sun Abbey? Raena will join you momentarily.” Claira motioned to a box of candles on the floor.
 With Brighton on her task, Claira turned back to me. “Before you go out into the city, it is time for you to select your next rune. Where did I leave my book?” She shuffled through the stacks of parchment on the floor next to her desk.
 “It’s there, in the chair across from me,” Soren chimed in as he wiped tears from his cheeks. I glared at him.
 “Come, come.” She excitedly skipped by me on the way to the sitting area. She scooped up the book and sat in one of the chairs. I flopped down on the one next to her. Hastily, she flipped through the pages. “There is one for wisdom. Strength. Grace. Joy. Any of those would be sensible selections.”
 She handed me the book while I considered. I couldn’t help feeling as though this was a test. Chewing on my lower lip, I looked over the pages of the ones she’d named. My brow furrowed in concentration until my attention snagged on another page. 
 Temporarily binds magic. At least, that’s what the faded writing appeared to scrawl. That had to be a rune for the Everlasting, but it still seemed like a strange one to include. What kind of situations would magic need to be bound?
 Claira cleared her throat. I shook my head to dispel my wandering thoughts. “Strength.” 
 Claira nodded. “My dagger is in the top drawer of my desk.”
 “We’re doing it right now?” I exclaimed.
 They both looked at me as though I was being ridiculous. When neither replied, I pulled myself up from the chair and padded to Claira’s desk. Small glass vials violently clinked against each other when I opened the drawer. I picked one up, turning it to the side to examine its contents. The red powder within leveled out as I tilted the vial. “What are these?”
 “Before you arrived, Soren and the Sunpriests relied on me. Since I was not always here, I developed a way to reduce my blood to powder so they would be able to create any necessary runes. I wanted to ensure there would be enough if I could not excuse myself from court for a few days. We have since learned that it works better as a powder than it does as a liquid, which is why there are quite a few vials remaining,”
 I shuddered, carefully returning the vial to the drawer. “And now that I’m here?” 
 “You’ve already given us the greatest rune: conviction of faith,” Soren answered as he pulled back his sleeve. The rune drawn from my blood shimmered brighter than the others he wore. “As long as you’re with us, we’re at our full strength.” I furrowed my brow. That sounded like a lot of pressure, whatever he meant by it.
 “Your left hand today,” Claira said, drawing my focus back to her. 
 I returned to my chair, frowning at the dirt as I placed my hand, palm up, in hers.
  “You will place this one on the back of your right hand,” she said. 
 She broke the skin on my forefinger with the dagger and spun the book around so I could draw the rune. A wave of nausea disrupted my stomach as the smell of salt and iron, mixed with the dreadful concoction I’d used in the garden, accosted my nose. I took a deep breath and focused on drawing the rune: another crescent moon, but this one had three wavy rays extending from its curved side to represent the sun. I wondered if it was a rune for any magic wielder. Especially since I wasn’t sure how many were able to wield from both the sun and moon.
 I crinkled my nose as my blood burned into the silver mark. As it reflected the light, I contemplated how many more would be burned into me. This time, I swore the metallic tingle of magic prickled my tongue. I looked forward to using magic again and hoped this rune would decrease its physical demands on me.
 My queasiness lessened enough that on the periphery of my senses, I heard a knock on the door.
 “I’m sorry to disturb you, milady. Our traveling companions said that we must get started now,” Brighton said.
 “Ensure you return to the palace with enough time to prepare for the reception. She cannot be late.”
 “Raena.” I tore my eyes from my hand to meet Soren’s concerned gaze. He’d already caught me once as I fainted and looked ready to do so again.
 “I’m fine,” I lied. But did I lie for Soren’s benefit or to convince myself? Using the arms of the chair, I pushed up to my feet. My legs swayed. Brighton stepped forward and looped her arm through mine as she led us through the Sun Abbey. 
 “Are you unwell, milady? If you are, then I insist that we stay here.”
 “I’m fine. Just a fleeting feeling.” I smiled weakly. 
 Her lips twisted, not fully believing me. “I can’t keep you safe if you aren’t honest with me. I need you to tell me if you’re still unwell after we depart.”
 “I will, I promise.” 
 “Then it’s time we complete our disguises if we’re going into the lower city.”
 We pulled our hoods up and fell in with the other cloaked Sunpriests, lingering toward the back of our group of ten. Brighton and I offered to carry trays of candles, which a hooded Sunpriest graciously handed one each to us. Otherwise, I didn’t seek an active role in our outing. I merely wanted to observe.
 Within a few steps from the Sun Abbey, our eight companions engulfed Brighton and me. We processed through the streets and down the steps without much fanfare. Though, I couldn’t see much beyond our escort. Even craning my neck and walking on the tips of my toes. With the dark storm clouds rolling in, the white robes seemed to glow in the sun rays that poked through.
 “I’m going to need you to stop doing that,” the Sunpriest beside me said.
 “But I can’t see anything.”
 “That’s the point. If you can’t see them, they can’t see you.”
 “I don’t even get to know who accompanies us?”
 “We have been your escorts for the blessings and it’s never bothered you to know our names. I’m Colter, if you must know. And as the Everlasting, you shouldn’t be out here even if she deemed it safe. Once we descend to the lower city, you mustn’t speak.” His firm but polite tone left no room for further discussion.
 We descended the stairs and roamed the residential streets of the lower city in eerie silence. The Sunpriests reformed into an arc around Brighton and me as we approached the first pair of doors. A Sunpriests stepped forward to knock on the left door. Three solid knocks.
 The door creaked open within a few moments. I watched the woman’s expression transform from downtrodden to hopeful the instant her eyes landed on us. From within her home, an infant cried, and beside her, a young girl tugged on her threadbare dress. 
 She accepted the offered candle without speaking a word. Her farewell was a simple nod before closing her door again.
 House after house, the same wordless exchange took place. Face lit up and candles accepted. Seeing this gave me the validation my heart required. The pain from each slice of the dagger to create the runes brought faith back, one family at a time.
 The dark clouds above us rumbled. Brighton tugged my elbow. “It’s time we return now.” She had already removed her robe and extended her arm to collect mine. I pulled it off. She quickly gathered both robes in a bunch, handing them to Colter. Grabbing my hand, Brighton wove us out of the Sunpriests and down the street.
 “Thank you for coming with me, Brighton.”
 She laughed. “The only thanks I require is for you to move your feet faster so we don’t get caught in the storm.”
 We scurried, navigating between the crowds of people trying to outrun the storm. Brighton kept to the road that hugged the rock wall at the plaza instead of climbing the steps. 
 “Isn’t this the opposite direction of the palace?” I asked as a bead of sweat formed on my forehead. “Not all paths are through the front gates.” She smiled. 
 We turned south and skirted the line between the cities. The rock face rolled upward as it elevated the upper portion. She pulled me towards a small store with soot-covered windows. The interior of the shoppe was barren. Dirt and cobwebs collected in the corners. One candle dimly flickered on the counter.
 “Good day, Miss Brighton.” The man sat behind the counter with his feet propped up before him. He grinned over the top of his book when the door closed behind us. With a thud, his boots dropped from the counter as he stood to greet us.
 “Well met, Quinn.” Brighton smiled back, then leaned over the counter to whisper, “We’re heading back to the palace.” 
 “That was my guess, as all other business here has dried up. I can let you through, but I don’t know her.” He jabbed a finger toward me.
 She quickly pulled his hand down. “Careful, you’re pointing at milady’s niece.”
 He raised an eyebrow as he looked me over. “She doesn’t look like a lady.”
 “Would you rather speak to my mistress?”
 He recoiled. “No, I don’t want to direct her disappointment on me. You may proceed.”
  Brighton pulled a torch off the wall as we sidestepped Quinn before opening the door into the back office. Except it wasn’t an office, it was a tunnel. How clever.
 We traversed the tunnel in silence for a time, our footsteps echoing in the darkness outside of the torch’s light. The stale, heavy underground air coaxed another trickle of sweat to trail down my back. 
 As a newcomer with a limited glimpse of the palace, I couldn’t forgo the opportunity to learn more about a particular member of the guard.
 “How long has the Captain of the Guard been at the palace?” I asked.
 “He’s been in the guard since before I arrived, but he received the promotion to Captain a few months back. Why do you ask?”
 “He’s not very fond of me.”
 She chuckled. “Korbin’s gruff with anyone new to the court. But as long as you don’t turn out to have a secret collection of the other courtiers’ shoes, he’ll come around eventually. His caution and suspicion of everyone made him a good choice for Captian.”
 “Other people’s shoes?”
 “It happens more often than you’d think.”
 Our path consisted of switchback ramps and long level halls until we entered through a doorway into the servants’ hallways of the palace. She returned the lit torch into an empty bracket on the wall, and we continued down a dimly lit narrow corridor, Brighton nimbly guiding us through the twisting and turning labyrinth of nonsense.
 She stopped before a rectangular panel on the side of the passage and gave it a tug. The wall opened inward, dragging a heavy material in with it. Moving it to the side, I stepped into the familiar, bright corridor outside Claira’s apartment. Brighton closed the wall panel behind her as the tapestry ruffled back into place, concealing it from view.
 Within my chamber, soapy water filled the copper tub, and the aroma of jasmine greeted me. I heaved a sigh, ready to dissolve into the warm embrace of a bath and wash away the grime. But before I could, I needed to deal with the marks I couldn’t wash away.
 “Brighton, do you think it would be possible to add lace gloves to my daily attire?”
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 Chapter 22
 Claira oversaw my schedule, which mostly consisted of court introductions to the various eligible earls and dukes. The constant parade since my debut left my head reeling.
 Brighton escorted me on all these outings, so today would be no different. On our way to the terrace, Brighton and I passed a gardener carrying fresh-cut flowers to be arranged throughout the palace. The tulips caught my eye, pulling me to a stop.
 “Is everything alright, milady?”
 I turned back to Brighton with a sad smile. “Each fall, I’d plant Queen of Night tulips before the ground froze, and every spring, it never ceased to amaze me when the black tulips broke through the snow.”
  
 But the thoughts of Moyra crept uninvited like an intruder into my mind. Too young to be a novice, but the only orphan in the Sisters’ care. I’d begged Sister Moyra to let me play with the other children on one of the last mild days of autumn.
 “It’s not fair. You let me play before,” I whined.
 “I’m sorry, Raena. It’s not safe for you to be with them anymore,” she calmly replied.
 “But I want to,” I cried. As I stomped my foot in frustration, I sent a tremor through the room that rattled the furniture and knocked items from the shelves in a flash of light. That was the first time I’d tasted my magic, though I was unaware of what it was in my youth. 
 Wide-eyed, Moyra exhaled deeply as she knelt before me. Her slate gray eyes and soft smile melted my temper. She whispered as she placed her hands on my shoulders, “The day would come when you couldn’t be among them anymore. What you just did—”
 “I didn’t do that,” I interrupted.
 “You may not have meant for that to happen, but this is for your protection. If any of them had seen it, they’d fear you. They’d call you the monster in their stories. And you are not the monster, Raena.” She wiped away the tears from my cheek that had betrayed my frustration. “I have an idea. Would you like to help me make something beautiful?”
 Sniffling, I nodded.
 After bundling up against the brisk autumn afternoon, she led me outside. Carrying a small basket of bulbs, we walked to a small garden bed.
 “These are called Queen of Night tulips.” She smiled, handing me a small trowel. She instructed how deep to dig, how far apart to plant the bulbs. “Because they defy nature and grow through the last snowfalls of winter, they symbolize power and strength. Our morning walks will be majestic when these black blooms grace our garden in a few months.”
  
 “Milady?” Brighton’s voice summoned me back to the present. Concern was plastered on her face because I knew silver tears gleamed in my eyes.
 “To the terrace, correct?” I asked.
 She nodded and we continued down the corridor. As we stepped off the terrace, she handed me a lace parasol.
 “I’ll be just a few steps behind, milady. Enjoy your walk with the Earl.”
 The Earl approached. “Good day, Lady Raena,” he said, dipping into a bow.
 “My lord.” I curtsied. 
 “It is a delight to walk with you this morning.” He scooped up my gloved hand and kissed it.
 “Shall we?” I asked, ready to finish this excursion.
 With formal introductions out of the way, I opened my parasol. However, I’d already forgotten his name, so it hadn’t been much in the way of an introduction. He fell in step to my left.
 “Which region were you from?” he asked. But before I could answer, he continued talking. “I hail from a small province north of Aylesburg, along the coast.”
 The conversation fell into predictable boredom. The worst of it being the polite discourse and gentle smile I maintained, when all I wanted to do was scream. Did the ladies of the court enjoy this? Maybe it was just life in the mortal court. Though, conversations with Reston and him were neither dull nor predictable…
 “Lady Raena? Are you well?” he asked. I’d gotten lost in my thoughts as the Earl droned on about the qualities of his ideal wife.
 “Yes, I’m fine.”
 His brow wrinkled. “You didn’t just feel the breath sucked from your lungs? Your eyes are glowing.”
 Great Abyss, had I just used magic again?
 But I never had the chance to offer a reply. My attention caught on the white of a falling star. With a thud, it fell on the gravel path a few steps ahead of us.
 “What was that?” I asked, stepping around him. Sprawled on its back, wings askew, laid a dead white dove. Black, not red, blood dripped from its beak. I furrowed my brow and lowered my parasol, leaning in closer when an earsplitting screech howled from it. I jumped back, stumbling into the Earl. A black wisp escaped like an exhale. It had to have been a trick of the light.
 Beside me, the Earl hadn’t reacted to the screech. Or the wisp. Was any of this real?
 “Did you hear it?” I demanded.
 “No. But this isn’t suitable for a lady,” he said with admonishment. As he tugged me backward, I realized his hands rested on my shoulders and waist from when I’d jumped into him.
 “I’m fine. It was just alarming,” I insisted, shaking free of the Earl’s grasp. Another thud crunched on the path from the other side of the hedge, followed by a woman’s scream. “I apologize, my lord. It seems I’m unwell from such a disturbing sight. Please excuse me,” I said frantically. Not waiting for his reply, I turned and rushed toward Brighton.
 “What’s the matter, milady?”
 “I have to go,” I said, not pausing to reply. 
 She said nothing further as she followed me back to the palace.
 The sounds of more falling doves rained down and the ensuing screams echoed in my ears as I raced for the terrace and my chamber upstairs.
 I immediately returned to Claira’s apartment while Brighton searched the parlor for her. My feet tapped out a feverish rhythm as I paced across the sitting room floor like the pendulum on a personal clock of disaster. There had to be some explanation. My knotted stomach churned with each sweep of the room.
 “Why the distress?” Claira’s voice brought my feet to a halt.
 “Something’s wrong,” I exclaimed, motioning for Brighton to quickly close the door.
 “I did not think a match with the Earl would…”
 “No, that’s not it,” I cut in. “Dead doves rained from the sky.”
 “And that has upset you?”
 My eyes welled up as I stared at my shaking hands. “I think I caused it.”
 She hurried across the sitting room, wrapping me in a hug. “Why would you think such a thing, my dear?”
 “I let my mind wander while the Earl prattled on, but he asked if I’d had the breath stolen from me. Then they started falling. Their blood was black and…” A sob stole the rest of my words.
 “It will be just fine, Raena. Magic is a force of nature. It can be unpredictable and wild at times. But remember, Myrefall has been without magic for so long that our world is trying to adjust to you.”
 “So, it was me. It was my fault.”
 “Not directly. And it was not on purpose. No one can blame you when this power within you is trying to fit into a world that has forgotten it.”
 “Will it happen again?”
 Claira frowned. “I do not know, but it may. But I expect it will worsen as nature fights you before it resolves. Nature demands balance, and your very existence has disrupted it. It will take time to equalize. But it will.”
 A shiver tumbled down my spine as I thought of more creatures dying because of me. Fantastic, I’d become the harbinger of death after all.
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 Chapter 23
 “How do you feel about being the cause of a minor disruption this evening?” Claira asked as we walked to the dining room a few evenings after the incident with the doves. It’d been a month since I’d performed my first blessing ceremony and thankfully, no more strange omen-like occurrences happened. Tomorrow would be the next moonless night and Claira had covertly arranged for me to lead a blessing of the court at midday. 
 I hesitated, so she continued in a hushed voice. “You require a legitimate reason for not appearing in the throne room tomorrow. At least, not as Raena. Just feign illness between courses, make a memorable exit from the dining room, and it will not seem out of place when you are not present for court in the morning.” 
 “How? I’m not sure it’s as easy as you claim,” I whispered back.
 “It will be. Once we are seated, mention that your head hurts. Then after second course, announce that you are returning upstairs. Stumble, knock something over. The louder the sound of shattered glass, the better. I will make a fuss over getting you to bed.” She pursed her lips. “Try not to ruin the gown. It is a lovely color on you.”
 I shook my head to myself, thinking of Brighton. Making such a mess this evening didn’t seem fair to those that would have to clean up after me, whether it was my aubergine gown or the shattered glasses. 
 Once Claira and I were seated, I began channeling from my previous fainting experiences. Keeping my head lowered and rubbing my temples, I did my best not to listen to the conversations around me. But their whispers still tickled my ears. 
 “Lady Sicily’s maid told her that Duke Dollond’s mistress tried to poison him when he visited her house in the upper city. This is why you don’t get mixed up with the lower class. It’s nothing but trouble.”
 “That would explain why the duchess abruptly returned to Mossley in the middle of the night.”
 “Lady Raena?” Duke Reston’s voice whispered close beside me.
 I slowly pulled my gaze from my plate to the Duke’s face.
 “You look unwell.”
 I blinked slowly before answering with a slight nod. “I think I’d better excuse myself,” I stammered, drawing out the words as though I pulled them through a jar of honey. I pushed back from the table, leaning over to Claira. “I need to return upstairs,” I whispered loudly as I toppled toward her.
 With dramatic flair, Claira sent her glass tumbling across the table. Red liquid and pieces of crystal flooded toward our table companions. As she threw herself up to brace me, she let her silverware clang against her plate. If I hadn’t been committed to appearing ill, I would have rolled my eyes at her ludicrous disruption of dishware. In a blur, servants rushed forward to stem the wine spill while the royals vacated their chairs. The table around us dissolved into chaos.
 “Be a dear and help me get her upstairs?” Claira asked the Duke. He nodded. My arms draped between them, they guided me through the halls and into my chamber.
 “Thank you,” I heard Claira tell the Duke once they’d helped me to the settee. “I will return once she is resting.”
 She waited a few heartbeats after the door to her apartment latched before she turned to me. “That was rather convincing. Brighton’s on her way up with a tray in case you did not eat enough downstairs. Rest; tomorrow is an important day.”
 “I will,” I sighed.
 She opened the door but paused. Turning over her shoulder, she added, “Do not be late tomorrow, my dear.”
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 Brighton threw back the drapes in my dark chamber. I groaned as the bright light singed my closed eyes. I spent most of the night tossing in the sheets, unable to settle my mind. But I decided not to wander the grounds, not wanting to risk an encounter with him. My eyes felt tired and puffy. Brighton would have to work a miracle to get me presentable for court. Then again, I’d be shrouded in crimson today, so my appearance didn’t matter.
 “Good morning, milady,” Brighton said, as cheerful as ever.
 I grumbled an unintelligible greeting, pulling the blanket over me as I rolled away from the windows.
 “No, milady. Not today.” She yanked the blankets away. “I brought up coffee and a chocolate-filled pastry. One sugar cube, just how you like it. But you have to get up to enjoy it. No morning meal in bed, I’m afraid.”
 “No tea?” I asked, my face smashing into the pillow.
 “It’s an important day. I thought a special meal was in order.” She smiled.
 I peeled myself from the sheets, dropping into the chair as Brighton busied herself with preparations. She’d arranged for hot water to fill the copper tub, and the aroma of jasmine filled the chamber. I stared into the cup of sweet, light brown coffee, but my appetite deserted me. 
 He had introduced me to these delicacies. My heart felt heavy thinking of him. I replaced the full cup of coffee on the tray and laid a white napkin over the pastry, but it did little to stave my heartache.
 But I squashed those feelings down. I had an important task and the future of Myrefall relied on bringing faith back to Aylesburg.
 The gown Brighton helped me into this morning was more elaborate than the other crimson Everlasting robes. It was red lamé with shimmering gold metallic threads woven throughout the material. Only the best for court. I gaped at my reflection. For the first time, I looked like I belonged among the royals. The lightweight material draped like silk over my body and fell into a shimmering pool around the delicate red slippers just visible underneath. Despite the summer weather, the gown had long, fitted sleeves. At first, I frowned. Long sleeves in this heat would be torture until I realized they concealed one of my silver runes. For that reason alone, I decided to tolerate them.
 Seated in front of the mirror, Brighton pinned my hair to cover my ears before gathering the springy coils into a knot at the nape of my neck. She lightly dusted my face with powders before securing the crimson veil over my head and face. I frowned because the material covered the work she’d done for me. Not a single curl to be seen, no rosy cheeks visible. She placed the sun halo crown on my head, over the veil. The rubies caught the morning sun, showering the chamber in a spray of red light.
 “You look beautiful, milady.” She smiled at my reflection.
 My spine zipped up straight, and my chin held high as my gaze latched onto hers. Anxiety tingled over my ungloved hands, but the King awaited me.
  
 Claira wouldn’t be accompanying me this time. She orchestrated the series of events but said she needed to maintain her court persona. It would look too suspicious if we both were absent. The King would hear the next string of grievances from citizens, and before the courtiers were dismissed, I would be introduced, accompanied by Soren and four other Sunpriests. 
 My heart fluttered as I approached the closed wooden doors of the throne room. With nothing to do with my hands, my focus was drawn to how they shook as I wrung them together.
 “Good morning.” Soren’s voice snapped my attention to their group, hooded and cloaked in white and gold. Even with the veil obstructing my vision, it amazed me that their faces appeared shrouded entirely in shadow, even from just a few steps away. They all crossed their arms, tucking them into their sleeves. Nothing of the men within visible.
 “Good morning,” I whispered and nodded, disrupting the dangling rubies on my head.
 Soren stepped closer as the others lined up behind the doors. “Once those doors open, you shouldn’t speak. I’ll address the King and court on your behalf. The royal family should receive a blessing before the court receives theirs. Also, this isn’t the upper city. You’ll need to do your best to stay standing on your own.”
 My eyes narrowed behind my veil, but before I could reply the doors creaked open as the royal guard within the throne room peeled them back. The four Sunpriests proceeded one at a time into the throne room. Soren took his place to my left.
 Straightening my spine and relaxing my shoulders, I swallowed my nerves as we entered the throne room. After about five paces into our procession, the doors boomed shut behind us. I could feel every pair of eyes watching me, tracking me as I walked by them to the dais. Their voices mingled in my ears with the whisper of my lamé gown gliding over the floor.
 “She’s prettier than I expected.”
 “How can you tell what she looks like when she’s completely covered in red?”
 “Has she come to damn and condemn us or to redeem us?”
 “Can anyone be sure she’s actually the Everlasting?”
 “Has anyone seen Lady Izzabelli? Is she the Everlasting?”
 I pushed their voices out of my head, focusing on the reflections shimmering in the morning rays pouring in through the leaded glass. The rubies and gold on my head dazzled like a star. I held on to the small gasps and stares filled with wonder.
 At the foot of the dais, the Sunpriests broke off. Two stepped to the right and two to the left, leaving the center for Soren and me. This time, when my hands trembled, it had less to do with standing before the King and more with seeing his son standing to his right. One of his viziers leaned forward to whisper into the King’s ear as we came to a stop before him. I lowered into a curtsy, praying my knees didn’t give out.
 “Rise,” the King’s voice boomed. I blinked back my surprise. He sounded gruff. Maybe because I was closer to him than I’d ever been. Or maybe he wasn’t overly welcoming to my presence. “I do not see the red priestess among you. How shall I know that it is the alleged Everlasting before me?” he demanded.
 At this moment, I was thankful that I wasn’t the one to speak. I struggled to keep my lips from curling upward, finding it humorous that Soren would have to answer the King.
 “Regrettably, she was unable to join us. But it was not intended as a slight against His Majesty or his court. As High Sunpriest, I pray my words will resonate as well as the red priestess’ have before me. I assure you my brotherhood does not doubt the validity of the red priestess’ claim. With great honor, we present to you the Everlasting.” 
 As Soren addressed the King, I’d been unable to keep my gaze from drifting to him. My eyes fluttered closed, recalling the feel of his touch burning my skin as the cool rain ran down my face. I stifled a gasp as I swayed on my feet, earning me a sidelong glance from Soren. Now wasn’t the time to come undone.
 “Why doesn’t she speak?” the King demanded.
 “The Everlasting can neither be seen nor heard, for appearances and words do not lead to true belief. Her presence and gift are enough. The Divine believes that if, after meeting her, you still don’t believe, then a pretty face and kind words are of no use. Which brings us to why she is here. She wishes to bestow a gift of a blessing on you, Your Majesty, as well as to your court.”
 The King twirled his hand in acceptance.
 I exhaled with enough force that my veil fluttered, the material tickling my nose as it settled. Claira and Soren believed in me, that I was the Everlasting. Winning over the King would be integral to charming the rest of the Kingdom. 
 I stepped forward, opened my hands palms up, and recited the incantation. The taste of steel and iron flooded my senses. It was difficult to see the silver sparkles through the red veil as I conjured them from my hands. I visualized them forming into a sun, hovering high above me, flares swirling above the courtiers. I could taste their surprise, tart and sweet, on my tongue like a crisp green apple. My heart sped up, knowing I teetered on the edge of pulling too much magic. But I couldn’t stop yet. 
 I pictured the sun bursting, raining silver down on those in the throne room, the brightest sparks floating over the King, the prince, and the princess on the dais. Gasps, shimmering golden yellow across my vision, rippled out as each piece of my magic rested on their foreheads, like a kiss from the Goddess, before the silver winked out.
 I felt tired but steady as I curtsied before the wide-eyed King. Warmth trickled from my nose as iron and salt tingled in the back of my throat. I turned and began walking back to the doors when a wave of dizziness slammed through me. Without missing a step, Soren appeared at my side, draping my right arm across his shoulders to support me as I stumbled out of the throne room. The other Sunpriests fell in step behind.
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 Chapter 24
 “Rae, you look well.” Annalee smiled as I joined her in the bustling market. Brighton kept a few steps behind. “Your dress, your hair. Even your eyes sparkle. Palace life is treating you well.”
 Claira made me wait two days before she allowed me to leave the apartment to keep up appearances of my illness. This morning, she deemed me well enough to reenter society. Brighton and I descended to the lower city through the tunnel so I could walk with Annalee through the market and get my hands dirty in the convent kitchen for a while.
 I tugged down the sleeve of my dress. Gloves would have been too out of place for the lower city. “It has its moments. Thankfully, the shadows don’t seem to watch me in the palace. Some of the prettiest faces in the parlors are the ones with the sharpest teeth.”
 “Now for that, I don’t envy you. Just whatever you’ve done with your hair.” She laughed as she twirled one of my curls in her fingers. It shimmered purple in the sun.
 “It’s the jasmine. I’ll bring you a bar next time. This time, we’ll have to settle for these.” I held up the cinnamon rolls and tea from the upper city baker.
 She grinned before turning to the stocky farmer at the next stall, who weighed out the vegetables and handed them to her in return for a few coins. 
 “This must seem so mundane to you now. When was the last time you saw food not already fully prepared?” Annalee joked.
 I snagged one of the carrots from her basket with a grin. “I think this counts.”
 She laughed and rolled her eyes before changing the subject. “You must have done something right to earn a personal escort.”
 “No, I’m just convinced the Countess wants to ensure I stay out of trouble.”
 “You know there’s no trouble in the lower city.”
 Just shadows intent on watching me. Even in the shade of the market, the leers burned through me.
 My shoulders sank, and the sun caught on the back of my right hand when I tugged my left sleeve down.
 Annalee’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. She grabbed my arm, drawing my sleeve back to my wrist and revealing the faint trace of the rune on my right hand. “You’ve seen the Everlasting? She gave you a rune?” 
 I opened my mouth, but I didn’t know what to say.
 “I’ve asked Jayce to let me attend a blessing, but…” She shrugged her shoulders.
 “You’re not missing much. It’s hot, and when the square is filled, it makes the heat feel more oppressive.”
 “But what’s she like?” Annalee asked, looping her arm through mine as we walked back to the convent.
 “She doesn’t talk. Mostly, she just stands there,” I replied.
 “Hm, that’s disappointing. But not as disappointing as her shunning the Sisterhood. If she’s in Aylesburg, she should have at least visited.”
 “That’s because you haven’t lost faith,” I replied, impressed with my quick thinking.
 “I suppose so,” she pondered. “Anyway…want to snap the green beans today? We can give your dicing talents a rest—unless that rune has helped you improve your coordination.”
 I laughed. “No rune could help me there, so I’m content to snap away.”
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 Annalee walked us through the convent garden. The gradient dusk sky stretched out above us. 
 “I’m glad you shirked your courtly responsibilities. Hopefully, your Countess isn’t too strict on you,” Annalee smiled.
 “We’ll both be fine as long as I get her back before evening bells,” Brighton chimed in.
 “Before you head back, I found out a little more about the Everlasting,” Annalee dropped her voice. “The lower city has been humming over black-flame candles. No one could tell me where to get one, just that if you have one, it means that your prayers are more likely to be heard. Jayce has never heard of such a thing, so it must be specific to the Everlasting.”
 “Interesting,” I mused. Though not for the same reason Annalee would think. How to get a candle was kept secret. I wondered why. Maybe Claira didn’t think I needed to know the logistics, but I didn’t doubt that she wouldn’t answer any of my questions. I shook my head when I realized Annalee still stood before me.
 “Thank you, Annalee. You seem to know more about the Everlasting than I do,” I said at last.
 “Says the one with a silver rune,” she laughed. “Good night, Rae.”
 “May the Goddess keep you,” I replied.
 Brighton and I walked a few moments in silence. A few streets over, we approached windows with black-flame candles lit on the sills. The obsidian fire danced blue on the edges, raising the hair on the back of my neck. A strange swell of satisfaction came over me. My blood and magic made that possible.
 “She doesn’t know who you are?” Brighton asked, pulling me from my thoughts.
 I shook my head.
 “It’s better that way,” she said reassuringly.
 “Probably, but it seems important to Annalee. To meet her.”
 “Maybe, but she has something better. She knows you. Sometimes, you two are more like sisters and that kind of bond is better than any silver rune.”
 I could have hugged Brighton for helping me change my perspective.
 We entered the shoppe to find Korbin. He reclined in the chair, leaning back with his boot propped on the counter. With his dagger, he scrapped the dirt from beneath his fingernails. He said, not bothering to look up, “I began to think that I’d need to dispatch the city guard to track you down.”
 “Oh. Well, we’re right here. I’m glad I could save you the trouble,” I said as lightheartedly as possible.
 “You weren’t in court for a few days. Why?” he demanded.
 “Milady was unwell.”
 His boots dropped from the counter and his eyes shot up to glare at Brighton. “I asked her.”
 “As Brighton said, I was ill and unable to attend. It’s getting late. Are we free to go, Captain?”
 He rose and prowled toward me, stopping when he stood close enough that I could see the light flicker off the dark brown of his eyes. I ground my teeth to keep my magic on its fraying tether. To lose control before Korbin—no, I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of intimating me.
 “You may go,” he snarled.
 I sidestepped him and calmly walked into the tunnel. Halfway back to the palace, I sighed out the false courage.
 “Are you alright?” Brighton whispered. “I’ve never seen him hate someone as much as he detests you.”
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 Chapter 25
 The throne room buzzed this morning, but not with whispers. The energy radiating off the royals sent my pulse into a pace so rapid that I feared my heart might explode. I didn’t want to be the one to break the silence, to ask Claira why we’d been gathered in a rush. Whatever it was, it was important enough for the King to drag his courtiers in from the parlor. I regretted wearing my gloves. My palms felt clammy, and the dainty lace scratched against my skin.
 Unease needled at the back of my neck, the weight of someone’s stare pressed on me. I slowly glanced over my shoulder to scan the sea of faces. But I knew I’d found the culprit when I met the disdainful glare of Korbin. My reprieve took the form of the royal herald. He stepped forward on the dais, drawing the room’s attention as he announced the Princess, Crown Prince, and King. 
 Princess Anora floated in through the side door, her wavy blonde hair white against her royal blue gown. Today, she wore a simple gold tiara, which glittered as she took her place on the dais. She was followed closely by Zaden, and my traitorous heart skipped a beat. He wore a white shirt and a deep teal cape over his shoulder. A gold crown rested on his golden hair and a gold sword pommel on his hip. It stung when he didn’t look in my direction. 
 Finally, the King entered. He was dressed more formally than the previous times I’d seen him, in gold buttons and tassels with a red sash draped over his shoulder. He must have favored the fur-lined gold crown. It was the only one I’d seen him wear.
 Once their father arrived, Anora and Zaden took their places on the gold thrones. The King nodded to his herald as he nervously tugged the black and white beard on his chin.
 “The court of King Rhutt proudly welcomes Duke Calam of Camden, escorted by his daughter Lady Cozette.”
 All the royals turned to the back as the throne room doors creaked open. Except for me. In my mind, I begged for Zaden to look at me, just once. 
 Slowly, he lifted his gaze from the floor to meet mine, and I spotted the vast sadness in his eyes. And from that look, I knew.
 Lady Cozette was the first of a long parade of potential matches.
 The whispers I didn’t want to hear followed the footsteps of Duke Calam and Lady Cozette to the dais. 
 “Isn’t she pretty? Her hair is like rays of sunlight.”
 “I don’t see what’s wrong with the ladies here. Why does the King insist on a foreign-born future queen?”
 “Their family must have ties to the late Queen-Mother.”
 The Duke bowed while his daughter curtsied. His brown, coiled hair obscured his scarred face as he tipped forward. Hazel eyes, set deep within their sockets, gazed up to meet the blue eyes of the King. Freckles spread delicately over his nose and cheekbones. The Duke bowed before the throne. His thin build felt ordinary next to the grace of his daughter.
 “My dear friend, Calam.” The King smiled. “It has been far too long since you’ve graced the halls of my palace. I trust your voyage was pleasant and uneventful?” 
 “It was, Your Majesty. And it has been too long. Long enough that my Cozette has grown up and forgotten her summers here with Princess Anora,” the Duke replied. 
 Cozette smiled shyly as her hazel eyes dropped to the floor. She brushed back a wisp of her shoulder-length blonde hair as a shade of pink bloomed beneath the charming freckles dotting her face.
 “The hospitalities of Aylesburg are yours during your visit. Tonight, we’ll celebrate your friendship with a splendid feast.”
 “Thank you for the warm welcome.” The Duke then turned to Zaden. “Your Highness, I would be honored to formally reintroduce you to my daughter, Lady Cozette.” As she curtsied to him, Zaden pulled his lips into a smile.
 Lips I longed to feel on mine.
 Great Abyss, I was torturing myself, making this more complicated than it needed to be. After all, I was the one who pushed him away.
 His eyes flicked to mine as he bowed to kiss the back of her hand. They shimmered with a wicked smirk. Wide-eyed, I tamped down my shock. He knew I wished it was me he was kissing. 
 I quickly schooled my face into the epitome of boredom as Claira looked at me. Heat that had nothing to do with the summer day or the crowd of the throne room rushed through me.
  
 [image:  ]
  
  
  
 “Brighton, I think tonight should be the sky-blue gown,” I said as I detangled my freshly washed hair.
 “Are you sure?” she asked. “It’s not the silhouette you usually wear.”
 “Positive. The King will dine with us this evening and host that Duke from Camden. There’s not a more perfect night for it.”
 Brighton nodded, pulling the gown from the wardrobe. She was right. It wasn’t what I typically wore. I relegated it to the back of the closet at the first opportunity because it put too much of me on display. Maybe the comfort of concealing material lingered from my years in the Sisterhood, but I selected gowns that covered my shoulders—and now my silver runes. 
 But not tonight.
 Brighton gasped as I stepped before the mirror. Butterflies swelled in my stomach, and I considered changing. It was off the shoulder, with a sweetheart neckline that hugged my curves before spilling into a waterfall of a skirt. The sheer sleeves connected to the bodice under my arms. Fitted lace cuffs continued over the back of my hand into the shape of a V. My pinned hair tumbled in springy curls down my back.
 Brighton frantically rummaged through the dressing table, retrieving my silver star necklace, pairing it with matching drop earrings. She clasped the necklace, but I declined to wear the earrings. She grinned at me through the reflection.
 “You look beautiful, milady.”
 A smile tugged at the corner of my lips. I never thought of myself as beautiful before, but I couldn’t contest what I saw in the mirror.
 Clink! A crack etched in a jagged motion, shattering the mirror like the sound of sleet against a window. Brighton and I jumped back as the shards rained to the floor. With the mirror in pieces at our feet, I gapped at her, my eyes wide.
 “The mirror couldn’t contain that much beauty,” she laughed nervously, cradling my arm in hers. I allowed her to pull me toward the chamber door even though I couldn’t tear my eyes from the fractured glass. It broke just from looking at it. There had to be some explanation since mirrors don’t crumble inexplicably. I shook my head to clear the thoughts. I couldn’t focus on that right now. I turned back to face Brighton.
 “Don’t worry about that,” she said. “It was an old mirror anyway. I’ll take care of the mess. Think nothing more of it and enjoy evening meal. Though, I almost feel bad for your companions. They won’t be able to keep their eyes off you.”
 I was counting on it.
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 Since the King was dining with us this evening, we were escorted to the head table upon entry to the dining room. The herald introduced each royal of the court. The courtiers then bowed to the King and his distinguished guests at the head table before being seated. Remembering my lesson with the books on my head, I straightened my spine, lowered my shoulders, and kept my chin proud. And I pretended that my heart wasn’t rapidly fluttering.
 “The Dowager Countess Harlow and her niece, Lady Raena Vondila.”
 One step back and to the right, I followed Claira’s lead. Gliding as best as I could. Stopping when she stopped. Curtsying when she did, dropping my head low. But through my lashes, I glanced up to catch him struggling to regain composure when I caught his gaze. For a flicker, his eyebrows arched up as he coughed down his sip of honeywine. Based on his reaction, this dress might be my new favorite gown.
 “You may rise,” the King said, releasing us from our gesture.
 Despite being a little distracted, I thought this might be the closest I’d get to the royals all at once. I took a deep breath and focused. But not a hint of darkness hovered around them.
 “It is an honor, Your Majesty, for you to welcome us to your table,” Claira said, then turned to acknowledge Duke Calam. “And a warm welcome to you and your daughter, Your Grace.” While she was the one speaking, I realized everyone’s eyes were on me. My cheeks warmed, but I didn’t let my face or my feet falter as we were escorted to our place at the table. 
 And I realized that, at this moment, no whispers followed me. 
 When we’d taken our places, Lady Cambree leaned over to Claira. “If she was trying to make a statement, I’d say with the resounding silence, she succeeded. I do feel bad for Count Easton and his new bride, as they had the misfortune of entering after you.” Humor danced on her words.
 The same couldn’t be said for Claira. She only grumbled under her breath in reply as the stares ceased and the dining room drew back into the buzz of chatter.
 My skin itched below the surface as though it had grown too tight. I shrugged it off on the account that I’d just captivated everyone present.
 Izzabelli smirked at me over her glass. Duke Reston leaned in on my side. “I think this might be the one time I can speak for everyone present when I say that you look lovely this evening, Lady Raena.”
 “Thank you for the kind words, Your Grace,” I smiled back. I angled myself toward the Duke, knowing he would be able to see me better too. “Duke Reston, if you woke up tomorrow and the responsibilities of being Duke were no longer yours, what would you pursue in life?”
 The Duke pondered for a moment. “I would build a greenhouse dedicated to flowers. When my father was the Duke, I traveled across Valence, studying flora and fauna, insects, and mushrooms. In Carran Hall, there’s a library section filled with nothing but my field journals.”
 “Insects?”
 “Oh yes, there are some as important to flowers as the sun is,” he replied. “Though there are also some that are as deadly to a flower as an invasive plant. In the right balance, water, sun, and air are what any good garden requires.” Throughout the rest of our meal, he gave me the highlights of his travels through Valence, his favorite plants, and the most beneficial insects. From his reverence, I left evening meal with a newfound appreciation for bugs. 
 Except maybe for bone spiders.
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 Chapter 26
 It was close to midnight, and once again, sleep escaped me. I wrapped a houndstooth shawl around my shoulders before I crept through the empty corridors. The taper in a finger loop holder cast flickering shadows along the walls. Sliding through the terrace doors, I ensured they wouldn’t lock behind me before winding my way through the gardens. The dew from the grass soaked through my slippers. 
 I set off on an unexplored path through the garden. After a few turns, the hedges fell away as a small temple rose before me. It was a simple structure with a single dome and a stone colonnade wrapped around a perfectly square building. There were no doors, just a rectangular opening in the wall. The flickering taper dimly illuminated the interior. A statue of a goddess carved from white stone stood on a black granite plinth. She had a soft expression, almost motherly, as she held a tulip and chrysanthemum bouquet in one hand. Behind the statue, glass vases adorned the wall, each one containing a single white tulip or white chrysanthemum. Not a single bud had browned, and their scent hung in the still air. Footsteps from outside made my heart jump. I considered extinguishing the candle for a moment, but I wasn’t sure I could navigate back to the palace in the dark. Another candle flickered in the doorway, and my heart jumped again. But for a different reason.
 “I was hoping it was you wandering out here this late,” Zaden said. “That’s Illena, Queen of the Gods, Goddess of Love...”
 “I should head back,” I interrupted.
 He stepped to the side to allow me to leave the temple, but as I descended the stairs back into the garden, he said, “I can’t stop thinking about you.”
 I stopped but didn’t turn to face him.
 “During the day, I swear I catch glimpses of you and hear your voice whispering to me,” he continued. “Seeing you this evening took every ounce of willpower not to rip you from the Duke’s attention. But even that torture is nothing compared to the way you haunt me at night. In my thoughts, my dreams.”
 “I can’t.” I shook my head.
 “Tell me you don’t think of me. That you hate when our eyes meet. That when your heart beats, it doesn’t say my name. Tell me, and I’ll never speak to you again.”
 “And what if I can’t?” I spun to face him, my shawl fluttering around me. “What if I didn’t want to walk away from you in the library? What if a part of me shattered when she was paraded before you? What if I would crumble to know there’ll be others?” I climbed a step with each question. Standing close enough to him in the shadows that I risked the flame of my candle igniting us both, I asked, “What if I wish you could be with me?”
 “Then be mine.”
 “It’s not that simple. The Countess, the King, they wouldn’t allow me to,” I countered.
 “It is as simple as we make it. We wouldn’t have to tell them. No one has to know,” Zaden said, his forehead resting on mine, his fingers twirling through my hair.
 “They’re expecting you to pick a bride.”
 “He can parade the entire Kingdom before me, and I wouldn’t take my eyes off you.”
 “But what if someone finds out?”
 “They won’t if we’re discrete. I know every nook and passage of this palace. No one will find us if we don’t want to be found.”
 In the shadows of the night, I could see the twinkle of the moon reflected in his eyes. I felt the heat rolling off him, and goosebumps riddled my skin. My stomach twisted into a knot as I blinked up to him. He leaned down, his lips so close to mine that I could already feel his kiss’s imprint.
 “Raena?”
 “Kiss me,” I breathed.
 He pulled me in tighter, eliminating the space between us as he claimed my mouth urgently and intensely. My entire body quivered in his strong embrace. 
 A cool breeze gently spun around us, rustling my nightgown. As I kissed him deeper, I felt the ends of my hair begin to lift. It wasn’t like a storm, where it aimed to topple and flatten. This felt like it was dancing; playful and a little wild. 
 This is insanity. 
 I was tumbling headfirst into what would only end in heartache, but the thrill was intoxicating. And I craved it as much as I wanted him.
 By the time I’d regained awareness, my fingers had twisted the front of his shirt, holding him close enough to me that our gasps were of one breath and his heart raced in tandem with mine. The taper trembled in my other hand, dangling dangerously from my finger, the hot wax dripping onto the stone floor of the temple.
 Staring into the depths of each other’s eyes, I didn’t need to look around me to know that the purple sparkles were dissipating. How would we not get caught when just a kiss brought out my magic? I loosened my grip on him and started back to the palace.
 “Was that your answer? Will you be mine?” he called after me.
 I ducked into the shadows of the hedges before I replied over my shoulder. “Yes.” 
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 Chapter 27
 I had just taken my morning tea in the sitting room when Claira swept toward me. In a panic, I searched my mind, wondering if I was supposed to meet with her this morning, but I came up blank.
 “I will be out of the palace for a few hours,” she said. “I have arranged for the leftover food from last night’s meal to be taken to the lower city.” Without waiting for a reply, she disappeared into the corridor. 
 I dropped my teacup on the tray and hurried after her. She hadn’t gotten much of a head start on me, but she was out of sight once I entered the corridor. 
 Running, I caught her as she descended the stairs to the stables. 
 “Can I help?” I asked breathlessly.
 “No, not today. I am running behind, and Brighton is not with you,” she replied.
 “Please,” I begged. “You promised me that I’d be able to help Aylesburg. And I know I help when I perform the blessings as Everlasting, but can you let me assist with this too? Surely, being with you, Brighton isn’t required to be with me. Just this once.”
 She chewed the inside of her cheek while she pondered.
 “Very well,” she sighed, allowing me to clamor into the coach after her.
 During our quiet carriage ride, I nervously tugged at my sleeves. I’d left in such a hurry to catch Claira I didn’t have my gloves.
 The Sun Abbey overflowed with food brought from the palace and the number of those ready to help. My jaw dropped. The doors were propped open and within, the operation was already underway. A few dozen people, from the Sunpriests to some palace servants, were filling baskets with bread, sweets, and fruits. The flurry of activity halted as Claira and I entered.
 “Dowager Countess,” Mother Jayce stepped forward. “Thank you for the generosity, for filling the bellies of those without.”
 “Your King, not me, should receive your praise.”
 “Nonetheless, we appreciate your part in this,” Mother Jayce whispered back.
 “How can I help?” I spoke up.
 She twisted her lips, surveying the Sun Abbey. “It’s not glamorous in this heat, but we could use another to deliver these baskets to the families.”
 “If that’s where I’m most needed.” Out of the corner of my eye, Claira looked at me, probably pondering why I’d agree to roam the city in a lovely dress. I could tell from her raised eyebrow that she wouldn’t be enforcing the mandatory escort requirement, which suited me. I could move through the streets faster without her. And with the sun burning brightly, I had no shadows to fear.
 Mother Jayce smiled before turning back to those gathered. “With the generosity of the palace, we’ll be able to provide for thirty families across the lower city. We will need to get them all delivered before today’s sunservice. It’s a challenge, but one we can achieve together. Let’s begin.” 
 At midday, the upper city worshippers would fill the Sun Abbey to the brim. The devoted faithful met once a week for an hour-long sunservices, which included the reading of scriptures and chants of praise led by the Sunpriests. Today’s prayers were in celebration of a birthday—some cousin to the King, according to the whispers from the parlor yesterday. The devout upper city believers risked inclement weather to attend a sunservice, mainly to catch a glimpse of the royals in rare attendance. 
 It took a short time to fall into the cadence, but once I received my first delivery’s location, the chaos settled into a groove: baskets filled and handed off, the destination shared, and baskets sent to be delivered. 
 The only problem was the heat. Two weeks from now would be the summer solstice, and the weather wasn’t about to let anyone forget it. Once I finished my third run, I was ready to melt into a puddle on the cobblestones.
 “Any more?” I asked. 
 “One left, but I’ll take care of it,” Mother Jayce replied. The Sun Abbey had emptied. The Sunpriests left to prepare for the sunservice and the servants returned to their tasks in the palace. Which meant the sunservice would begin soon.
 “I’ll carry it for you so you can lead the way.” I knew that she was more than capable as a dark elf. But disguised as an older mortal, she wouldn’t have been strong enough to lug it through the city.
 I hoisted the basket into my arms while she began heading toward the door.
 I glanced over to Claira. “I’ll see you once I return. Enjoy the sunservice.” I smiled.
 Claira rolled her eyes and grumbled under her breath. “I shall accompany you for this one.” I could tell she wasn’t thrilled to trudge through the lower city, but she thought it was better than the sunservice.
 As we descended into the square, she turned to me. “Vander, the King’s cousin, annoys me enough that I am not excited to see him outside the palace, let alone for a birthday sunservice.”
 My pace was slower with Claira and Mother Jayce. By the time we arrived at the stairs, I was panting. A few steps into the lower city, the weather took a drastic turn for the worse. Winds whipped through the streets, kicking up dirt in my eyes. Even the pixies must have hunkered down for this storm because the breeze was devoid of their voices. 
 “I had not anticipated this,” Claira grumbled to the clouds.
 “Do you regret joining us?” I had to yell over the wind.
 She wrinkled her nose. Inky clouds blotted out the sunlight as fat raindrops pinged off the roofs. Even with the deluge imminent, I smiled as the gusts danced through my hair. This was the closest I’d ever gotten to flying. It was exhilarating the way the adrenaline rushed through me.
 But my daydream disappeared quickly as the clouds swallowed the sun above. We rounded the corner and I found myself facing the same dead-end alley where I’d fought the darkness a few weeks ago. Immediately, an invisible weight pressed down on me. My skin prickled with unease. Something wasn’t right. I glanced back, but both of my companions seemed unfazed. I must be imagining it since I had avoided this street after the last time it felt wrong.
 My wide eyes didn’t break their vigilance of the alley. I couldn’t be hallucinating the darkness that rolled out in smoke-like tendrils in the middle of the day. 
 I turned around, ready to suggest we find another road, as a wisp caught Claira from behind. It wrapped around her ankle and slammed her onto the jagged cobbles. Mother Jayce screamed as the plume yanked Claira, despite her desperate attempts to claw away.
 “Help me,” she cried, teary-eyed. 
 I jumped back, pressing myself against the stone wall opposite the alley. Mother Jayce gripped my outreached hand as I pulled her away from the smoky mists. My heart thundered in my chest as I contemplated how to get to Claira without disrupting the tendrils. Without either of us getting caught, too.
 But I hesitated too long. An icy chill shocked my skin as a wisp wrapped around my ankle and slammed me to the ground, disrupting the basket and sending food flying. A scream escaped my lips, pleading for someone, anyone, to help. My fingers desperately searched for a hold between the cobbles. Nearby, Mother Jayce yelled.
 Despite my kicking, thrashing, and protesting, it dragged me across the street and partially down the alley. A dark portal swirled at the far end, from which slithered even more tendrils. 
 No, no! Don’t drag me into whatever nightmare lay beyond. 
 I fumbled with the folds of my skirts, unsheathing my dagger, Alyvia, from my left thigh. I swiped the encroaching tendrils with reckless abandon. The ones I sliced through blew away in the storm’s breeze. I uttered a prayer of thanks. Whatever this was, I could cut It down.
 A second tendril slithered forward, vying to pin down my dagger. Before it could, I threw Alyvia into the shadowy portal. A shriek of surprise rippled through the alley, the thundering storm above masked the unnerving cry. A third smoke tendril drifted from the void, sharpening into a point. It dragged the edge across my inner arm just above the silver of my rune. I cried out in pain as the wisp wrapped around the blood seeping from the cut. The touch of it was scorching cold, burning my skin.
 The portal before me shimmered like the morning sunshine dancing on the dewdrops of a black rose. I gasped as a tall, bone-white creature stepped through. It stood on thin, white legs that bent backward like a horse’s, with long claws at the end of each toe. Ribbons of skin pulled taut over Its ribs, and Its long thin arms nearly dragged the ground, each finger ending in a sharply curved talon. It held my dagger in one claw as a trickle of black blood dribbled from a cut on Its side. Red eyes glowed from Its flat head. Spikes trailed down Its back, starting from the small ones between Its eyes and growing larger until It reached the end of Its thrashing, scorpion-like tail, where the final barb glistened with green slime. 
 The smoke tendrils tightened their hold on my limbs. Whatever this creature was, It had fully materialized from wherever the portal originated, and the plumes continued pulling us toward the void. We were helpless against It. 
 “Let us go,” I ordered with authority I wasn’t sure I had.
 Its red eyes landed on me, and It leaped forward, quickly pinning me with the sharp claws of Its hands and feet. Its tail curled over its shoulder, threatening to strike. It pointed my dagger at me. My eyes widened as my heartbeat pulsed through my ears. This was the end.
 When the portal’s pull on the three of us ceased, I couldn’t detect sound or movement from Claira or Mother Jayce. But I’d have to tend to them after I dealt with this monster. 
 When It spoke, It uttered Its words in three languages simultaneously: the common tongue of mortals, the old elven language, and what I assumed was the speech of the Abyss.
 “Then I’ll take you. Your blood is strong enough to pull Heles into this world.” 
 I gasped. “The Demon King?” 
 Its grip tightened on me, squeezing a cough from my lungs as the warmth of blood trickled from where its talons pierced my skin. “‘Demon King.’ You disrespect a god by not addressing Him by His name,” It spat. “Nonetheless, your blood on the shadows brought me here, yet you didn’t summon me. Where’s the shadow priestess?” 
 “I don’t know.” My voice shook. 
 In the blink of an eye, It raised a talon and swiped it across my cheek. The sudden force threw my head to the side, smashing it against the unforgiving stone street. I whimpered as the pain rocked through my head. 
 A talon pointed at my heart, and the demon slowly applied pressure. A small stain of dark red seeped through my gray dress. We both knew It could end my life with a little more force. I heard another gasp from somewhere in the alley, followed by the smell of blood.
 “Leave them be. None of us are who you seek,” I wheezed. The smirk It gave me proceeded the sickening crack of someone slamming to the ground.
 “I have no patience, especially when ripped into this realm.” Its voice sent ripples of fear through me. “Tell me what I need to know, favored star of the Goddess, and I may let you live.”
 I couldn’t help my whimper any more than I could control the tears that slid from my eyes. “I promise, I know nothing of this shadow priestess or what she wants from you. Just because you were forced through that portal and happened upon me, it isn’t justification enough for you to take my life.” I must have subconsciously wished for death because I felt no regret as the words I shouldn’t have spoken hung in the space between me and the demon. 
 Anger sparkled in Its ruby red eyes.
 “Very well, star of the Goddess,” It crooned. “Are you ready to meet Her to see if you’re worthy enough to return to the heavens from whence you came?” The barb on its tail slowly dragged across my throat, seeping fire into my split skin.
 I drew in a shaky breath, pinching my damp eyes closed. “Please,” I pled, to either the demon or the Goddess, whichever would listen. 
 Time slowed down; the seconds crawled by as I waited for what would come next. The bitter taste of lemons drowned in saltwater slowly coated my tongue and teeth. A metal clang reverberated through my head. I opened my mouth for a final gasp of air when a scream not of this world bounced off the alley walls. I hadn’t meant to make such a noise, but when I tore open my eyes, I realized it wasn’t mine. The demon wailed again, the sound like fingernails on slate, etching a shudder down my spine. It had begun burning to ash from where It had touched me, the drifting flakes falling back through the portal. I scrambled backward, my mouth agape as tiny purple and silver sparkles glittered around the demon, reducing the bone-white creature to dust.
 A final harrowing scream shuddered before the portal winked out, returning the alley to the stone and rumble of the living realm. 
 I collapsed onto the cobbles. My face turned to the sky as fat, angry raindrops battered my cheeks and mingled with my tears.
  I don’t know how long I remained there. Long enough that my toes began to tingle, the pins-and-needles feeling should have been alarming. But when the rest of my body felt like stone, I struggled to focus.
 Mother Jayce’s worried face looked down on me. She wore cuts and gashes on her face. “Can you move?”
 Only a groan fell from my lips.
 “We can’t stay here,” she said frantically. “Where’s Claira?” I managed to grunt.
 Her eyebrows drew together. “I can’t wake her.”
 She helped peel me from the ground. After a few deep breaths, we draped Claira’s arms across our shoulders as we hobbled to the upper city.
 “What happened?” I asked Mother Jayce.
 “I don’t know. The back of my head hit hard, and everything went black. I woke up to find you and Claira lying on the road. You both sustained substantial wounds, but you ended up further down the alley. Do you know what attempted to pull us through that portal? Or better yet, what closed it?”
 She seemed to piece together enough that whatever answer I gave her moved her closer to the Everlasting’s identity. No one else in Aylesburg had the means to close that portal. And she knew it. I’d like to hope that she wouldn’t divulge my secret, but I didn’t really know her to determine if that trust would be well-placed. With the Demon King’s spy inside the walls, I couldn’t risk it.
 I caught sight of my bloody wounds and hands when we labored up the steps to the upper city. My magic had reduced a demon to dust. If only I had done it sooner, I could have spared many of the injuries that riddled our bodies. But I’d never wielded from both the sun and moon at the same time. The thought of that much power stole my breath.
 We staggered up the stairs to the Sun Abbey. The rain-washed marble, as slippery as ice required my full attention. It also saved me from offering a reply to Mother Jayce. Better not to answer than to feed her a lie.
 We burst through the Sun Abbey doors. Prayers were underway, and I felt all eyes on us as I fought to stay on my feet. Blood and raindrops painted the pristine floor as it dripped from us. A few women gasped. Korbin rushed forward to take my place in supporting Claira. Not without glaring at me first. He rattled off a string of questions, none of which reached my ears. Something beyond my bleeding injuries ailed me. I staggered backward a few steps, bumping into a Sunpriest. I desperately clutched his arm for stability. 
 “Help, please,” I wheezed. I didn’t have long until I collapsed for good, and I would prefer to be somewhere safe when it happened. 
 The Sunpriest spun to face me as he yanked his arm back from me. In my weakened state, the force threw me to the floor. I’d accidentally knocked his hood back and revealed his face. My bloody hand flew to cover my open mouth as his red eyes blazed. Under his white robes, his skin cracked in deep fissures that glowed red, like molten rivers that had carved canons through his bones.
 Screams of alarm rang out around me as the worshippers ran, seeking sanctuary in the storms over whatever was on the brink of unfolding within the Sun Abbey.
 “What are you?” The words spilled from my lips.
  He crouched in front of me. “A nightmare that walks during the day, a shadow in the light, and something you shouldn’t have disturbed.”
 The back of his hand smacked my face so hard that my head hit the floor, the iron taste of blood filled my mouth. He drew his sword and gracefully arched it overhead. I pinched my eyes closed, waiting for the strike to fall. When it didn’t, I pried them open. Another Sunpriest tackled him to the floor. The royal guard rushed towards us, the clink of their armor throbbing in my ears. A dull blow fell on the back of my head before I could clamor back to my feet. I don’t remember hitting the floor.
  
   [image:  ]
 Chapter 28
 Birds chirped in the distance. The floral fragrance of herbs and the sun’s warmth on my face greeted me before I peeled open my eyes to find that I was tucked into my bed in the palace.
 Annalee gracefully sat with her eyes closed in a chair nearby. I stretched my limbs and instantly regretted it. Pain surged through my battered, bruised body. At my whimper, her eyes blinked open. 
 “Careful, Rae.” 
 “Ow,” I hissed under my breath. My voice sounded like torn ribbons in my throat like I’d swallowed fire. “How long have I been asleep?”
 “Two days. You needed the rest to recover from the demon poison.”
 I’d been poisoned? My hand instinctively touched the bandaged gash across my throat. No wonder I felt so weak,
 “Mother Jayce said the royal healer performed a miracle with whatever potion she gave you. There’s never been a demon in our realm. No one knows about their poison or how to counter its effects.”
 “Mother Jayce? Claira? Are they alright? I don’t remember getting back here.” The cobwebs weighed down on my drowsy head.
 “Mother Jayce suffered minor injuries. Claira woke up hours after the attack. Her injuries required more care. I’m surprised her wailing when the healer sewed up her gashed didn’t wake you. The healer forced her to remain in bed, but she’s been very vocal about how much she dislikes the healer’s insistence. Brighton has been able to pacify her with an assortment of books, though.”
 “I’m glad they’re both alright.” I struggled to focus on her through my groggy eyes, but I could clearly see her concern. 
 The scrapes on my hands had nearly mended. Within another day, they would heal entirely. I turned them over, studying my palms. How had I used both parts of my magic? Maybe I imagined it; after all, I had been poisoned and knocked in the head. 
 “You still need rest to recover. The healer said to drink this.” She handed me a teacup with an aromatic infusion from the bedside table. Too weak to protest, I drank it. The floral brew warmed me from within, and the blanket draped over me became a comfortable weight. Annalee retrieved the teacup and offered me a gentle smile.
 “Rest, Raena.”
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 The quiet click of the door latched. A cold cloth draped across my forehead while warm hands held mine. Fresh, springtime scents embraced me. I fought the grogginess that clouded my mind to crack open my eyes. The bright morning light flooded my chamber. Claira sat beside me. A few lingering scrapes and her busted lower lip were the only lingering evidence from the attack.
 “Hello, my dear,” she smiled. “How are you feeling today?”
 The weight of my body chased away the sensation of floating. Awareness and feeling returned to my arms and legs.
 “I would feel better if I was allowed to leave this chamber,” my hoarse voice replied.
 She handed me a mug from the bedside table. I accepted but eyed it suspiciously.
 “It is just water. The healer has left the tea, should you need it. But I am afraid you must remain here a few days more. Brighton took the liberty to bring up some books to read while you endure the rest of your time. Though court has noticed your absence.”
 Around the chamber, various floral arrangements gathered on the tops of every piece of furniture. Graceful arches of orchids, vibrant lilies, and snowy white jasmine blossoms nestled into a blanket of green leaves. A display befitting of a countess’ niece.
 “How long has it been it happened?” I asked. I called our harrowing attack it for the fear that naming that terror would continue to haunt me. I secretly hoped that she would tell me that the carriage had overturned. Or that we’d fallen down the grand staircase. Either would be easier for me to accept than the nightmare that attacked us.
 “It has been five days.”
 “Five days,” I gasped. I shook my head in disbelief. 
 “What can you recall?”
 I inhaled a shaky breath and told her what I remembered. The only thing I kept to myself had been my use of both my sun and moon magic at the same time. I couldn’t be sure that even happened, so I didn’t need to worry her about a half-remembered detail.
 “A worrisome time indeed if the Heathens are in Aylesburg.” Concern glinted in her eyes.
 “The Heathens?” I asked.
 She leaned in close. “The Heathens are a faction of Heles worshippers. A shadow priestess leads small groups of followers, though it has only been for crude worship ceremonies. For years, they have met in small groups, well outside of Aylesburg, their meetings benign, heresy against the Goddess the only crime committed. Now, it seems as though they are within our city walls if they are disguised themselves as Sunpriests, opening portals and summoning lesser demons to cast our world in shadow for the Demon King.”
 “That creature was only a lesser demon?” I choked. “It was terrifying! And huge. I don’t want to meet any greater demon. Especially if it was brought here with my blood and subsequently banished at my hands.” My breaths shuttered through me at an alarming rate. How could I ever compete against demons, portals, and heretics? I stood on the precipice of the Abyss’ shadow, staring down a tidal wave of panic that frightened me. A cold sweat shook through me.
 “Once you have recovered, the King’s council expects us to share our account with them, and you will need to share with them what you have told me. We cannot stand back if there are Heathens in the city.”
 How would I explain how I banished it back through the portal without disclosing who I was? What could be done to ensure they weren’t opening another portal somewhere else in the city? I opened my mouth to reply, but she spoke first.
 “But those are troubles for another day. Rest, my dear. Your explicit instructions are to remain in the bed until the healer has deemed you well enough to leave it.”
 A quiet knock tapped on the door.
 “It would seem as though you have a visitor,” Claira said as she stood. Just then, Annalee danced into the chamber carrying a silver tea tray.
 “You look so much better,” she beamed as she placed the tray on the foot of my bed since flowers consumed any other useable space. “How are you feeling?”
 Claira laughed. “You may have to watch her closely. She is ready to break out of here. I’ll be in the parlor for a bit. If you need me, send Brighton to fetch me. But remember, you need to rest.” Claira left, closing the door behind her.
 Annalee slid into the chair Claira previously occupied and poured us both cups of tea. “I see why you wanted to come to the palace. Claira has been quite enchanting during my visits the last few days.” 
 I didn’t know how to feel about Claira and Annalee growing close. They were two sides of me that I’d been fighting to keep apart. Though I suppose their collision became inevitable the moment I left that life in the lower city for the one in the palace.
 “But I want to hear about you. Tell me about your time in court since I saw you last.”
 I shared what it was like in the throne room, about the visiting Duke and his daughter, the royal feast in their honor, and all the dresses and gowns I’ve gotten to wear.
 “Oh, Rae. It sounds like you’re part of a fairytale story.”
 My mind drifted to meeting Zaden in the garden. “Sometimes it is.”
 “I’m surprised your noble from the market isn’t at your bedside to nurse you back to health. Do you see him often?” Annalee grinned.
 “Honestly, you’re insufferable.” I feigned exasperation as my heart stumbled at the mention of him. My face turned pink, my heart began to race, and my skin prickled all at once. Suddenly the contents of my teacup were a little too intriguing.
 “Don’t be coy now,” Annalee said.
 “He’s not a noble’s son,” I started. “He’s the crown prince.”
 “He’s not!” Annalee exclaimed. “I assure you; he is.”
 “The boy from the market is Prince Anakletos?” 
 “He prefers the second name his mother gave him.”
 “What does that mean for you?” she asked, placing her teacup on the tray and thumbing through a book Brighton had left.
 I sighed as my shoulders dropped. “Nothing. I’m nobody.”
 A folded parchment fell into her lap from between the pages, a red wax seal bearing the royal crest stamped upon it. “A nobody who receives notes passed through books? It’s from him, isn’t it?” She dangled it before me.
 “What? I didn’t know that was in there.”
 “Well, it’s addressed to you,” she gushed. “What does it say?”
 I laughed. “I’m not reading it while you’re here. It would be inappropriate to reply to correspondence while I’m hosting a guest.” I tried to keep a straight face but failed. Both of us giggled until it hurt to breathe. 
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 After Claira returned and Annalee left, I stuffed the parchment under my pillow. I’d wait until Claira returned downstairs for evening meal before I dared to read it. But it didn’t stop the flutter I felt. When the shadows grew long, Claira entered my chamber, dressed for the evening.
 “I should remain here,” she started.
 “Now that I’m awake, I’ll be fine. Brighton will be up shortly with my meal. I’ll send for you if I need to, but I’m sure that you miss Lady Cambree’s company.”
 She twisted her lips before sighing. “I do,” she said under her breath. “I shall return to check on you before I engage in a game of cards.” And she was off.
 But before I got too comfortable, Brighton appeared with the tray.
 “I’m so relieved that you’re doing better, milady,” she said as she placed the tray on the bed before me. She began to leave when I stopped her.
 “Would you mind staying a while longer?” I asked.
 “I can stay as long as you’d like me to.” She smiled, sitting in the chair at my bedside.
 “There’s so much I don’t know about you. How long have you been in Aylesburg?”
 “Five years. I came from a small, poverty-stricken town. A tavern altercation killed my father, and I needed a way out. Graciously, I was offered my role here. I send most of my wages back each month to support my mother and two younger siblings.”
 “I’d imagine it’s difficult to be away from your family. Do you get to visit them?”
 “That place is full of painful memories for me. I haven’t been back, and I don’t plan to.”
 I frowned, not meaning to bring up the pain of the past. “What do you do when you’re not here?” Hopefully talking about leisurely pursuits wouldn’t be painful to discuss.
 “I’m usually quite busy here, but I do collect rocks. Each time I visit the lake, I look for the unique ones that make me smile, whether they are a pretty color, smooth, or a different shape. Since I share my room here, I try to keep only the best ones.” She smiled. “If I see one that reminds me of you, I’ll leave it for you.”
 I smiled, unsure how a chunk of granite could invoke me, but I also couldn’t wait to see what such a rock would look like. I pushed the mostly empty bowl of bone broth away.
 “Are you finished?”
 “I am. Thank you, Brighton.”
 “Certainly. Sleep well, milady.”
 I waited, counting my breaths after the door to the apartment closed. When I was confident Brighton was gone for good, I pulled the parchment from under my pillow, breaking the seal to reveal scrawling black ink.
  
 My dearest, my happiness, 
 I read this book in the garden, and wished that you were with me so I could recite the words of profound poets to you. I miss you more than I thought I would, more than I thought was possible. Know that each breath is an agony until I can see you again and hold you close.
 I shall wait patiently until that day comes.
 Z
  
 I fell asleep with a smile on my face.
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 “You shall be well enough to return to your normal life as soon as tomorrow, but it might be another month before you regain your full strength,” the healer said. She recited a lengthy list of instructions for the salves she was leaving for me to apply during the next couple of days. I would have given up my elven traits just to be allowed to leave this chamber.
 “Thank you.” I smiled as she left the room.
 Once we were alone, Claira sat in the bedside chair. “The Captain of the Royal Guard searched the alley after the hysteria settled in the Sun Abbey.”
 “Did he find anything to lead them to who opened the portal?”
 She pulled my dagger from behind her, slowly twirling the point of the blade against her forefinger. “Just your dagger, though I’m not sure he would share any details with me if he had. I wonder, though, what is an orphan from Moonbridge doing with a fine blade like this?”
 “I didn’t steal it if that’s what you’re asking.” My voice trembled. Maybe it wasn’t the whole truth, but I wouldn’t call taking something from bone spiders stealing.
 “No, I don’t take you for a thief. It’s just a bit unexpected, my dear.” She handed it back to me, its weight felt familiar, but when the metal grip remained cold in my hands, I furrowed my brow. It stayed cold in my grasp. A shiver walked up my spine because the chill mirrored the frigid sting of the portal wisps.
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 “The light pink dress with the flowers today,” Claira instructed Brighton a few days later as she swept into the sitting room. I wrinkled my nose at the color. I thought the pale shade of satin material looked pallid on my complexion.
 “So they will see your neck,” she clarified.
 My fingers mindlessly grazed the bandage there. Once the healer cleared me to leave my bed, Claira jumped at the opportunity to parade me before the King’s council. She coached me on the best way to present the story to them without revealing myself as the Everlasting. Claira and Mother Jayce would provide the details they could, but since the demon targeted me, I had the burden to share most of the events.
 Claira oversaw my final preparations, ensuring the right amounts of powder dusted my face, that my hair fell in just the right way, that the remaining cuts and bruises were visible but not too grotesque, and that the pleats of my skirts fell in the perfect silhouette. When we were ready, a royal guard met us outside her apartment door. He escorted us down an unfamiliar passage, where Mother Jayce waited. Wordlessly, she joined our escort. We passed more guards throughout the hall than I’d seen in the rest of the palace, leaving no doubt that we headed toward the King. 
 The guard stopped and opened one of the doors to usher us through. The dim council room lacked refinement, furnished with a dark wood table and nine chairs with crimson upholstery. Long slits for windows limited the sunlight, and the low ceiling pushed down on me. A wrought iron chandelier with lit tallow candles dripped wax and puffed hazy smoke, which created a repulsive haze when mixed with the smoking pipes of the council members. Hand-drawn maps with small metal cannons, horses, and ships laid scattered across the table. Stacks of scrolls and ledgers had been pushed dangerously close to the table’s edges. Neither large nor small, the room comfortably fit the council with enough space for us to approach the table without seeing much of the details on the parchments. 
 The herald stood behind the King, a few steps back from the table. “The Dowager Countess Harlow, Lady Raena Vondila, and Mother Superior Jayce.”
 Seven mortals sat at the table, but I was familiar with only three of them: King Rhutt, Zaden, and the Captain of the Royal Guard, Korbin. Of the nine chairs, only one sat empty.
 As we approached, I clutched Claira’s arm for support. I wasn’t sure I needed to, but she’d insisted that King Rhutt would be more sympathetic toward us. When we reached the table, I dipped into a curtsy as low as my weakened body allowed.
 “You may rise,” the King said impatiently. At the direction of Claira, I exaggerated the wobble in my legs as I stood, a move convincing enough that Zaden lurched forward, concerned and ready to rush to my side. The King leaned back and whispered to the herald behind him, who nodded once and brought the empty chair to me.
 “Thank you.” I smiled as he returned to his place behind the King. I nodded to the King before sitting down. Claira knew Rhutt well, and our meeting had progressed precisely how she’d hoped it would.
 “Lady Raena, please share with the crown and the council the events, as you recall them, from the afternoon of your attack in the lower city,” one of the councilmen requested.
 Before I could open my mouth, the door flung open, and the royal guard stumbled in. 
 “Prince Rohen of Wakefield, Master of Coin on His Majesty’s council,” he stammered as he dropped into a bow. A tall, rugged mortal brushed past the guard as he swept into the room.
 “Brother,” the King said. While he had the same severe face as the King, his hair and beard lacked the white of age. “We hadn’t expected your return so soon.”
 “Fiora decided she preferred the weather here this time of year,” he replied coldly. His ice blue eyes were just as piercing as his brother’s. He looked me up and down as he strode to the council table. Korbin scrambled up, offering his chair to the King’s brother.
 I caught Claira in the corner of my eye. Her eyes narrowed briefly as she chewed the inside of her cheek. She hadn’t accounted for Prince Rohen.
 “We were about to hear the harrowing events these ladies endured,” the vizier spoke up, breaking the silence.
 “That would explain why she’s occupying my chair. I apologize, my lady. You may begin,” Rohen said as he waved his hand to me. The King’s jaw clenched.
 I cleared my throat. Knowing the pained face Zaden wore, I avoided glancing at the prince. I spoke clearly, articulating the words Claira suggested, letting silence linger just long enough. 
 When I concluded, Claira chimed in. “Your Majesty, these are telltale signs of a cult of Heathens within Aylesburg. If we had not survived…”
 “How did you defeat this demon?” Korbin cut her off.
 Claira placed her hand on my shoulder. “After being attacked and poisoned, she was thrown to the ground and knocked unconscious, waking to see the demon was gone.”
 Her reply did nothing to ease the frown on his face.
 “What would you have us do?” the vizier asked Claira.
 “If this could happen to one of us, we do not know if it has not already happened to someone in the lower city. Maybe increasing patrols could save others and help put our minds at ease while the royal guard investigates who is behind this.” 
 One of the council members leaned toward the King to whisper: “We don’t have the funds for an increase. We hardly have enough for our current city guards.” 
 “But we can’t allow the streets to remain a dangerous place,” Zaden interjected, with a flick of his gaze to me. “It’s our duty to protect those who can’t protect themselves. This attack shows that not even those that reside in the palace are untouchable.” 
 “With all due respect, Your Highness,” another member countered, “it’s the lower city. Most can barely pay their taxes—to pay the money they owe you. If they can’t contribute to maintaining a greater presence of the guard, then what duty does the crown have to protect them?” 
 “Aylesburg is home to them as well. Is poverty enough of a reason for them to be fearful in their homes? Protecting them, even if they can never repay the crown, not only will mean the most to them, it’ll show the rest of Myrefall what kind of kingdom we wish to be.” Zaden replied.
 “Then where do you propose we get the funds to increase the guard? Do we reduce the forces on our western borders? Or call back our diplomats from Camden? Or shall we no longer enjoy the lifestyles we’ve grown accustomed to here?”
 The room fell silent as all eyes of the council downturned. None of them wanted to offer up the comforts of their lifestyles or their Kingdom. My shoulders sank. Had I laid my story at their feet and still ended up failing? I’d have to accept that I’d done everything possible to ensure no one else met a lesser demon. But the thought that it could be Annalee next brought the sting of tears to my eyes. 
 Prince Rohen broke the silence. “I’ll supplement the ranks with the Wakefield guard. My men can be in Aylesburg within the month.”
 “And I’m certain you’ll seek payment from the crown,” a council member demanded.
 “No, they’d remain in my employ but would report to the Captain of the city guard. As the master of coin, I assure you there will not be any lines in the ledger for their support. You’d be more than welcome to check the numbers behind me.”
 The King looked down the table to one of the council members that hadn’t spoken yet. He frantically leafed through the stack of parchments on the table before him. “There’s nothing that prohibits the use of household guards in support of the crown, nor is there a precedent for the crown being responsible for paying their wages in those instances,” he stated.
 “Then it is settled. The Wakefield guard, under the continued funds of Prince Rohen’s household, will provide supplemental support in Aylesburg until the threat is eliminated and safety reinstated for the citizens,” The King turned back to us. “The crown appreciates you bringing the matter to our attention. It is now resolved. The guard will escort you back to your apartment.”
 I grasped Claira’s arm, and we curtsied as the guard led us back through the passage. He bowed outside the apartment door, turned on his heel, and disappeared the way he’d come. Once we’d returned to her apartment, I felt I could finally breathe again.
 “How did it go, milady?” Brighton asked as she dipped into a curtsy.
 “It went well,” I said. “The council agreed with our petition, and some of Prince Rohen’s personal guards will be assisting the city guard throughout the city.”
 Claira dropped inelegantly onto the settee, sighing heavily. “I suppose none of it happened as I’d intended.”
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 Chapter 30
 Claira dragged me from the parlor where I’d been three rounds deep in a card game with Holland and two other ladies. I apologized profusely to my companions. 
 “I’m sorry, Claira. I didn’t know that we were venturing out this morning,” I apologized as I stuffed myself into the coach behind her. My feet had hardly made it inside before the footman closed the door, and we began moving.
 She pursed her lips, tapping the closed fan on her hand. “It is entirely my fault. I must have forgotten to tell you. You should be able to rejoin your games this afternoon.”
 “But Brighton,” I said.
 “There is no time. I trust you will behave like a lady?” she asked.
 I almost didn’t dignify her with an answer. “I will.”
 “Then off we go.”
 In the carriage, we rode in silence for a few moments. 
 “I wanted to ask,” I started, fingers twirling a loose thread on my sleeve, unable to meet her gaze. “I heard the whispers that there are elves coming to Aylesburg.”
 Her eyes widened. “That would be news to me.”
 “They’ve learned how to track magic. I’m sure they’re coming to find me. What should I do?”
 “They will be searching for you. They drove you from Moonbridge under only a suspicion of who you are. Since you have arrived here, news of the Everlasting has spread across Myrefall.”
 My stomach dropped. Across Myrefall? “Why does Amalia want me?”
 “I will not presume to speak for her, but I would imagine she wants to verify that you are legitimate. The elves are very protective of the Goddess and would not take lightly to an imposter. From there, probably nothing good. I have heard that she has waited decades for the Everlasting.” 
 I couldn’t swallow the lump in the back of my throat. “And I just have to hope that the elves Amalia sends here don’t realize who I am?”
 “We shall avoid using your magic while they are here and do our best to avoid them as much as possible. That should be enough to avoid their discovery of you. The entire court’s social calendar will be full during their stay. They will be too busy to worry about magic, but we shall remain vigilant during their visit.”
 The same magic that I couldn’t wholly control. Any overpowering emotion might lead them right to me. Even now, it thrummed within me. And she trusted that I wouldn’t accidentally use it, which was confidence I didn’t share. 
 Goddess, save us.
  
 “Stay focused,” Claira instructed. “I have an errand to attend to but shall return about the same time you finish.”
 “I can remain with her for a while,” Soren added. Why did Claira think that I required constant oversight? With the ruffle of her long-sleeved blue dress, she departed.
 A battalion of black candles sat on the desk before me, a fresh bandage tied around my palm.
 “Why are the candles kept secret?” I asked.
 “I wondered how long you could sit in silence. You would make a terrible Sunpriest,” Soren replied.
 “Then I suppose it’s my good fortune that you aren’t here to take me on as a novice.”
 He laughed. “Do you know how many reside in the lower city?”
 “No, but if they all wanted one, I don’t see why it has to be shrouded in secrecy.”
 “There are about ninety-five thousand crammed in the squalor of the lower city. Each visit here, you rune almost one hundred candles. Working on this every day, it would take you nearly four years to prepare a candle for everyone in the lower city.”
 “Oh.”
 “Claira has devised a way to get them to those who need them the most to save you from that arduous undertaking.”
 “I had no idea.”
 “She takes her role as servant and protector of the Everlasting seriously.”
 I couldn’t disagree.
 He stood from the settee. “I must step out for midday prayers. Do you have all you require?”
 “I do. Thank you.”
 He nodded as he left.
 I completed my task before Claira returned. The cut on my hand healed, so I removed the wrapping and began to clean up. As I placed the washed silver bowl on a side table, my eyes hovered over the open page of her book. The book of runes. 
 I turned my focus back to the door, listening for a heartbeat. No sounds filtered down the hallway, so I delicately turned the pages. The runes flooded my mind as I flipped through, looking for the one I sought. 
 Temporarily binds magic.
 My pulse thundered in my ears as my heart pounded against my ribs. I was sure it wouldn’t take long for the elven delegation to find me in the palace.
 But with this, I’d be invisible.
 I squinted my eyes to read the faded ink, devouring the words on the page, the shape of the rune, the cadence of the incantation. The ingredients were simple enough. Claira had them all within various desk drawers: herbs, powders, oil extracts.
 I listened down the hall once more. If I was going to do this, I’d need to do it quickly. Claira was due back any moment, and Soren seemingly materialized in the office like a phantom.
 I rushed to gather the necessary items and hastily tipped them into the silver bowl, rather than measuring them out, then skimmed the words again to see that I was missing one.
 Blood.
 And not just mine. This rune required a binding blood. I smirked to myself, pulling open the top drawer. Claira said the powder was more potent, or something like that, so I was careful to add the smallest amount from the glass vial.
 Gulping a deep breath, I pressed the dagger against my finger until the skin broke. My head spun as it combined with the other ingredients in the bowl. I pressed my finger to my lip to stem the tiny cut. Hopefully, only a few drops would be enough. 
 Quickly folding the ingredients together, I closed my eyes to whisper the incantation. I struck the dagger against a piece of flint, sending a shower of sparks into the bowl. A small fire jumped up as the sparks ignited the oil. I held my breath while the ingredients charred and smoked. Every hair on my body prickled, and even though I wasn’t wielding my magic, I swore I could taste the sound of my beating heart, its lemony effervescent contractions tickled my nose. The rush intensified as I drew the two overlapping circles of the rune on the back of my left hand. I didn’t wait for it to turn silver. I flipped to a different page in her book, cleaned the silver bowl, and returned it to the side table.
 The rune on the back of my hand warmed as the blood blistered into silver. The heat was manageable initially, but then the rune began to burn with the intensity of the Abyss. I clenched my teeth to suppress the scream in my lungs and squeezed my eyes closed as dizziness spun my head as I gripped the table’s edges. My head throbbed against my skull, unsettling my stomach. 
 As the pain subsided, I sighed and opened my eyes. The world around me diminished. Colors were muted as if a hazy film had settled over my vision. Sounds around me were muffled, as though I’d shoved cotton in my ears. My eyes burned as I swallowed down the tears threatening to escape. I’d not only dampened my magic but all my elven abilities. 
 I was a mortal with pointed ears.
 This was the price I had paid to be invisible, to be as ordinary as I always wanted. Still, I’d only expected to strip away my magic. 
 It’s only temporary. It’s only temporary. Maybe if I repeated it enough, it wouldn’t feel like I mourned the loss of part of me.
 My head rattled against my skull, but once my stomach settled, I had to find something to keep my mind occupied, or I might regret what I’d done. Pushing off from the desk, I crept into the hall. There were four other doors in this hallway. One led to the garden, and another was a closet, but I never investigated the others. Brighton mentioned this one was to the crypt. The door creaked open, and the sound sent shivers tumbling down my spine. I pulled it open a sliver to reveal a few wooden steps that descended into darkness. My brow furrowed. I pulled it open further, ready to reach for the first step when a hand slammed the door shut in my face.
 Gasping, I spun to find Soren frowning at me with crinkled eyes.
 “What’s down there?” I asked.
 “It’s no place for you.”
 I narrowed my eyes and crossed my arms.
 He pointed his chin toward the garden door. “Claira’s returned to collect you. Hurry before she leaves you to walk the tunnel.”
 “Fine. Good day, Soren,” I said, flipping my hair over my shoulder as I pulled the door open.
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 The palace and grounds were quiet. Even the sliver of Aylesburg I could see from my window slept. I hadn’t been as fortunate. Tonight, everything felt off. The temperature in my chamber was too hot, the bed too uncomfortable, the pillow too lumpy. 
 My mind too restless.
 I lit a candle to pull the small leather-bound book from the drawer on my bedside table. Wrapping my shawl around my shoulders, I curled up in the chair next to the window, where I read poem after poem. Most written in careful measures and rhymes— a skill I could never master. Some of the poets freed themselves from the rules. Their writings read like a spoken conversation. Love, war, death. All of them woven throughout the pages. 
 And in the place the spine was creased, where the book naturally opened, was a poem about dreams.
 I lost count how many times I read that one. Zaden had dreams big enough to unite kingdoms for the betterment of Myrefall. My brow scrunched up as my gaze drifted to the cliffs beyond the window. What were mine? Moyra never encouraged me to live beyond the confines of the convent. Claira had plans for the Everlasting. Survival, escaping, divine purpose. 
 But those weren’t dreams, despite being woven into the fabric of my life. Would there ever be somewhere that didn’t require those from me? Where I could just be seen for who I was?
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 Throughout the course of the night, quiet descended on the palace like a thick fog, but instead of dissipating in the morning sun, this fog grew thicker. As the morning bells chimed, the energy within the walls made the back of my neck tingle as if charged, like a powder keg that could detonate with the tiniest spark.
 The gray of morning stretched over the sky, and the city slowly woke up while I shook myself from my thoughts to get started for the day. I pulled open the wardrobe doors to the explosion of jewel-toned dresses and gowns and twisted my lips into a frown. For the first time in months, I missed the way my novice robes blended in. Each garment before me was perfectly selected to compliment my complexion, or hair, or bring out my eyes. 
 “Good morning, milady,” Brighton sang as she walked in. “Which one were you considering this morning?”
 I frowned. “None of these.” 
 “Too many choices, then?” she chuckled.
 “And none that will help me blend in.”
 “Especially since your pale gray one was ruined.” She pondered for a moment. “I know just the one.”
  
 After morning meal, I stopped in the music room for its westward view. This early in the morning, the room was dark and empty, save for the shelves of music and instruments. I pulled back the drapes to look down on the main road. Even cloistered in the palace, the buzz from the cities below us was inescapable. The morning sun blazed unforgivingly upon the mortals that abandoned their morning responsibilities. They meandered in groups to huddle along the main road. Since morning bells, they lined the streets, awaiting the delegation’s arrival, which wouldn’t be until midday. The entire city guard lined the main road to form a barrier between the elves and mortals. Hopefully, their presence would be enough to keep the peace, especially since Prince Rohen’s house guard hadn’t arrived yet. 
 I sighed as the drape swished back into place. My hands felt like a pincushion from the unending prickle of pins and needles, poking holes through my delicate facade. 
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 Chapter 32
 Claira and I entered the unnervingly quiet throne room before midday bells. Or maybe it had always been this silent. We joined Lady Cambree, who greeted us with a subtle nod. I scanned the other royals. The ones that weren’t busy staring at their hands only returned tight-lipped smiles. My fingers toyed mindlessly with the star necklace that sat framed against the square neckline of my dark blue dress. Claira poked me in the ribs just as the star snagged the lace of my glove. She shook her head. Either my wandering eyes or fidgeting bothered her. I swallowed a groan as I crossed my right arm over, gently holding my left elbow to hold back my restlessness.
 The dais filled without formalities and fanfare as council members and senior royals crowded together before the herald summoned the delegation.
 At the back, the doors opened, and five elves gracefully proceeded through the throne room. I caught a side-eyed smirk from one, her aquamarine eyes locking on me as she walked by. Together, they knelt before the King.
 Next to me, Izzabelli groaned her disdain for the elves as she glared at the delegation. I could only imagine the insane conspiracies flowing through her mind.
 “Welcome to Aylesburg, the jewel of Valance,” the King said.
 “Thank you, Majesty. I am Gideon from Cambria, the Ambassador of our delegation. It’s an honor to visit your Kingdom, and we look forward to the fruitful discussions pertaining to our futures. We humbly come before you with the gifts of our Queen and Country.” His porcelain white skin contrasted his dark green tunic and cloak. Wind-blown raven black hair tumbled to his shoulders, and his vibrant blue eyes were piercing. Swords and daggers dripped from his belt like steel icicles, and those were just the ones I could see. As he approached the dais, his tall, muscular build had the mortals taking a step back.
 “I present to you, Lann.” Gideon motioned to one of the tall, lean elves with mahogany skin. A carved wooden bow and full quiver were strapped across his back.
 “On behalf of the Wood Elves, please accept this gift of wood from the ash tree in Avondale,” Lann said, presenting a wooden chest.
 “Next, I introduce Emree and Kersa, Majesty.” 
 The two elves stepped forward. Emree, the shortest of the delegation, wore a pale blue dress that draped over one shoulder and left the other exposed. Her white hair fell just past her shoulders, and the blue of her dress was a perfect match to her aquamarine eyes. Kersa’s light gray physique towered over Emree. Her emerald dress draped over her lean, well-defined muscles. Her straight silver-blue hair was braided in a twisted crown upon her head, and her cool gray eyes like a twilight sky.
 “The gift of moonstone mined from the mountains of Lunaris, home of the Moon Elves,” Emree said.
 “And crafted into goblets by the Gray Elf smiths in Gray Ridge,” Kersa finished, presenting the shimmering silver cups to the King.
 “Next, I present Marshall,” Gideon announced once Emree and Kersa returned to his side. Marshall was a Dark Elf with the same charcoal complexion as Mother Jayce. He prowled forward, his white hair pulled back from his face and his eyes as cold as a Moonbridge morning.
 “The gift of feywine from the Dark Elves of Lumena,” Marshall stated plainly, presenting a small cask.
 “And finally, the gifts of the Aerie and High Elves,” Gideon said. “It is with privilege that I present to you a bolt of skysilk cloth from the peaks of my homeland, Sunfall, and a string of pearls from the Terrendosa Bay in Solaris.”
 “The hospitality of my court shall be yours for the duration of our discussions.” The King motioned Branson forward. “My personal valet, Branson, shall show you to your accommodations to freshen up before your presence is requested in the parlors for a curated art exhibition.”
 “Thank you, Majesty,” Gideon said as the delegation bowed and followed Branson back through the throne room.
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 “It was the most interesting morning I’ve had yet at court.” Brighton and I walked the corridors on our way to the garden. She had been excited to hear the descriptions of the delegation’s arrival and the gifts they brought.
 We rounded the corner of the long, empty corridor. But two steps more, and Gideon suddenly stood before us. Brighton jumped and swore under her breath. He towered over us both, his blue eyes stared into my soul.
 He grabbed my arm. “You will come with me.”
 “No, you will unhand milady,” Brighton demanded as she attempted to step between us.
 Gideon glared at her with a look that seemed to say he could handily take us both on. And win. But he relented and let go of me.
 “I need to speak with her. Alone,” Gideon said.
 Brighton looked at me, wariness in her eye.
 “If it eases your mind, you can wait down the hall so you’re able to see her. But you’ll remain far enough not to eavesdrop,” he added at her hesitation.
 “It’ll be alright, Brighton,” I reassured her.
 She turned and walked halfway down the corridor.
 “Keep going,” Gideon said.
 It wasn’t until she reached the other end of the corridor that Gideon nodded. In a blink, he spun to face me.
 “You don’t belong here,” he stated, his tone accusatory.
 I frowned as my cheeks warmed. I suppose Gideon knew I was an elf, but hopefully, he hadn’t been able to discern that I wielded magic. “I’m not sure why that matters.”
 “You misunderstand. I’m not judging. You don’t belong here, so I require your assistance.”
 My eyes widened. I couldn’t offer any help without giving myself away. “What makes you believe that I’m in a position to offer aid? As you said, I don’t belong here, so I’d prefer not to do anything to jeopardize that.”
 Before he could answer, Emree rounded the corner and shook her head. She stepped between Gideon and me, placing her hand on his forearm. “I’ve got it from here. There are sweets in the parlor. I’ll catch up with you shortly,” Emree said to him.
 Gideon frowned but silently retreated to the parlor. 
 When he’d departed, she turned to face me. “I’m Emree, and that was Gideon. It’s nice to formally meet you.”
 “And I’m Raena. Is he always so overwhelming?”
 She laughed. “Gideon means well, but his communication skills are better suited for his role in the Queen’s Guard. But he’s polite compared to the other Aerie Elves. She tasked him with a secret errand while we are in Aylesburg. Which was what he attempted to ask your help with.”
 Aerie Elves were known for their gift of flight, but Gideon lacked wings. Maybe that disappeared when the magic left the High Elves. Later, I’d see if there was anything in the library on elves.
 “If it’s secret, how do you know about it?” I asked.
 “We’re betrothed, so we tell each other everything. Though, the Queen doesn’t know yet,” she winked.
 She seemed to be the opposite of Gideon, but maybe that’s why it worked. I felt better despising Amalia knowing that even her subjects kept secrets. She must be a dreadful ruler to hide that kind of announcement.
 Emree leaned in close to whisper, “He is supposed to find the Everlasting and bring her back with us. The Queen desperately wants to meet her.”
 “How does that involve me?” I struggled to keep calm, praying my racing heart didn’t give me away. I knew this was why they were here, but hearing it made it real. And more frightening.
 “Maybe you noticed during our introductions, but one elven nation wasn’t represented.”
 “The High Elves,” I breathed.
 She nodded. “We know elves are living here. There is one we seek, a High Elf. Since you are the only one in court, we hoped you might aid us in our search for her.”
 Amalia used their introductions to the King to send a message. To me. “I’m not the only one here.”
 “I agree. The weather is absolutely lovely,” Emree said.
 My brow raised. It was an interesting jump in our conversation.
 Giggles from two ladies proceeded them as they rounded the corner. 
 “It’s not as lovely during the rainy season,” I smiled back. “But it makes these gardens the best in Aylesburg.”
 The ladies exchanged a quick glance between themselves before scampering toward the parlor. I wrinkled my nose at their unease and felt the need to apologize to Emree.
 But with the ladies down the hall and unable to hear us, Emree returned to the previous topic. “Your ladies’ maid is of mixed heritage. Her abilities will never be as strong as yours.”
 “I have no abilities,” I retorted a little too quickly.
 Her brow furrowed. “Speed, agility, better sight and hearing, the gifts we all have. They weaken with each generation removed. But you, you have something more than the rest of us.”
 “Me?” Well, this was the end of my charade.
 “You really know so little,” she frowned. “High Elves specialize in light. You can create it, bend it, manipulate it, in the same way Dark Elves are masters of shadows. All without magic. Though most High Elves dream of being able to use magic again.”
 Instinctively, my gaze drew to my gloved hands. “How?”
 “I’m a Moon Elf. I can’t teach you. How is it that you know so little about who you are?”
 “Mortals raised me outside of Cambria. Valence is all I know.” 
 “And you never thought to return to your homeland?”
 “Sometimes. But I don’t know what I’d do or where I’d go.” I sighed. “How did you know I was an elf?” 
 “From our innate grace to the way our eyes twinkle in the dark, an elf rises like a mountain in the sea of mundane mortals. Your complexion betrays you as High Elf, but there’s something else, something different about you.” Her gaze turned pensive as she mulled a thought over in her mind. She shook her head before continuing, “The High Elf we seek has magic. And while you are High Elf, you don’t have magic.”
 My knees threatened to give out with relief. The silver rune worked. But still under Emree’s scrutiny, I fought to keep myself composed. “And you’re certain she’s in Alyesburg?”
 “Undoubtedly. This is why we require any information you might have on her, her whereabouts, anything. Our first tour of the city begins this afternoon. Where should we pay extra attention?”
 “The Sun Abbey in the upper city,” I said reflexively. “That’s where they gather to see her.”
 I probably shouldn’t have, but the words were out of my mouth. Emree would have received the same direction from anyone else. It just felt like a betrayal coming from me.
 “Thank you, Raena,” Emree smiled. “You’ll be invaluable to search. I must return to the others, but I greatly appreciate your assistance. And I’ll find you later to gather the rest of what you have to share.”
 Emree walked down the corridor. I breathed a shaky sigh, relieved my gloves hid the telltale marks of who they sought. Once Emree reached the parlor, Brighton rejoined me.
 “What was that about?” she asked. “It seemed intense.”
 We were too close to the parlor, I couldn’t say anything here. I grabbed Brighton’s wrist and quickly returned to the apartment, hoping we’d find Claira there. We passed others in the corridors, but I didn’t attempt to disguise the urgency of my pace.
 Once we arrived at the apartment, I released my hold on Brighton. Thankfully Claira was in the sitting room. Unfortunately, she played hostess to Lady Cambree and a few ladies. They all gaped at me.
 “What is wrong?” Claira asked.
 Brighton rattled off some explanation. My barely suppressed anxiety drove me to pace the room. I grappled with Emree’s revelations. Amalia was already one step ahead of me, and she had eyes in the city now. There was no telling what else she already knew. And then there was me. I could create light without magic. That wasn’t something I could process now, so I shoved it to the side.
 “Raena.” Claira stepped in front of me and placed her hands on my shoulders. The room came back into focus, revealing that only Claira and I remained. Everyone else left. “What happened?”
 “They’re too close. They know too much. And now they want me to give them information.”
 “Who?”
 “Gideon and Emree.”
 “That is unfortunate, but it is no reason for concern. Tell me everything.”
 Claira led me to the settee, where I relayed everything to her, even admitting that I sent them to the Sun Abbey.
 “Nothing Soren cannot handle,” she smiled. “But we need to be more cautious with the information shared. Lucky for you, I know enough of the city to know where every elf lives.”
 I raised my eyebrow.
 “I was waiting for you. I had to ensure that you did not hide among the elves already here, so I know where all of them are. I will write out the information you need to pass along to lead them away from you,” Claira explained.
 I sighed in relief. Jayce thought she hid the elves throughout Aylesburg, but Claira knew where they all lived. At least Claira held no animosity toward them. Otherwise, in the wrong hands, that could be dangerous knowledge.
 “But not the convent,” I insisted. Annalee didn’t need to get tangled up with the delegation.
 “Not the convent,” Claira confirmed. “See, my dear. Nothing we could not handle.”
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 Chapter 33
 After evening meal, the parlor-turned-art gallery hummed with the awe of inspiration. The walls had been stripped of their usual tapestries and paintings, and intricately detailed framed canvas paintings hung in their places. Instead of tables and chairs, pedestals with carved busts and oversized statues filled the rooms. Three painters sat before their easels down the long hall, receiving the outward praise of strolling royals captivated by each brushstroke.
 The entire court in residence at the palace attended, from the King down to children of lowly Barons, all wrapped in the finest embroidered silks and most delicate laces their gold could buy.
 Admittedly, I’d never taken time to study works of art, so this was a visual feast. The portrait before me looked as though she could speak to me at any moment. From the lights that danced in her deep blue eyes to the sheen of her taffeta gown, my mind refused to believe it was more than brushstrokes.
 “One of my favorites,” Zaden whispered. I hadn’t noticed when he appeared next to me.
 “She’s beautiful. I feel like she’s real,” I whispered back, not taking my eyes from her portrait.
 He quietly laughed under his breath. “She was even more incredible in real life.”
 “You know her?” I gasped.
 “She was my mother. The King only displays her portrait during exhibitions like this.” He sighed. I fought the urge to reach over to him in comfort. The crescendo of indistinct rambling wrapped around us, evaporating the cloud of sadness between us.
 He cleared his throat before whispering, “I’ll be in the observatory if you happen to wander that way.”
 I grinned, offering a shallow curtsy as we parted ways in opposite directions.
 “I’m not sure the painter was hoping to evoke happiness from this piece,” came the voice beside me. Wide-eyed, I met the pale blue eyes of Emree.
 “Oh, I…it’s not the painting,” I stammered. I glanced up to see that I now stood before a portrait of a somber man in contemplation.
 She chuckled. “I’m going to wager you’re used to being the only one that can hear whispered conversations.”
 I shook my head, not wanting to admit to myself that I missed that trait. “How was your tour of the city?” I asked.
 “Not as enlightening as I’d hoped. Though not much in Aylesburg has changed since the last time I’ve been here. That is why our cities are superior. We have to innovate. Otherwise, our long lives become monotonous and dreary. When you get bored living here, you should travel across Cambria to see for yourself.”
 She smiled before shifting her attention to another painting.
 Foggy images from my childhood seeped into my thoughts. Trying to piece together what my life looked like before the fire. Before Moonbridge. But I stamped down those thoughts. A lot would need to change if I ever traveled back to Cambria.
 As I continued my stroll through the rest of the gallery, the back of my neck tingled. My eyes caught on Gideon. His stare stalked me, watching every move I made, listening to every word I said. I no longer needed to wonder what a field mouse felt under the gaze of an owl. I did my best to keep distance between us.
 After I’d completed a circuit through the parlor, I entered the main hall. Sweets and pies towered on long tables as laughter and conversation filled the air. I made a point to flit through various groups and be seen by a handful of courtiers, hoping it wasn’t as noticeable when I vanished. 
  
 The empty hallways flickered in candlelight, but I kept to the shadows as much as possible. Slinking from the main hall, I wandered to the nondescript door to the observatory, just beyond the library doors. I entered under a sea of silver stars twinkling beyond the glass dome. Star charts and telescopes littered the space, but the silhouette waiting for me drew my attention.
 “It looks like a perfect night for stargazing,” I said.
 Holding his hand out to me, Zaden said, “You haven’t missed it yet. There will be a meteor shower any minute.”
 I skipped to him, and hand in hand, we stood in silence. Together, we watched and waited. Time slowed, each moment enough to fill a lifetime, but within me, my heart raced. At last, a hundred shimmering silver lights streaked across the night sky. I gasped, my free hand covering my mouth.
 “I’ve never seen anything like it,” I breathed.
 “I’m glad I got to share it with you.” He smiled. “I have something for you.” 
 From a table beside us, he retrieved a small box tied with a pale pink ribbon, summoning tears in my eyes.
 “Have I offended you, Raena?” he whispered as he took two steps closer to me. 
 I shook my head. “No, you haven’t. I’ve just never received a gift before.”
 “I would hardly call it a gift,” he said as he shifted nervously on his feet. “I just thought you’d like it.”
 “It’s in a box with a ribbon. It counts as a gift,” 
 “Then maybe you’re right,” he laughed. “But it definitely isn’t one if you don’t open it. Or shall I?”
 I grinned as I accepted the small box. “Thank you, Zaden.”
 “You haven’t opened it yet.”
 I pulled off the pink satin ribbon and lifted the lid to find a dark blue silk scarf with swirls of deep purple dotted with silver stars. “It’s the prettiest scarf I’ve ever seen,” I gasped.
 “It reminded me of you, the way the silver shimmers in your eyes.” He shrugged. 
 I held the scarf to my chest. “I’ll think of you each time I wear it.”
 In the dim light, I could see his cheeks flush. I stood on the tips of my toes to brush my lips against the corner of his mouth.
 “While I’d love nothing more than to wrap you in my arms until the sun rises, I can’t stay long. I have official assignments that demand my attention this evening. But I hope to make it up to you soon.” He winked. “Good night, Raena.”
 “Good night, Zaden,” I sighed.
 He turned and disappeared into the shadows while I descended the stairs and returned to my chamber through the servants’ passage. 
 I slowly pulled open the hidden panel in the wall outside of Claira’s apartment, hoping not to disturb the tapestry concealing it from the main corridor. With only a sliver of it opened, the words of a hushed conversation crept in. 
 “...one month before she claims what was promised,” a male voice growled. I couldn’t identify who it was, but his voice was deep and menacing. Impatience coated every word. 
 “That’s not enough time,” Claira hissed.
 “The city was never part of the plan. It would be enough time if you stopped—” 
 I leaned against the panel, waiting to hear more. But silence fell between them. My heart beat so loudly, I worried he’d heard me. 
 “We’re no longer alone, but I trust you understand the message. One. Month,” he stated. The lower tapestry edge fluttered, but I hadn’t heard his footsteps retreating. How did he walk away without making a sound? Claira huffed an exasperated sigh before returning inside her apartment.
 I stayed in the hidden hall to let my pulse settle. Was Claira being threatened?
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 Chapter 34
 As my head fell onto the pillow, I landed somewhere in the forest, staring down the mouth of a cave as golden-green eyes blinked awake within. They leered at me with predatory watchfulness, not missing a single movement.
 Run, its voice demanded in my head. Run!
 I wove through the trees, ducking branches and jumping roots. Even in my dreams, I winded too quickly. A cramp in my side sent blinding pain through me. My foot caught and I fell, spilling onto the dank dead leaves of the forest floor. 
 The voice laughed in my head, and I dared a glance back. Despite my efforts, I was no further from its lair than when I started running. Panic swelled in my veins as black tendrils crept from the cave and slithered toward me. 
 No!
 I scrambled up, running as fast as I could. The tendrils snaked across the forest floor ahead of me. They surrounded me, and I was helpless as they closed in. I reached for Alyvia, but the blade wasn’t on me. A wisp ensnared my ankle in my momentary distraction, pulling my feet out from under me as it yanked me toward the cave. 
 No amount of grappling aided me as the shadow creature within the cave stepped forward. It hadn’t fully formed, made only from shadow and mist. Holding my dagger, oozing in the same green slime the lesser demon, its wisps wrapped around me.
 “Now, little star,” he laughed. Dark and rough, its echo rumbled through my body. “You didn’t think you could escape me so easily, did you? I have you right where I want you.” 
 Raising Alyvia, he plunged the poisoned dagger into my heart.
 My screams pierced the darkness as I bolted upright. Clutching my nightgown to my chest, I sucked down breaths to fill my lungs.
 It was just a dream. 
 The bedsheet brushed over my leg as though something beneath it moved. Something other than me. My heart still raced within me as I ripped the blanket back. The dark outline of a snake slithered in stark contrast against the white linen. I screamed and recoiled, placing the pillow between me and the serpent.
 Claira burst through the chamber door.
 “What happened?”
 “Ss—snake,” I stuttered. The only word I could form.
 Claira opened the window before approaching the intruder.
 “Steady, I mean you no harm,” she cooed to the creature. Its tongue flicked as if in reply. She coaxed it to coil up her arm so she could gently scoop it up and return to the window. “There now, be free.”
 She closed the window and came back to my side.
 “Did you kill it?”
 She chuckled. “I placed it back in the vines climbing the palace facade.”
 “Why was it here?”
 “It probably wandered in from outside. But it is back where it belongs. You can rest now.”
 “I can’t sleep in here. What if there’s another one?” I hugged my knees to my chest, rocking myself.
 “That is very unlikely, my dear. But I will call for tea to help you sleep.” 
 She disappeared into the sitting area but returned a short while carrying a silver tray. It clattered to rest on the foot of the bed. Claira sat where the snake had occupied a short time before. She poured the tea and handed the porcelain cup to me. I accepted it with shaking hands.
 “Better?” Claira asked after I finished the tea.
 I nodded as my breathing steadied. “Good. Now rest, my dear.”
 Easing myself back into the bed, Claira pulled the linens over me before she returned to her chamber. Alone in the dark, I mentally painted a picture of happier thoughts, hoping my mind would weave those into my dreams. 
 Sleep claimed most of my body as the tea seeped into me. I became dead weight against the mattress as my eyes fluttered closed. Nearly asleep. But my eyes shot open. How did a royal healer know the antidote to demon’s venom if demons had never crossed into our realm before?
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 Chapter 35
 I caught sight of Holland as I entered the parlor. She sipped tea in a pale yellow dress with a large navy blue floral pattern at one of the tables by the windows. I quickly piled a handful of small muffins and berries on a plate and joined her. 
 “The heat is just too oppressive for a walk in the gardens.” She frowned at me with lightly rouged lips. Her dark blonde hair pulled back, sweeping away from her face in a fancier way that she usually wore. 
 “It is, and it’d be a shame if it destroyed your hair. It looks lovely this morning.” I smiled.
 “Thank you for noticing. I wanted it to look like yours, and I couldn’t do anything about the color, so I tried to style it in a similar fashion.” “I’m flattered, but why?”
 She scoffed. “Aside from catching the prince’s eye?”
 “What?” I choked on my tea.
 “At the welcome feast. Great Abyss, Raena, you stunned the court into silence. Even the King was captivated. You could have asked for the Mortal Kingdom, and he would have handed it to you. I realized that was the kind of power I could have too. Though, with the elven delegation here, my appearance has been overshadowed in the parlors.”
  “Sometimes, that’s the only power we do have. Just use it wisely.”
 A hush fell over the room as the delegation entered as if on cue. Most jumped back from the elves as though they were a contagion they could catch, but a few courtiers wore polite smiles as the elves grazed the food tables. Emree smiled at me as she passed. Once the group settled at a table, the parlor slowly eased back into games and conversations, albeit with caution.
 As the room returned to its reluctant bustle, I turned back to Holland. “She seemed awfully cordial. Have you talked with her?” Holland whispered with a nod toward Emree.
 “Of course. Isn’t that the point of their visit, to forge a new path of peace?”
 Holland’s face wrinkled in consideration. She’d never shown an outward prejudice toward my kind, but maybe she’d be a catalyst. A step toward a better future. One courtier at a time.
 The midday bells rang, which meant I’d be off to meet Brighton to visit the library for a bit before a friendly afternoon card game. Claira arranged for me to pair with some potential match. She’d given me a quick tutorial on the rules since I’d never played games like this. I embarked on another afternoon of the same conversations. Hopefully, I could find something interesting to read beforehand.
 “If you’ll excuse me. My obligations await,” I smiled at Holland.
 I slipped from the parlor and started down the corridor. At least Brighton hadn’t come to collect me, so I wasn’t running late yet. 
 Emree stepped in front of me out of thin air and I thought my heart would explode from my chest.
 “Goddess,” I swore. “You scared me.”
 “Sorry,” she laughed. “Another thing you’re not used to here. But we’re venturing out into the city and require your assistance.”
 Brighton appeared on the far end of the hall, making her way toward me. I glanced in her direction.
 “Be quick. She’ll be here in a moment,” Emree urged.
 I withdrew a folded parchment from the cuff of my glove. It contained a map and suggested locations in the upper city Claira created. I handed it to Emree. “This is all I know. I hope it helps.”
 “More than you know. Goddess bless you, Raena.” She tucked the parchment into a fold in her bodice and disappeared as quickly as she’d appeared.
 “Everything alright, milady,” Brighton asked.
 “I think so,” I sighed.
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 Brighton received an urgent written note to be delivered to Claira. Leaving me before the library doors with the stack of books I read during my recovery, she made me promise not to wander. Sighing my agreement, she departed to search for Claira. I pushed open the heavy library door with the books precariously towering in my arms. I grunted as I hefted the books onto the table in the vestibule. Since Brighton had selected most of them, I wasn’t sure which shelves they belonged on.
 A book dropped onto a desk from one of the stacks, the sound carried down the high ceilings. I crept down the aisle. On the far side, a small collection of open books littered a table accompanied by unrolled parchments and a flickering candle. My slippered feet fell quietly on the stone floors as I peered over the scattered books—a map of Myrefall and texts on the old religion. 
 I frowned. No one ever came in here. I doubted most courtiers knew where the library was located. But curiosity had gotten the best of someone. The only other soul I’d seen in here was…
 Zaden stepped out from a row of shelves, stopping when he saw me. “Raena?”
 “I had some books I needed to return,” I said, picking at the lace on my fingers. My heart’s cadence rose to a dizzying pace. In two steps, he stood close enough to see the sparkle in his eyes. His lips found mine, his hands settling gently on my waist. He pulled back and rested his forehead on mine. My hand caressed his cheek, my thumb sweeping his cheekbone.
 “I’m so relieved that you’re okay, Raena,” he whispered to me, eyes ablaze. “I would have been beside myself if something worse had happened to you.”
  “I’ve been told it was frightful to behold.” I frowned. My mind slipped back to the alley, conjuring visions of the demon.
 “Not being able to see you, to ensure that you would be alright, has driven me crazy. If I could, I’d always have you at my side to ensure you’re safe.”
 “I think everyone in court would know about us,” I countered, though part of my heart would have been content with him beside me.
 “Then I should make the most of the time while we’re alone.” A hint of mischief glittered in his eyes. His lips were on mine again, this time with desire, urgency. My eyes fluttered closed as he delicately pushed me backward until I bumped into bookshelves. My hands grasped his chest to steady myself. I gasped, and he took advantage of the parting of my lips. His tongue swept into my mouth, dancing with mine. His left hand roamed from my waist, cupping my cheek. He deepened the kiss, and I couldn’t help the moan that escaped my lips. He drank it down as though he would never taste the air again.
 His fingers wove through my hair until they reached the nape of my neck. He gently pulled my head back, so he could kiss down my jaw, down my neck, across my collarbone. I sucked in a breath sharply through my nose.
 He placed his thigh between mine as I hooked my leg around him. His right hand slid down the side of my dress, gathering up the folds of fabric. When he reached the bottom hem, the touch of his hand on the bare skin of my leg sent a wave of shivers through me. My fingers twined with the fabric of his tunic as his fingers traced swirls up my leg. 
 “Zaden,” I breathed, my eyes rolling back as he kissed down my throat, across the faint scar, then playfully nipped at my earlobe.
  The echo of the slamming door drifted down the stack. He pulled away from me, dropping the hem of my dress as if it were filled with rocks. His sudden retreat left my hands gripping the bookcase behind me. His entire body had gone ramrod straight as he stumbled back a step. He shook his head and stared at me with his eyes wide. At my hair. 
 At my ear.
 “Zaden, please. I…I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” I trembled, reaching for him. But he retreated another step. Tears burned as they welled up in my eyes.
 “Go before someone sees you,” he said, turning back to the table with his texts.
 “I can explain,” I pleaded.
 “Unless you intend to explain to our guest why you—an elf—are alone with me, then you should leave now,” he said, not looking back at me.
 Clenching my jaw, I turned away but kept my chin up. I wasn’t going to let him make me ashamed of who I was. At least not in front of him. 
 I quickly adjusted my hair as I marched off. The hem of my dress fluttered around me as I crossed a few rows before turning to the door. Korbin walked toward me in the narrow aisle. I stifled a groan.
 “Looking for more books on dragons?” Korbin asked, his arms crossed as he leaned against the bookshelf. “I’m afraid you’re in the wrong section. Unless there happens to be a book on their language in here somewhere. Or perhaps you’re looking to research the language of—” he scanned the shelf, “—trees.” He offered the book entitled Speaking to Karri Firs with a raised eyebrow.
 “I’m sure I can be afforded more than one interest,” I shot back. “If you’ll excuse me, this section is rather dull.”
 I slid past him in the aisle. He grabbed my arm and leaned in close. “Don’t think I’ve taken my eye off you because they are here.”
 I jerked free of his grasp.
 “Good day, Captain. Enjoy your reading,” I said through gritted teeth, retreating quickly. As I turned the corner into the central vestibule, I glanced back. He hadn’t moved, his eyes fixed on my every step. Once out of sight, I dashed back to my chamber as quickly as my feet would carry me.
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 Chapter 36
 Since the elven delegation arrived, the King filled our days with various activities. Hunting or falconing consumed our mornings. Small parties chased everything from deer to pheasants, which the kitchen would include in that evening’s meal. After dinner, the parlor transformed into either a theater to an art gallery to showcase various artists of Valence. 
 A friendly competition brought the court out to the tournament field. Thankfully the heat this morning wasn’t as intense. Holland and I meandered through the gardens, our ladies maids trailing behind us.
 “I missed you yesterday,” Holland said, radiant in an emerald dress. She’d even slid a pearl comb into her brown curls. “It would have been wonderful to have you accompany me in the music room. I’ve been working on a new piece of music for the pianoforte. Your lady’s maid mentioned you were a bit melancholy, so I didn’t want to disturb you. You don’t look so sad today.” She nervously twirled a yellow rose between her fingers.
 “Thank you. I am feeling better. Though I’m sorry I missed your newest composition.” Absentmindedly, my fingers searched for the star necklace, but it was missing. I frowned to myself for forgetting to put it on this morning.
 “Once our entertaining days are over, you must join me,” she insisted.
 Before us flittered a black butterfly. Most peculiar, I’d never seen one like it before. I held out my hand to entice it to land on me.
 “Shoo!” Holland yanked my hand down and waved the bug away. Turning back to me, she added, “If one lands on you, it is a sign of coming misfortune.”
 Its mesmerizing iridescent wings shimmered with dark blues and deep purples as it floated over the flowers. “Truly, an insect that beautiful can’t predict the future.”
 But Holland didn’t reply. Her posture went ramrod straight. Following her line of sight, I saw why.
 “Good day, Lady Raena,” Duke Reston said, bowing as he kissed my hand. The sun brought out auburn tones in his tied-back hair. He favored all-black attire for evening meals, which carried over into his dueling outfit. 
 “Well met, Duke Reston. It’s an honor to introduce you to Lady Holland,” I said.
 “A pleasure to meet you, my lady,” he replied.
 “Delighted,” she breathed. I thought she might collapse when Reston kissed her hand, but she stayed on her feet.
 “Would you care to walk with us?” I asked.
 “I’d welcome the company, especially if it may win me your favor,” he replied.
 “It would appear as though I came unprepared, my lord. Perhaps Lady Holland’s favor will bring you a victory.” I smiled as I stepped to his left, placing him between Holland and me as we strolled through the hedges. This morning, I decided that I would forgo the traditional yellow rose to give Holland more of the sought-after attention. That my gloomy mood had nothing to do with my interaction with Zaden.
 Reston’s forehead wrinkled and chewed on the inside of his cheek as he glanced to see I carried no flower before turning to Holland. She laughed nervously.
 “It would be a joy if you accepted my favor for your competition,” she stammered.
 “With honor, my lady,” he said as he tugged on the collar of his shirt.
 She extended the yellow rose to him, but her trembling fingers dropped it. Both stooped to retrieve it. 
 “How clumsy of me,” she breathed, innocently meeting his eyes as they stood back up.
  He cleared his throat. “Thank you, Lady Holland.”
 “What competition will you be participating in?” she asked as we continued to the field.
 “Archery and swords,” he said.
 “Swords,” she gasped.
 “Not to maim the others, only to disarm.” He continued to explain the premise to Holland. The maze hedges fell away, and a short distance away, spectator stands rose up to encircle the event fields. Among another group of courtiers exiting the maze from a different pathway, I caught Emree’s eye. I slowed my pace, meeting her strides as she walked up alongside me.
 “Good morning, Emree. Where are the others?” 
 “Raena,” she smiled. “Gideon decided to participate. It’s been many years since he’s had the opportunity to enter a tourney. However, I’ve forgotten how garish they are. The others are seated next to the King. But I decided to mingle amongst the mortals to understand what you see in this city.”
 “Are there not tournaments in Cambria?”
 “Not like this. It’s more focused on skill rather than the pageantry and extravagance.”
 I had to admit that the finery of the court and the manicured grounds would be at odds with the brutality of the competition. We took our seats amidst the extravagance. Holland sat to my left and Emree to my right, near the wall. For not appearing thrilled, Emree insisted on being as close to the competition as possible. The first competition was jousting, in which I had no interest. Emree shared my sentiments; horses had no place in this show of skill. 
 Instead of paying attention, she told me about the wild horses in Lunaris, how they were some of the strongest, most intelligent, and proudest horses on Myrefall and could even form a mental bond with their chosen rider. She said that her horse, Talvan, was the most stubborn of the team that traveled to Aylesburg. And he wasn’t fond of the stables within the palace; apparently, the carrots and oats tasted better on the western side of the Fallney Heights mountains. So enraptured with her stories, I missed who won the jousting competition.
 The late morning sun beat us as the competition shifted to archery. Holland intently listened to Emree speak of Cambria as the servants set the field, but her focus snapped back to the tournament when the targets were placed. With ten competitors taking three shots each from progressively further distances, the midday sun made it difficult to see the marks. With her enhanced vision, Emree was kind enough to inform Holland, and subsequently me, how close each arrow struck the center of the target.
 From our conversations in the evenings, I was not surprised when Duke Reston won the archery competition. His victory was “unquestionable,” according to Emree.
 The field attendants dragged away the archery targets and set the field for the melee sword competition in preparation for the herald to announce each of the swordsmen to the King and court. After bowing to the King, Gideon approached the stands so Emree could give him a silver coin. Duke Reston gracefully bowed when introduced, first to the King, then in our direction. I didn’t require a sidelong glance at Holland to know her face glowed a rosy pink. 
 The Crown Prince was the last to be announced. Lady Cozette eagerly awaited the Prince at the edge of the stands, a yellow rose in her hand. But he didn’t approach. At the last moment, she handed the flower and a quick smile to one of the earls competing. With a frown, she returned to her place next to the King.
 “Your Prince must be very confident if he did not seek a gift of favor, especially when so many here would have given him their rose,” Emree whispered.
 “With that many roses, he would become a distraction for the other competitors.” However, I pretended that I didn’t secretly revel in the fact that he hadn’t selected one of the many swooning ladies. Especially Lady Cozette.
 I jumped as Emree brushed my shoulder to wave away the black butterfly perched there. “Maybe it was a blessing you brought no favors today.”
 “You, too?” I gasped. 
 She laughed and waved it off. Did everyone believe in this hapless notion? I rolled my eyes at the preposterous idea.
 As the herald restated the rules of the competition, a silver glimmer flashed and caught my eye. I scanned the field, seeking its source. The master of arms inspected each competitor’s chosen weapon. As Zaden offered his sword, a tiny sparkle twinkled above his shirt collar. I squinted against the afternoon sun. My necklace? I hadn’t given it to him, so how did it now dangle from his neck?
 “Everything alright?” Emree asked.
 I forced a smile as I nodded.
 “Most of the time, the spectators aren’t so dismayed until after the event begins,” she chuckled.
 “Oh,” I stammered. “I thought I saw a bee.”
 “Another reason it’s a blessing you don’t hold a rose,” she laughed.
 But her smiles soon turned into gasps and winces as the competition began. Fifteen entered a fenced circle, weapon of choice in hand ranging from hammers to maces to swords. The objective was to disarm, per their gentleman’s agreement. A trumpet sounded to mark the opening.
 And chaos ensued.
 I struggled to keep up with the various feuds. The size of the fighting area became another opponent. The close-quarters quickly eliminated those that did not tighten their defensive moves. Within minutes, the field handily defeated eight competitors. It happened in such a blur I couldn’t keep up with the action. As the skirmishes rampaged on, my eyes continually wandered back to Zaden. He and Reston aligned against another swordsman. The pair lunged and jabbed with proficient efficacy, providing Zaden the opportunity to land the disarming strike. 
 Four remained. Reston squared up against Gideon. The instant their swords clashed, I found myself in the middle of the tension that volleyed between Emree and Holland.
 Reston fell for Gideon’s feigned attack, attempting to redirect the strike. But Reston’s recovery was too late, and left him unstable. Gideon knocked Reston to his knees. As Gideon’s blade tapped Reston on his shoulder, Holland gasped and clutched my arm. I didn’t care if her fingernails broke my skin. I couldn’t look away. If Zaden didn’t disarm his opponent, he’d have to defend against two since I didn’t think Gideon would wait to launch his attack. Zaden’s opportunity came when his rival spun for a dramatic flourish. Zaden caught his opponent’s sword hand by the wrist, granting Zaden the opening to land his sword on the rival’s shoulder.
 Zaden and Gideon remained. Closely matched in skill and with space to move, they lunged and parried as if predicting the other’s move. Though, I suspected Gideon held back. Light on his feet, he easily avoided Zaden’s offense. But even Gideon’s attacks landed at a pace too slow for an elf. 
 I fought to keep my face stoic. My revealed secret upset Zaden, and his subsequent reaction hurt my heart. Outwardly, I owed him no more than the politeness of feigned shock when his defenses failed and gentle applause during his successful attacks.
 But inwardly, worry petrified me and sunk bone-deep. My hands trembled, and I knew my magic would have erupted into a flashy display if I hadn’t hidden it with a rune. Whatever had happened between us, the secrets we’d kept and uncovered about each other, I felt a pull in my heart, which I wasn’t even sure was beating anymore.
 Zaden feinted left, then struck out with his sword. The blow landed hard on Gideon’s shoulder. He grunted, fire flashing in his eyes. I sucked in my breath as Gideon charged forward with more fury than necessary for a friendly spar. As though unspoken stakes were at risk, and both were ready to fight to the death for them. Zaden’s footing slipped from under him, but he still managed to block the onslaught from Gideon. I bit my thumbnail through my glove, unable to peel my eyes away as Zaden deflected strike after strike. 
 Gideon’s frenzied gaze looked up, meeting Emree’s in the swiftest of glances. From the edge of my vision, I saw her give him a nearly imperceptible head shake, easily missed by most. I tore my eyes from the skirmish, briefly meeting her fierce eyes. Whatever Gideon found in her gaze caused him to reign in his strikes, purposefully throwing his offensive strikes. And within a few moves, Zaden disarmed him.
 The match ended. I sighed but couldn’t help feeling Gideon had gifted the victory to Zaden.
 Cheers erupted from the crowd, with the King’s bellow howled above them all. Rather than joining in their jubilation, I turned to Emree with my eyebrow raised.
 She shrugged. “It’s more difficult to negotiate when your Ambassador beats the Crown Prince.”
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 Chapter 37
 When I returned to my chamber, a fragrant arrangement of black tulips, white roses, and green vines of jasmine greeted me from the dressing table. I cocked my head, retrieving the folded parchment tucked into the blooms. Gently, my fingers brushed down the velvety petals of a tulip as I leaned in to smell it. The fresh grass and citrusy brightness dawned like the first morning of spring after the last snows of winter.
 I broke the red wax seal on the parchment in my hand. My necklace spilled onto the dressing table. Butterflies tickled within me as I read the scrawling letters:
  
 My dearest, 
 I apologize for the way I reacted in the library. I failed to handle myself with the same grace you displayed when you learned my true identity. I understand your desire to hold such a truth close to your heart, so it was cruel of me to push you away. I shall strive each day to be the confidante you can trust with each and every part of your soul and to be worthy of the affections of your heart.
 Please accept the flowers as a part of my penance. If you deem me worthy of your compassion, may they serve as a reminder for how you’ve royally captivated me. Should you find me undeserving of your affections, pitch them from your window, give them to another, or pluck all their petals—whatever you judge most appropriate.
 Repentantly yours,
 Z
  
 I sighed as I sank into the wooden desk chair and pulled a sheet of fresh parchment and ink from the drawer. All thoughts and inspiration drained from my mind. Black ink dripped from the nib, splashing on the blank parchment staring back at me. I scratched through and rewrote the letters that tumbled from the pen. My words and handwriting lacked the elegance of his. As I crumpled the third parchment, I scrapped the endeavor. Brighton quietly knocked on the chamber door to dress me for evening meal.
 She smiled at the flowers as she entered. “Those are quite lovely, milady.” Then her eyes fell to the parchment and inkwell before me. “I apologize for interrupting your correspondence.”
 “You’re not disrupting anything. It seems as though words escaped me.” I frowned down at the smeared ink on my fingers.
 “It happens to even the best poets and authors,” she replied as she pulled out a silvery-blue satin gown from the wardrobe. 
 After scrubbing and primping, Brighton had me ready before Claira began to fuss about being late. We caught Holland in the halls to the dining room. Her simple mauve gown trailed behind her, her stride matching mine as we walked through the corridors.
 “I’ve never been to a masquerade before,” she gushed. “Tomorrow will be a night of firsts for me. First ball, first dance—hopefully with the Duke. Maybe my first sip of honeywine. My first new year in Aylesburg. What an exciting time it’ll be.”
 “This will be my first new year celebration,” I admitted. 
 “You didn’t celebrate it at all? That’s so sad. Mother allowed us to light three candles, but nothing as extravagant as it’ll be here.”
 “Then it shall be an unforgettable night for you both,” Claira said as we entered the dining room. “We will see you later, Lady Holland.” 
 “Enjoy your meal,” Holland said before splintering off to her assigned seat at the table.
 The elven delegation sat next to the King. I expected Gideon to be seated closest, but Kersa, the Gray Elf, held the honor. Her deep red gown gleamed in the lighting, the neckline scandalously low cut. The red rose in her white hair stood out like a drop of blood on snow. Her hand rested on his forearm as they exchanged whispers.
 “That elf seems to be getting very close to the King,” Lady Cambree whispered loudly from down the table. More than a few enthusiastic nods answered. 
 “You had a wonderful showing during archery today, my lord,” I said to Duke Reston, hoping to divert attention from the drama Lady Cambree was intent on stirring up. 
 “Only to be bested in swords. But Gideon was more than a fair opponent,” he said. After our meal, we paraded down the hall to the parlor. This evening, the King would display the literary talents of Valence. He’d invited poets from across Valence to share their prose before him and the dignitaries. 
 Much like the book of poems from Zaden, the themes were variations on lost love, war, and death. Since I wasn’t in a somber mood, I slid out of the parlor and wandered the empty hall, making my way to the terrace. Hopefully, the temperature had cooled enough to allow me a few moments away from the courtiers. 
 Before I’d made it to the main hall, I ran into Zaden. He must have had another engagement that pulled him away from the parlor. He pressed a finger to his lips and grabbed my hand. Leading me down the corridor and around a corner, he pulled back a tapestry on the wall, revealing a small, dark room filled with shelves to store candles, porcelain vases, and empty gilded frames. He pulled me in with him, still holding on to my hand as we stood chest to chest in the small space.
 “Pardon me for absconding with you. I just needed to see you. To speak with you,” he whispered.
 “I’m glad you did. We haven’t had the opportunity recently.”
 “I hope you received my note.”
 I nodded. “And the flowers are beautiful. Some of my favorites.”
 “So you didn’t throw them from your window?” he asked.
 “No. After seeing you compete against Gideon, I realized I couldn’t stay upset with you.”
 “I realized my mistake the moment you were out of sight in the library. I wish I’d stopped you then, begged your forgiveness,” Zaden sighed, resting his forehead on mine. “But know that I am yours, Raena. I promise you that through it all, I choose you. That I desperately want for you to be mine. Fate may have entwined us together, but you were right. I have lived a sheltered life with every whim answered. But what you’ve shown and taught me has opened windows in my heart that I didn’t know were there. You’re unlike anyone I’ve known, which makes sense. Before you, I’d never known an elf. And I hope that you’ll continue to expand my world. I admit, these aren’t words I say often, but I’d be remiss to withhold them from you. I’m sorry. Can you forgive me?”
 My entire body fluttered. He was a prince, and he didn’t ask for forgiveness often. There were probably mortals in this palace that would agree with him even when he was wrong. Yet he stood before me, offering those sincere words.
 “I do forgive you.” I nodded.
 “Secrets have no place between us,” he whispered.
 “Your Highness?” called a voice from the corridor. We both froze as heavy boots galumphed beyond the tapestry. “Pardon me, miss. Have you seen the crown prince? He was just walking down this way, but it seems he’s vanished completely.”
 “No, Captain. I haven’t,” she replied, her footfalls diminished as she continued down the hall. 
 I ground my teeth. Korbin, the last mortal I wanted to see. He grumbled under his breath before his boots stomps faded away. Silence fell beyond the tapestry.
 I breathed a shaky sigh.
 “It seems as though my presence is required. But I look forward to tomorrow.” He kissed my forehead before leaving from behind the tapestry.
 Slowly, the smile slid from my lips. I still withheld my Everlasting secret from Zaden.
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 Chapter 38
 My heart pounded like a runaway horse as I stared at myself in the new mirror. Brighton cinched me into a flowing navy-blue ball gown, the bodice adorned with silver and a pair of back-to-back crescent moons where the sweetheart neckline dipped above my cleavage. Shimmering stars glittered around the dropped waistline at my hips, where layers of dark blue tulle spilled onto the floor, hiding the matching velvet slippers on my feet. Straight across my collarbone rested the cold clear gems that fastened blue cape. More silver stars peeked out from the sheer blue fabric, which trailed two steps behind me as I walked. Long white satin gloves covered my arms from my fingertips to just past my elbows to conceal my silver runes.
 Brighton stepped behind me to tie on my mask, a silver filigree swan design around my right eye and a crescent moon surrounded by swirls around my left. She smiled as she knotted the dark blue satin ribbon of the mask, weaving the ends through the curls of my hair.
 “You are majestic, milady,” she said sweetly. “But guests have already started arriving. The Dowager Countess is waiting for you to accompany her downstairs. Call for me should you require anything this evening, milady.” 
 “Thank you, Brighton, for everything.” I took her hands in mine, gently squeezing.
 She curtsied before ushering me from the bedchamber. In the sitting area, Claira waited. She wore a coral ball gown, embroidered flowers weaving down her long fitted sleeves. A green velvet sash tied around her waist. From behind her butterfly mask, she looked me over. “Ready for your first masquerade, my dear?” she asked with an approving smile.
 Together, we walked through the quiet corridors. I stopped at the top of a staircase towards the ballroom, the sounds of music pouring into the white marble hallway, to catch my breath. I felt as though I was about to plunge myself into a lake. I descended the staircase, following the music like a moth seeking candlelight.
 My breath caught in my throat as I entered the ballroom behind Claira, where a line of servants waited to collect cloaks. I handed off my cape, my eyes alight with wonder at the ballroom before me. Masked dancers paired off, and elegant gowns whispered against the polished marble floors. I smiled at Emree as she danced with Gideon, glad the elves felt welcomed enough to join this evening. Nobles had ridden in from their country estates, so there were numerous faces I couldn’t place. 
 Honeywine flowed freely from towering fountains into crystal goblets. Tables piled high with delectable bites ran around the edge of the dance floor. Gold plates sat in stacks atop the tables, and trees were draped with golden crystals like gemstone raindrops had gilded their branches.
 The intoxicating aroma of jasmine and honeysuckle permeated the air from the floral garland swags draped around the columns. Greenery dripped from the cove ceilings as white flower petals sporadically showered the masked guests below. The warm golden light of the candelabra chandeliers cast the ballroom in a dreamlike daze. The terrace doors stood open, and the summer breezes twirled along with the music of the stringed quartet. Lights twinkled in the gardens beyond, reminding me of the pixies that danced in the woods at night.
 Claira drew me towards her. “I trust that you will behave in a manner befitting your title this evening. The extended court is present as well as our visiting dignitaries, no doubt all of them hungry for a scandal. Do not feed them anything to be whispered about you or your role.”
 I nodded and hummed my understanding, unable to tear my eyes from the sights around me. My role as Everlasting couldn’t be further from my mind. Tonight would be about Lady Raena. 
 A dais rose above the dancers on the far side of the room. Three ornate golden thrones oversaw the festivities of the court. The King and Princess were seated and talking, but the final throne was empty. A smile pulled up on my lips as my eyes scanned the faces around me. 
 Everyone donned masks, even the guards and servants, though theirs were simple compared to the ones the nobles wore. Animals inspired the designs: plumes of vibrantly colored feathers for peacocks and birds; tufts of furry ears for wild cats and other four-legged beasts; dark green leathers textured to look like reptile scales. The King and Princess wore masks like mine, with gold metal filigree, though the King’s depicted the sun and the design of the Princess’ was of the moon and stars.
 Twinkling like blue stars in this vast sky of brilliant colors, Zaden’s sapphire eyes met mine from across the ballroom. Even obscured behind a black mask with a golden sun above his right eye accented with more gold swirls, I’d know those eyes anywhere. My body flushed while the cold chill of goosebumps ran over me. He was currently engaged in a conversation, but I felt the heat of his gaze as I wandered to the honeywine fountain, where a line of royals waited to fill their glasses.
 A few moments later, a tickle of awareness spread over me.
 “You are breathtaking tonight, Raena,” Zaden whispered behind me, his hand resting on the small of my back. My heart stumbled in anticipation of the caresses and kisses that usually happened when we were this close.
 “Thank you, Your Highness,” I whispered, keeping my head down, unsure who else was close enough to hear.
 “I hope you’ll save me a dance.”
 “Yes,” I breathed. I looked over my shoulder slowly, but Zaden had disappeared into the sea of merriment. My eyes remained fixed on him, admiring his gold-trimmed deep teal jacket and how the embroidered gold vines wrapped over the outside of his upturned collar and down both sides of the front. He wore a simple black linen buttoned-down shirt underneath, and his black dress pants were tailored close to his silhouette and accented with a gold belt. Gold buckles sat on the ankle of his black leather boots. 
 My breath shook as I filled my glass, careful not to soak my gloved hand before I joined Holland. She wore a deep red sweetheart ball gown with a rose mask.
 “You look lovely,” I said. 
 “Thank you,” she said absently, her brow furrowed as she gazed out to the dance floor. 
 “Who are you looking for?”
 She shot me a pointed glance, then softened. “I’m sorry, Raena, I didn’t realize it was you. I’m not fond of all these masks because conversing with people is difficult and distracting. I hoped to find Duke Reston to ask him to save one dance for me. This is it, Raena. If my plan is going to work, it has to be tonight.”
 “That’s a lot of pressure. Besides, you’ve only been here since spring. It wouldn’t be the end if things didn’t work out tonight...” 
 My voice trailed off as my attention affixed to a pair of dancers in the middle of the floor. 
 Lady Cozette and Zaden.
 I’d prepared myself for this, knowing he’d have to be seen with others. With her. But that did nothing to dampen the way my heart fell to the floor, knocking me breathless. I emptied my glass in two gulps.
 “I need more honeywine. Would you care for a glass as well, Holland?”
 “Maybe just one. To help calm my nerves.”
 Grabbing her hand, I dragged her along with me.
 “Lady Raena, my endearing evening meal companion,” Duke Reston said as he bowed before me. Holland and I both curtsied. He dressed in all black with a teal dragonfly mask. “You are as lovely as the night sky. I was hoping that you’d honor me with a dance.”
 I felt Holland wither next to me.
 “Oh, I’m not sure. But you remember Lady Holland, right? She was looking for a dance partner.” I guided her a step closer to the Duke.
 “I insist.” He removed the empty glass from my hand while offering his to me. Feeling obligated to accept, I let him guide me onto the dance floor. Glancing over my shoulder, I gave Holland an apologetic look, but her rose mask had wilted into one of defeat. I would do my best to convince him to save a dance for her.
  He led me towards the middle of the floor as the quartet began a lively song. It might be challenging to converse between the fast tempo and the choreography. The glass of honeywine buzzed in my head and made my toes feel distant. Luckily, since most of the dance required stepping, spinning, and gliding, I was less likely to step on his toes.
 “I’m honored, truly, that you asked me…to dance, but I was wondering if…you’d also save a dance for Lady Holland,” I asked as the dance brought us close enough to speak.
 “I will if it would please you,” he relented.
 “Thank you, my lord, it would,” I smiled.
 As part of the choreography, dance partners changed for a short string of twirls. With an overhand twirl, Reston’s hand released me. The ballroom reduced to a colorful blur. Whether from the effects of the applewine or genuine joy, I laughed as layers of my dress spun with me. I fell into Zaden’s waiting embrace. His steadiness caught me, captivating me as wholly as his sapphire gaze.
 “This isn’t the dance you promised,” Zaden said as the palms of our upraised hands met, circling each other. 
 “I know,” I managed to say. After weeks of remaining separate for the sake of appearances, a blush bloomed for our unabashed closeness before the court.
 “I’ll find you soon.” He smiled and twirled me back to the Duke.
 When the song concluded, Reston bowed. I curtsied, winded, my heartbeat quick due to this dance and the anticipation of the one promised. 
 The musicians didn’t pick up their bows. Instead, the room’s attention shifted to the dais as the King stood to address the court. Masked servants carried a large gold basin and placed it in front of the King. A small army of servants followed with golden pitchers in hand to pour water into it. 
 The herald stepped forward, his simple crimson mask comical when paired with his intricate guard uniform. “All rise for His Majesty, King Rhutt.”
 The King cleared his throat as he stepped forward. He wore a fine white dress tunic trimmed in shimmering gold cords over top of black linen pants. His hair spilled around his filigree mask as it swept back from his face. The sun’s rays shimmered in the candlelight as he spoke. “Gentle nobles of my court and esteemed guests, welcome to the summer solstice masquerade. This night, the shortest in the calendar, we celebrate the start of another new year.” 
 The King paused, his words interrupted by guests clapping with excitement.
 “As we gather with lifelong friends and newfound acquaintances, I invite you to begin this new year washed clean from last year’s dust by dipping a hand into the font. As the old fades into the new, I invite you to step onto the terrace for the midnight sun. For those visiting from afar, this is our tradition of setting a three-branched wooden pole ablaze to welcome the new year, with each branch representing the past, present, and future. Until midnight, eat, drink, and dance.”
 The quartet began the next song on cue as the courtiers lined up for their symbolic purification. I wasn’t interested in partaking because I didn’t want to remove my gloves. As I turned away from the dais, I came face to face with Zaden and smiled brightly.
 His eyes devoured me from the crown of my head to my feet, then returned to meet my gaze. I bit my lower lip and crinkled my nose as he kissed my gloved hand and bowed. “A dance, my lady?”
 Words failed me, so I simply nodded and placed my hand in his.
 “I hope seeing me with someone else wasn’t too unbearable for you,” he apologized.
 “And I hope my dance with the Duke wasn’t too insufferable for you.”
 “I am resentful he managed to coax such a sincere laugh from you. But you’re with me now, and I promise to leave you breathless,” he said. 
 He led me to the center of the floor, and the other dancers retreated a step away from us. We turned toward each other, toe to toe. The lyrical music began, and he pulled my hips close to his. In his hands, I floated, gliding over the polished stone in a way that was foreign to me. The space between us charged and crackled like lightning. And I wasn’t the only one who noticed it. From my periphery, I glimpsed the gawking royals.
 “Everyone’s staring at us,” I worried.
 “I hadn’t noticed,” he said. 
 Because his gaze hadn’t strayed from me. If they didn’t bother him, then I could let go too. I exhaled the worry and anxiety and gave myself to him, to this moment. To this dance. His lead was soft and confident, and the way our feet moved…the way we moved…it was like we became one. Everything about our dance was perfect like I was living in a dream.
 As I immersed myself in him, everyone else around us disappeared, as though it was only the two of us waltzing together. Zaden spun me out and away until our outstretched arms pulled tautly. When he reeled me back, he drew me in close enough that his lips were dangerously close to brushing a kiss on mine.
 The music concluded, breaking me from my reverie, and my awareness of the other dancers rushed back into existence. I knew we had to separate, but I wasn’t ready for the song to end. When he bowed, I curtsied. The entire ballroom was as breathless as I felt, lingering on our every move. For that heartbeat, the ballroom waited with bated breath.
 Claira stepped up to my side, her hand on my elbow.
 “I think the Crown Prince has another dance partner awaiting him,” she hissed in my ear. Begrudgingly, I allowed her to lead me off the dance floor. The quartet promptly struck up a lively tune, their music releasing the palace from its trance.
 “Walk with me,” Claira said. She shoved a small gold plate into my hands. I filled it with bite-sized pastries, skewers of roasted meats, and chocolate-dipped fruits while balancing a glass of honeywine in my other hand. “You are playing with dangerous fire, and it will devastate me when you get burned.”
 “I’m not playing with anything.” I knew it was a lie just by the way my soul smiled in his embrace. And I was confident she knew it was a lie too.
 “Do not get swept away in all this. Now would not be the moment to forget who you are, to lose control,” Claira warned.
 “I need to catch my breath. I’ll be on the terrace,” I told Claira. Seeking a momentary reprieve from the hum of the ballroom, I turned and fled under the stars. 
 My retreat was futile. I burned with the brand of his touch, not even the evening breeze could erase it.
 From inside the ballroom, servants’ voices chattered as they ushered the guests to the gardens and terrace for the midnight sun ceremony. My moment of peace concluded. Not ready to be swamped by the court, I wound along the veranda and through a maze of hedges. The path opened into the small garden filled with evening primrose and moonflowers. Zaden’s silhouette stood among the blooming flowers. I froze.
 “This is the best place to view the celebration without the crowd,” Zaden said quietly. “This was my mother’s garden. She brought us here to watch each year.” 
 “I can leave if you’d prefer,” I replied.
 “No, stay with me,” he said quickly, extending his hand. I accepted, and he pulled me close.
 From the festivities before us, one of the nobles from the court recited the ceremonial words before lighting the wooden pole on fire. The hungry flames crackled, and silhouettes of the courtiers danced around it in celebration. 
 Zaden smiled as he wrapped his arm around me and hugged me close. “Happy new year, my lady.”
 “Happy new year, Highness.” I beamed. Together we laughed, tucked away in our secret garden. I’d never celebrated the new year before, but if each year promised to be like this, I would be overjoyed.
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 Chapter 39
 The fire from the midnight sun reduced to embers, sending the revelry back to the ballroom. We lingered longer to avoid catching anyone’s eye. My slippered feet ached, and a yawn betrayed me. Dawn was still hours away, but the festivities in the ballroom and gardens were a long way from slowing down. 
 “Are you ready to call it a night?” Zaden asked. 
 “Not if it means I have to leave you.”
 Leaning down, he whispered: “I didn’t say you’d be alone.” 
 I bit my lip as his voice tickled me, sending a surge of goosebumps over my body.
 “Let your aunt know that you’re returning upstairs. Then meet me on the fifth floor of the west wing.”
 My wild eyes met his as I nodded. I retraced my steps through the garden, though I wasn’t sure if my feet touched the ground. Claira had returned inside the ballroom and conversed animatedly with Lady Cambree. Their words hushed as I approached.
 I dipped into a quick curtsy. “Good night, Aunt. I’m retiring.” I didn’t need to feign the yawn that followed my words.
 “Good night, Raena,” Claira replied, her eyes narrowed. Lady Cambree shamelessly smiled behind her.
 Departing the ballroom, I kept my feet in a steady rhythm while my heart galloped. With each step, the sounds of the festivities faded behind me. I glanced over my shoulder before ascending the stairs to the west wing.
 On the landing of the fifth floor, Zaden waited for me. Without saying a word, he took my hand in his and led me to one of the suites on the west wing. He looked over his shoulder before stepping in and closing the door behind him.
 “Finally,” he whispered, stepping toward me. Relief and promise threaded together in that one word. Taking my hand in his, he slowly pulled the finger of my glove, the satin material slinking down my arm. My silver rune glimmered in the low light with my glove now on the floor. 
 “I thought you were the Everlasting,” he said, kissing my hand and up my arm. Tiny goosebumps appeared under his feather-soft touch.
 “What gave me away?”
 “First, you caught the attention of the shrewd Dowager Countess. When the Everlasting came to court, I noticed your absence and saw this rune as your Sunpriest helped you leave. Then you started wearing gloves. And somehow defeated a demon.” He gathered up my other hand, removing that glove. I gasped from the caress of the silk over my skin, the ache to feel him against me swelled. I pulled him closer to me, but before our lips met, he breathed a laugh. He placed his finger to my mouth and said, “Patience, my lady. I intend on kissing every bit of you.”
 He chuckled at my whimper.
 But discontent faded when his attentions shifted down my neck, over the curve of my shoulder, across my upper back. One hand on the curve of my waist as he stepped behind me, the other grazing over my exposed skin, pulling a shiver over me. “I can’t tell you how desperately I wanted to kiss you tonight,” he confessed.
 “For a moment, I thought you would.”
 “You enthrall me,” he whispered, his words brushing over my ear. “My mind goes fuzzy when I’m near you because it’s consumed by you.”
 The same way he currently inflamed me.
 “I’m sorry,” I sighed.
 “Don’t be. Because now I surrender my undivided attention to you until you tell me to stop.”
 Stop? I should put a stop to this. I shouldn’t want him, not like this. But Goddess help me, I did. 
 “But I haven’t said stop yet,” I said as I pulled the silver comb from my hair, spilling the amethyst waves. Zaden swept them to the side, so his fingers could unfasten the buttons of my dress. With each one undone, he pressed a kiss to my back. Tiny sparks flared up with each one. The line of buttons led him to kneel behind me, the last of them ending at the small of my back. My heart raced, my head swam. Great Abyss, take me now. This was tantalizing torture, but I didn’t want it to stop. Not yet. My dress fell slack around me with the buttons undone, leaving me clutching the neckline to hold it up. 
 Jasmine and honeysuckle drifted on the lazy summer breeze blowing through the opened windows. The aroma was nearly as intoxicating as Zaden. His hands skimmed up my body as he rose.
 And he waited. For me.
 For the first time in my life, I would decide for myself, for what I wanted.
 Slowly, I turned to face him, his eyes blazed with desire, and released my grip on the gown. It pooled on the floor around me. He pulled me toward him, reaching one hand to my waist and the other twining through my hair. His lips caressed mine with barely contained passion as his tongue parted mine. We kissed until our bodies buzzed, leaving us breathless.
 My fingers wove through his hair as he wandered down my body. His fingers swirled across my stomach, and I was drunk on anticipation as his touch drifted lower. I shuddered against him, my eyes fluttered closed when he traced over the sensitive area of my inner thighs. He snickered at the sounds that escaped from me. 
 “Don’t laugh,” I murmured.
 “Wouldn’t dream of it.” A fire burned in his gaze when I opened my eyes to find us nearly nose-to-nose. His lips found mine again, and his hands wrapped around me as he pulled us together. The desire pulsing through me settled low in my stomach and deepened in response to feeling Zaden pressed against me.
 I pulled off his jacket and dropped it to the floor, but I struggled to amass enough focus to unbutton his shirt. The need to feel his skin against mine became unbearable, the desire urgent. Frustrated with my clumsy fingers, I ran my fingers up the well-defined lines of his chest and gathered the material as I went. He slipped out of it, and his shirt joined my dress on the floor. I hummed in delight when his chest’s firm muscle pressed into my softness. 
 Dropping his hands to my hips, he guided me backward, only stopping when the back of my leg met resistance, unable to retreat further. But he didn’t let me go. He lifted me, continuing to guide me back to the middle of the bed. I propped myself up on my elbows as he lifted my right foot, slid off the navy-blue slipper, and tossed it aside. It fell to the floor with a soft thump. Still holding my right foot, he slowly began kissing me from the top of my foot, up my shin, the inside of my knee, up my thigh. My breath hitched in my throat.
 Then he set my right foot down on the bed, picked up my left, and removed the slipper. Tossing it away, he started the same parade up my leg.
 My elbows fell from under me as he continued moving up my thigh. My heart jumped when he pressed my knees out, granting him better access to my inner thighs and the warm heat of desire between them. He settled on his knees, the fervor of his mouth where his fingers danced moments ago, and I melted.
 “There isn’t much that a crown prince would bow before,” he simpered.
 I couldn’t breathe, let alone form words to reply, as he pulled moans from my lips. My fingers twisted in the blanket as his touch grazed over my sensitive skin, making my heart race and my eyes flutter closed, driving me to euphoria. I panted for breath, but he showed no sign of stopping as I writhed before him. I threw my head back, gripping the bed tighter. My back arched as I tumbled into oblivion. Ecstasy crashed over me until I saw stars. And I may have cried out his name.
 If he’d stopped there, I could have died happy. But his grin turned devious as he kissed my lower abdomen. “I like the way my name sounds on your lips.” 
 Of all the things tonight that could have made me blush, saying his name in a moment of bliss was it. I tried to laugh but only managed a husky chuckle. 
 His pants quickly joined the rest of our discarded clothing before he crawled toward me, his hands running up the side of my hips. He licked up my right breast as his hand tweaked the nipple on the other. I gasped in surprise when his mouth closed over my nipple, his teeth grazing my skin and sending shocks through my body. Pulling back, he smirked, having deemed his attention thoroughly given to my right swell before repeating the toe-curling process on my left. My breath was shallow and ragged when he finished exploring my body. Our lips locked, parting instantly as my tongue, wild and frantic, danced with his. Our heavy breaths mingled as he pulled back to rest his forehead on mine. 
 “We can still stop now. No one would be the wiser. They’d see tonight as no more than a dance between us.” His eyes locked on mine. 
 I shook my head. 
 “Are you sure?” 
 I nodded as I reached up, running my hand through his hair and sweeping it back to see his face. His eyes were ablaze with desire, lust, passion—enough fire to blind me from everything else in my head, to make me forget about the festivities that were still taking place downstairs or ponder whether those courtiers would walk down this hall to get to their rooms. I bit my lower lip, acutely aware of the pressure of his desire on mine. I rolled my hips, beckoning him deeper.
 “Words, Raena.” Desperation cracked in his words. “I need you to say it.”
 “Yes, please,” I sighed. “I want this. I want you.”
 He pressed into me, then retreated, venturing deeper each time he pressed until his hips were fully against mine. Gentle kisses graced my lips as he retreated before pushing back in, his pace slow. Too slow for my thundering heart.
 “Raena,” he cried. His voice cascaded down my skin, danced over my bones, and sunk into my soul. The next thrust came faster and not as gentle, pulling a gasp from my lips. Without conscious thought, I moved my hips with his, eliciting a deep moan of approval. The tempo of our movements accelerated until we were a tangle of limbs grinding against each other, moving to the pulse of our own music. My muscles burned and tightened low on my stomach as I barreled again towards euphoria. His erratic movements turned frantic, the brink of release ready to wash over him. 
 Release claimed me first, his name on my lips as I threw my head back and shattered into a million pieces like a crystal glass dropped on the floor. With a few more thrusts, Zaden followed. 
 “You’ve never been more beautiful than you are now.” He lowered his head to rest in the crook between my neck and shoulder. Our hearts beat as one, our ragged gasps in unison. We stayed, entwined body and soul, for countless minutes.
 He pushed up onto his elbows, looking down into my eyes. Brushing the sweat-dampened wisps of hair from my face, he kissed me as he withdrew. Thoroughly spent, he rolled onto the pillow next to me. Tucking one arm under my head, he draped the other over my waist, where his fingers swept over my bare skin in lazy swirls. 
 “You’re truly remarkable, Raena,” he whispered.
 I smiled. He replied with a kiss where my neck curved into my collarbone.
 We laid, our limbs a woven mess of pleasure and exhaustion as our heartbeats settled. I enjoyed melting in Zaden’s arms. With my magic bound, maybe life—and love—in Aylesburg could be possible. 
 His breathing slowed and then drifted into the steady cadence of sleep, his arms and legs still tangled with mine.
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 Chapter 40
 I woke alone as the sunlight filtered in through the open drapes. Brighton whisked away the ball gown and cape I left on the floor after sneaking back to my bed. A pale blue dress took its place. Groggily, I pulled myself from the bed, dressed, and shuffled to the sitting room. Claira sat engrossed in her book when I dropped into the chair across from her.
 “You are positively glowing, milady,” Brighton said as she placed a tea tray between Claira and me on the table.
 “I am?”
 She hummed in reply. “Just the morning after a masquerade glow. I’ve heard that dancing the night away has that effect on a lady.”
 Claira lowered her book, looking me over with an intense stare. I shrugged to her. Finding nothing she deemed out of place, Claira returned to reading. I was careful not to sigh in relief. Remembering everywhere Zaden kissed me last night made the air feel stifling, and the palms of my hands tingled under my gloves.
 After tea, I strolled down to the parlor. Whispers spilled from the room, and my stomach dropped, but hardly anyone noticed as I entered. Whatever they buzzed about, it wasn’t me. Still, it did nothing to stanch the shake in my hands as I joined a few ladies at one of the tables.
 “Did you hear about the palace scandal?” Lady Cambree whispered.
 “No,” I stuttered, my voice wavering.
 “It’s not a royal ball without one,” Lady Izzabelli chuckled. “It sounds like you need to get your best gown ready. We’re having a royal wedding,” Cambree replied.
 The parlor spun around me. I might have fallen to the floor if I wasn’t already seated. My hands held the edge of the table.
 “My lady’s maid was all aflutter this morning. Duke Reston will be taking a bride.” “What?” I breathed.
 “Lady Holland’s maid found him tangled up with her this morning. Both had removed far more than just their masks,” she snickered.
 “Were there any other stories from last night?” I asked.
 Both laughed. “There were, but they’ve been overshadowed by the news of the elusive Duke Reston finally getting married.”
 “We tell her there’s to be a wedding, one she’ll probably be a part of, and she wants more,” jested Izzabelli.
 My shoulders dropped, relieved and disappointed. I avoided the smear of parlor gossip but would gladly jump into those fires to save Holland from this scandal.
 “Oh, don’t get us wrong. After the way you and the prince looked at each other while you danced last night, your name catapulted to the top of the pool,” Cambree said.
 “Just watching you two made me steamy under my mask,” Izzabelli added. “Pool? There are bets placed?” I asked.
 Lady Cambree hummed in reply. “On various scenarios: from the most likely to topple into the honeywine fountain, to who would be the first to pull a dagger, to who did something promiscuous overnight.”
 “Lady Cambree lost a bit of money betting that it would be your name ringing through the parlor this morning,” Izzabelli teased.
 My stomach lurched.
 “No need to frown, Lady Raena. It’s all in good fun. At least it wasn’t as bad as the gala three years ago. That night ended with daggers drawn and more than a few visits to the healer. None of your elven friends were harmed last night. That’s a diplomatic victory,” Izzabelli added.
 “It got close, though. Earl Treyson exchanged heated words, but Gideon kept it from ending in drawing blood,” Lady Cambree said.
 “Have you seen them this morning?” I inquired.
 “They have a meeting with the council before they depart for Solaris,” Lady Cambree informed me.
 “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to say farewell,” I said as I stood, not waiting for their replies.
  
 The throne room doors opened as I entered the main hall, and the delegation filed out.
 “Emree,” I called out. She and Gideon hung back while the rest of the elves headed to the stables. “I’m glad I didn’t miss you. May I walk with you?”
 “Certainly.” She smiled as I approached them. “I couldn’t find you this morning. The parlors buzzed too loudly to be bearable for long. No wonder you weren’t there.”
 “I hope your visit can be considered a success,” I said.
 “It may be with small, cautious steps. Gideon helped broker a limited trade agreement between us. The road to trust is long and fraught, but hope isn’t lost.” Emree smiled proudly.
 “We still don’t understand what appeals to you in the Mortal Kingdom, so remain vigilant. This isn’t your home,” Gideon warned.
 “I will,” I promised.
 “The Queen will be disappointed we could not locate what she prizes most.” Emree frowned. Gideon shared her expression, but his eyes didn’t leave me, as though he expected to find some answer on my face.
 You’d be even more disappointed if she found out how close you were.
 “When you find yourself in Solaris, you must visit us,” Emree added as we approached the stables.
 She seemed confident that I’d return to the place that may have been my home once. But between Queen Amalia and her Hunters, the chances were pretty slim.
 “Safe travels, and may the Goddess keep you safe,” I said as I hugged her.
 “And may She keep you safe until you make it home to Cambria,” she whispered into my hair. Then she and Gideon joined the others mounted on their horses. As they rode off, I waved from the palace steps. After they departed, I frowned at the idea of returning to the parlor. I’d had enough court rumors for the day.
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 The stagnant air in the underground tunnel to the lower city was oppressive enough it knocked the wind from my lungs as I trudged through the switchbacks with Brighton on my heels. Stumbling into the shoppe at the end, I drank down air as though I’d been submerged underwater. The city streets weren’t much better. A bead of sweat glistened on my forehead when Brighton and I arrived at the convent kitchen.
 “Rae,” Annalee said, wrapping me into a hug. “What brings you out here? The streets have been getting worse.” 
 “I told her that, but she insisted,” grumbled Brighton.
 “The palace was humming with the delegation’s departure for Cambria and the rumors after last night’s masquerade. I’ll be glad when everything settles back down. In the meantime, I came to see how you could put these restless hands to use.” 
 She nodded her chin to the vegetables and knife on the work table. “I’m not sure the unrest wholly pertains to the delegation. The city guard has taken to questioning everyone for leads or involvement in the Heathens. Some come back beaten and bloodied,” she frowned.
 “Some?” I asked.
 Her sad eyes met mine, but it was Brighton who replied. “The rest don’t come back at all.”
 My breath caught in my throat. This wasn’t the protection the lower city needed. “Promise me you’ll be safe.”
 “I’ll do my best, Rae.” She smiled. “Will you both stay for midday meal? You always help but never get to enjoy your hard work.”
  
 After a light meal with Annalee, we started toward the tunnel back to the palace, but I redirected our path to the stairs.
 “I need to stop by the Sun Abbey. There’s something in Claira’s office I require,” I told Brighton. She nodded as we changed direction.
 Now that the delegation had departed, I could undo this rune. The next moonless night would be soon, and I needed to be ready for the Everlasting blessing.
 Wanting to avoid running into Soren or the other Sunpriests, we walked the longer route to enter through the gardens. 
 “Will you be alright to wait here? I’ll be in a few moments.”
 “I suppose so, milady. Just please don’t run off,” Brighton joked.
 “I won’t, I promise. Thank you, Brighton,” I smiled and pulled the door open to step into the empty hall. Tiptoeing down it, I placed my ear against the red door, but I couldn’t hear anything within. I outsmarted them all with a silver rune. Claira. The delegation. Huffing a laugh, I opened it, longing to put this temporary bind behind me. With the imminent discovery from the elves over, I needed to resume my tasks as Everlasting. I hadn’t gotten any closer to uncovering who secretly worked with the Demon King at court, and if I ever wanted a future in Aylesburg, I needed to ensure He wouldn’t continue to hunt for me. Maybe there was another rune that would dampen the emotional sensitivity so I could have magic and my stolen nights with Zaden.
 Claira’s office was dim and empty, and the book sat on the side table. I was sure it hadn’t been touched since I’d used it. I quickly flipped through the pages filled with the runes I was familiar with, landing on the binding rune I sought to remove. 
 But the following page for the unbinding rune wasn’t there.
 My heart thrummed, ready to burst from my chest. This couldn’t be. My fingers stroked down the jagged edge where the page had been torn out—the page opposite from the binding rune, where the unbinding spell should have been. 
 I’d hastily applied the binding rune that I hadn’t focused on anything else. But I was confident the page had been there. My love of books would have mourned the destruction of one this old. I frantically flipped through it again. Maybe it had fallen out. I circled the office but found nothing. My eyes burned with tears as I shook my head.
 “What are you looking for, my dear?” 
 I jumped from Claira’s sudden appearance, knocking the silver bowl from the side table. The resulting crash it made against the stone floor masked my shriek. 
 “I messed up and don’t know how to fix it,” I confessed, tears spilling down my cheeks.
 “There is nothing that can not be fixed,” she said, still lingering in the doorway. 
 “I worried I couldn’t control my magic, so I drew a rune. I only meant to cloak my magic temporarily. But I can’t find the unbinding rune.” My bottom lip quivered as I cast my eyes downward, unable to meet hers.
 “I see.” Her jaw tightened as she walked to the desk and crossed her arms.
 “There’s a page missing. Maybe—” 
 “That does us no good. This book is old. There is no telling when the page went missing or if it even contained the rune you seek.” Her finger traced over the words of the binding rune, stopping over the ingredients. “Whose blood did you use to bind it?”
 “Yours, from the powders.”
 She raised her eyebrow, the corner of her lip pulling slightly upward before she shook her head. “I suppose that now we have a powerless Everlasting.”
 I covered my face with my hands and crumpled to the floor. I had no choice. Emree and Gideon were here to find me, and they would have. But did they intend to ask questions or haul me to Solaris? And without unbinding, what good was I? A magicless Everlasting. A disappointment. My tears crumbled into sobs, uncontrollable and rough. 
 My magic was gone until this silver mark faded or I found the unbinding rune. Until then, I would have to live in this mess of my own making and pray that one day I’d be free of this silver rune. 
 But worse, I’d left Aylesburg exposed to the Demon King.
 “Get up, Raena. I do not intend to be here all day.” Claira’s words were as sharp as her dagger. I blinked through my tears as she flipped the book closed. Soren appeared a step behind her, whispering something in her ear. His face was stern, but a glimmer of sadness flickered in his eyes. “We will have to hope for a miracle,” she frowned.
 If the Goddess even deemed me worthy of a miracle.
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 Chapter 41
 Upon our return, Claira stormed off and remained in her chamber for the rest of the afternoon. She still hadn’t emerged by evening, and I had no intention of disturbing her, so I proceeded to the dining room alone. I’d give her time and space. She was angry and disappointed. I’d accidentally shattered the faith she had in me. My failure was hers, too. She’d been so focused on protecting me from Heles, from the elves, from the court that she failed to protect me from myself.
 Lady Cambree huffed her disappointment at Claira’s absence but shrugged it off quickly and spent the evening conversing with her other companions. 
 To my left sat an indifferent Duke Reston. I didn’t dare ask him about his impending nuptials or thoughts on his bride, nor did he speak on either matter. My heart broke for him, but I prayed his gloom would be short-lived.
 I sighed and took to the task of attempting to reach the bottom of the honeywine in my glass. Across from me, Izzabelli chuckled when she looked over. She’d been conversing with the courtiers beside her, so I thought she would continue to ignore the awkward silence emanating from this side of the table. But no such luck. 
 “Rough day, Lady Raena?”
 “You could say that,” I muttered.
 “Then we shall commiserate together. I finally met with the King, and he refused my request to reinstate my uncle’s family.” She raised her glass to me. “To the unhappy company we keep.”
 I swallowed a gulp of honeywine, thinking I’d nearly reached the bottom, but the attentive staff quickly refilled it.
 “Who is your uncle?” I asked.
 “Earl Baxter. He’s rather lousy and deserved his fate. But his daughter didn’t. My poor cousin was dumped into the Sisterhood of Night.” She clucked her tongue. “Poor Rebekah.”
 Honeywine nearly dribbled from my lips. Now that I looked at her, I could see some facial similarities. Even the intonation of her voice had been too close to be a coincidence. I should have realized it sooner. 
 “What do you plan to do now?” I stammered, my words beginning to slur.
 She sighed. “Even kings can have unfulfilled desires. It’s taken me months to uncover what it is, but I’ve not only learned what King Rhutt’s is, but I’ve found a way to indulge him, which I intend to use as leverage. To trade his longing for my family.”
 My eyes widened. Izzabelli’s lady’s maid appeared with a black cloak draped over her arm and whispered into her ear before I could ask what she meant. “I have a matter of urgency to attend to in the city. I apologize for leaving you without much of a companion for your dessert course. At least the fruit tart will make up for my departure. Good night, Lady Raena.” She rose from her chair and gracefully swept out.
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 The evening bells rang out as I left the rowdiness of the dining room behind. My silver gown brushed over the polished stone as I casually walked by the empty parlors. Or as casually as I could, given my slightly inebriated state. I glanced over my shoulder as I turned the corner. No one followed. 
 As I climbed the stairs to the west wing, a gleeful bounce found its way into my gait. I fished the small key from my left glove and slid it into the lock. When the tumbler clicked, I surveyed the hall behind me before pushing the door open.
 The drapes were drawn, only a single candle illuminated the chamber. Zaden stepped out of the shadows towards me.
 “Did anyone see you leave?” he asked.
 “Not that I could tell,” I replied, falling into his embrace.
 “How much honeywine did you drink?” He laughed.
 “More than I should have. My companions were dreadful this evening,” I pouted.
 “Why don’t you splash some cool water on your face?” He nodded to the basin on the dressing table in the corner.
 Before I’d made it two steps towards the dressing table, a metallic taste overwhelmed my senses, followed by an excruciating pain that tore through my midsection. I cried out as I doubled over, falling to the floor. I tucked my knees to my chest. The pain ripped through me like a gaping wound threatening to pull me apart. My teeth chattered as a third wave rocked my body. 
 Strong arms lifted me off the floor, pulling me into a warm embrace, then laid me down on the bed. The gentle weight of a blanket draped over me, my hand enveloped in Zaden’s.
 “Raena?” His voice sounded so far away. I shivered while a bead of sweat tickled my brow. “I’ve got you.” 
 I thought the pain would consume me as it reached a crescendo. Reflexively, I clenched my fists. I heard Zaden muffle a grunt from my grip, but he never took his hand away.
 The agony released me nearly as quickly as it came, but not without leaving me desperate for breath. When I opened my eyes, I pieced the world back in place—my hearing didn’t sound as fuzzy, and my body temperature no longer ablaze. Darkness cloaked the room like all the candles extinguished simultaneously.
 “Zaden,” I whimpered.
 “You scared me. When you screamed, all the candles blazed brighter, but the moment you fell, they snuffed out. I didn’t want to leave your side to relight them. What happened?” he asked as he wiped away the remaining tears from my cheek.
 “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “It’s never happened like this before.”
 “I’ll call for the healer,” he said as he began to stand up. 
 I grasped his wrist. “No, that’s not necessary. I’ll be alright.”
 He pulled me in tighter. “You’re freezing, Raena.”
 But my shivers weren’t only from the chill. I quivered with dread. If I still had magic, this might have been another tremor in nature. But without it, there wasn’t anything to balance. Whatever happened tonight felt like it tore the memory of magic from my bones. Like it had in the alley those months ago.
 But I have no magic.
 Maybe I just had too much applewine. That was at least an explanation more logical than anything pertaining to magic.
 I fell asleep curled up against Zaden as he lightly rubbed soothing circles down my back. 
  
 In the early hours of the night, my sleep wasn’t memorable. But the veil of dreamlessness fell away, leaving me standing deep in the woods. I blinked, spinning around on the spot, looking for the golden-green eyes of the monster. But I was only surrounded by trees.
  “Where are you?” I demanded. Knowing it was a dream, I clung to my paper-thin confidence like a shield. Even if it wavered. He couldn’t hurt me here. I searched the trees, but nothing gave way to the haunting stare.
 My pulse was deafening in my ears as I walked through the forest. A shiver skittered up my spine from the wind rustling through the trees. Auburn leaves scattered at my feet, followed by a deep laugh, rumbled through them, turning the leaves into a dark fog. The baritone timbre reverberated through my chest like an echo in an empty throne room. 
 I shivered as the thickening fog drastically dragged the temperature down. The hairs on the nape of my neck tingled, alerting me that someone was close. I turned to run and smacked into a hard body, rising up like a rock wall. Those golden-green eyes bored into mine, paralyzing me. Fear clawed up my throat, forcing my lips open in a silent scream. My eyes flared wide as I struggled to conceal my shock as I looked at his face for the first time. 
 My midnight tormentor stood on two legs like a man but taller by at least two heads. His skin was a dark silvery gray, and his white hair fell just past his shoulders. Pointed elven ears peeked through his locks. Upon his head, two ridged horns curled back like a ram’s. Between them sat a laurel wreath of red-tipped thorns dripping viscous blood. He was dressed like a noble from Aylesburg, in a white linen button-down shirt and a pale blue velvet capelet with silver buttons and edging. Behind him rose two black leathery wings.
 My hands collided with his chiseled chest, and I quickly pushed myself away. Stammering back a step, I turned to run, but his hand wrapped around my left wrist. I screamed from his burning cold touch on my skin. Kicking and screaming, I fought against him as he pulled me toward him.
 “Let me go!” Thrashing against him, I narrowly avoided the blood droplets that fell from his crown of thorns.
 He laughed, squeezing his hold on me tighter. “No.”
 “You have no hold on me beyond the constructs of my dreams. You have no power over me, demon,” I spat out, helplessly pulling my captured wrist.
 “And you play with hellfire you know nothing about.” He tsked. “I’m no mere lesser demon, though your magic did a number on my sentry when you shattered It and my portal. You may have pushed my forces back, but your victory is only temporary. Soon, I shall step into the living realms again and rain down destruction on the one who banished me.” His eyes gleamed.
 “That sounds like a personal grudge between you and whomever it was. I don’t see how it involves me,” I said through gritted teeth. “Now, let me go.”
 “Your little Goddess banished me.” Fire blazed through his eyes and his words. “And you’re her favored, which makes you very much involved. Why else do you think She gifted Her powers to you after generations of weak magic? But now that your magic belongs to me, it is your blood I require to unlock the gateways into your realm.”
 I laughed. “You don’t possess my magic. No one does.”
 “Little star.” His voice was oily against me. “You handed it to me. Now you’re nothing but a puppet, and I pull your strings. ” 
 He twisted my wrist. Wincing, my eyes flicked to the silver twinkling of the twin circles on the back of my hand.
 “No,” I gasped.
 “Tell the Goddess that Her beloved is coming, little puppet.”
 My skin prickled in panic as the ground fell away beneath me. I clawed to reach the edge of the chasm, but His unrelenting grip held steady above the void. 
 I looked up into his eyes. Fingers of fear squeezed my heart as endless night stared back. Wide-eyed, I watched as a drop of blood fell from his crown and landed on my forehead. 
 He laughed, throwing back my wrist and dropping me into the void.
 “No!” I screamed, bolting upright in the bed. My frenzied eyes met the worry in Zaden’s. I gasped as though I’d been underwater too long. Tears streamed down my face. I could still feel the cold imprint of his hand on my wrist. 
 Zaden wrapped his arms around me. “You’re safe now,” he said as he gently rocked me in his arms. The room lit dimly. He must have relit the candles as I slept. “It was just a dream.”
 Just a dream.
 But why did the threat feel real?
 My groggy mind attempted to discern where the line of reality fell. There was only one being the Goddess, banished from this realm. Only one whom She loved.
 Heles, the Demon King, haunted me.
 I couldn’t think. My muddled mind grappled with His revelations. He had my magic. He was coming back from the Shadow Realm. But He needed me.
 “I’m sorry I woke you,” I whispered. I relaxed into Zaden’s embrace, the only place I felt safe at the moment. 
 “There’s no need to apologize. If anything, I’m glad I was here for you tonight,” Zaden said as he brushed back the hair plastered to my face—and jerked his hand away with a gasp. Sitting up, I caught the glimmer of panic in his eyes as he searched my face.
 “What is it?” I asked.
 “It looks like blood, but I don’t see any scratches on you,” he said as worry wove through his features. I dragged my palm against my forehead and moved to examine my hand in the dim light. 
 Sure enough, blood streaked across my hand. Head spinning, I drew deep breaths to calm myself as Zaden’s soothing touch caressed my back. 
 “Come back to bed, Raena. You need to rest,” he said, gently pulling me back to bed. I tucked myself back against his chest, seeking a distraction to keep me from thinking or sleeping. My fingers drew light swirls on his white linen shirt until his hand pressed down on mine.
 “So do you, and I’ve already woken you once tonight.”
 “Things like nightmares and falling ill are part of sharing life with someone else and knowing that we’d drop everything to care for the other. When the time comes for me to fall apart, I know that I’ll be safe to do so in your arms. So you don’t need to worry about waking me, because I’d want to be here for you, regardless of the time of day.”
 “You’re right. I’d drop everything to be by your side when you need me, too. This is all still new for me,” I admitted.
 “Then we’ll learn how to do this together. But I promise I’m a better learner when I’m well rested. Now, sleep, Raena.” I could feel the jest in his voice.
 I smiled as he pulled me closer. “Yes, Highness.” 
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 By the time I awoke, the candles had burned out. Blinking in the dim chamber, I found my limbs pleasantly tangled with Zaden’s. He was still asleep on the pillow next to me. I unraveled myself and stood before the window of our secret chamber. Aylesburg sleepily twinkled below my feet.
 A small leaf with a single hazelnut nestled within waited for me on the ledge. The pixies hadn’t forgotten me even after I’d been tucked away in the sprawling city. I placed their gift in my pocket. My brow puckered. Would this pretty life protect me from the Hunters? Or would the blood of each Aylesburg resident be on my hands when they eventually came to claim me? Maybe Amalia would give up if I couldn’t regain my magic. Then I could remain at court and find another way to be useful. While Claira might disown me, I didn’t think Zaden would toss me out. But that would only be if I remained out of Heles’ reach.
 When had trading secrets become the currency of my life? 
 “You’re worrying about things you cannot control, Raena. Come back to bed,” Zaden said, his voice deep from sleep.
 A breathless laugh was my reply as I dropped onto the end of the bed. 
 “I would, Highness,” I joked, “but I have to return to my chambers.” I sighed as the humor leached from my words, “Claira expects me to be with her today, and she’d probably pitch me from the window if I’m late.”
 “The Countess doesn’t scare me,” he said as he sat up in the bed, the sheet falling away to expose his bare chest. I fought to keep my eyes on his and not wander over the skin and scars I’d learned so well over the last couple of weeks.
 “She doesn’t intimidate me either. However, I do try to appease her. Otherwise, she’ll disown me, and I’d have to hope I could survive in the lower city.” 
 “Then let me give you another choice to consider.” He leaned forward to take my hand in his. “Come stay with me. Be mine.”
 “To what end? It’s not like we could ever marry. Neither the King nor the Kingdom would ever accept me. Not to mention I’d age slower than you, so my secret would be impossible to hide in a matter of decades. And I love you too much to entertain the thought of you marrying someone else while I simply warm your bed from time to time.” A single tear fell from my eye. 
 A grin slowly crept over his face, setting his eyes aglow like moonlight on the ocean. They were so deep, so vibrant, I was afraid they might pull me under and leave me gasping for air.
 Instead, I allowed my anger to creep over my features. “I’m trying to be serious, to be logical, and all you can do is grin at me?” I huffed, pulling my hand out of his.
 “You just said you love me,” he quipped.
 “No, I—” Great Abyss, I did. In a moment of frustration, I’d let enough of my emotions leak through. My anger slipped away, but I attempted to hold on to it when I waved my hand and said, “Not the point.”
 He ensnared my hand in his again. “That is the point, Raena. Stay with me because I love you, too. I offer you my Kingdom, my crown. Be by my side as my Queen. And if my father and the people of Aylesburg won’t accept you, then I’ll give it all up for you. In a heartbeat. I don’t care about ruling if it meant I couldn’t fall asleep beside you every night.”
 To relinquish the crown of my birthright to wear that of another’s…
 The thought of a crown reminded me of the seer’s words from months ago. The part that bothered me the most. Was this what she meant? That I’d be offered the crown of Aylesburg at the cost of something else? Or did it mean that Zaden would walk away from his?
 “Firstly, why didn’t you say this sooner?” I asked.
 “Why didn’t you?” he quipped. 
 I raised my eyebrow at him before continuing, “Secondly, I don’t think either of us knows how to live a life without some protection. You’ve lived under the crown, and my mentors have sheltered me. How could we possibly strike out on our own?”
 “Are you saying yes, then?” he smiled.
 Yes. 
 “No!” I burst out. “Neither of us are prepared to make that kind of jump. Not with something this important.”
 Tucking his knees under him, he moved closer to me, pulling me further onto the bed until I knelt before him. He took both of my hands in his. 
 “Raena, I’m giving you all of me. I promise to be by your side for the rest of my days. Whatever may come. I believe that fate brought you to me. Destiny knew I needed you in my life. Think about my offer, but not too long. We’d need to be prepared to vanish if the King declines our proposal. It’s entirely your choice. I’ll love you regardless.” 
 He was relinquishing both of our futures to me. I gulped down a deep breath. 
 And for one heartbeat, I wanted to believe in fate, too.
 My thoughts may never recover from this. This was the distraction Claira warned me to avoid, but instead, I’d ended up head over heels in it.
 “I have to go before the Countess wakes up.” I leaned over, kissing his forehead before sneaking back to my chamber.
  
 I selected a white dress with colorful flowers embroidered along the bow neckline and down the sheer sleeves. Cocking my head to the side, I took in my reflection. 
 My stomach dropped to the soles of my feet. A large handprint marred the skin around my wrist. 
 The cold grip from my dream. 
 My entire body trembled, my eyes pinched closed. Dream or not, he could still reach me. 
 “Milady, are you alright?” Brighton asked. I jumped. Her voice ripped me from my thoughts.
 “It’s nothing,” I lied, yanking the glove over my wrist before entering the sitting room to find Claira. Our paths crossed over the last few days without speaking about what happened in her office. 
 But since she knew who I was and the gift I now lacked, she was the only one I could ask.
 “Raena, my dear,” she said, lowering her book into her lap. I could feel the scrutiny of her gaze burning through me. “You do not look like your usual self. Is everything alright?”
 “I didn’t sleep well last night,” I admitted, dropping into a chair across from her. “I felt I’d summoned my magic, but the only thing it did was leave me doubled over in blinding pain. Which was followed by a nightmare…and then I woke up with blood on my face that wasn’t mine.”
 “Has this happened before?” she asked pointedly. Her wide eyes studied me with rapt focus.
 “I’ve had nightmares for a while, but I’ve never been in pain like that. And there’s never any blood.”
 “Tell me about your nightmare.”
 I hesitated, my heart pattering. 
 Noting my reluctance, she continued, “It was just a dream. It cannot hurt you in the waking hours unless you give it that power.”
 I fidgeted with the pearl button on the glove that now concealed the cold burn on my wrist. “I think Heles is haunting my dreams. He appeared to me last night. Why would he want me?” 
 “The Demon King?” Claira scoffed. “It is probably just your anxiety building over the next ceremony. It was only a dream. Just your sleeping mind seeking to sow doubt. It is nothing to worry about.” 
 I wanted to believe her comforting words and would have, if not for the burn I now wore. I took a deep breath, knowing I needed to ask the next question.
 “How did the royal healer know the antidote for demon’s venom?” I stuttered, the words falling out of my mouth inelegantly.
 She drew her lips into a thin line. “Careful, Raena. That sounds as though you are ungrateful for that knowledge.”
 “I meant no offense. I was afraid to even ask such a question, scared of what the answer might be.” I sighed, my shoulders sinking. “I just didn’t know how she would have learned about a demon.”
 Her demeanor warmed slightly. “Curiosity and the pursuit of knowledge are good traits to have. If I was going to seek the Everlasting, I needed to know how to protect her. As such, the book of runes is not the only tome of knowledge in my possession. Through my collection, I gave the healer the information she needed to brew the antidote. Does that settle your anxious mind?”
 “I think so,” I sighed. “Thank you, Claira.”
 “Of course, my dear.” She returned to her book. “Today, we shall turn our attention to your next blessing ceremony.”
 Butterflies scattered in my tummy. “How will it be possible if I…” I tapped the back of my right hand.
 “Neither of us truly knows what you are capable of. We will attempt it, and, should the Divine bestow you a way to access what was bound, we shall rejoice.”
 “But what if She doesn’t?” I asked.
 She smiled warmly. “Then it would be my honor to perform the blessing once again on your behalf.”
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 After midday meal, I decided to visit the parlor. Today it would be draped in dresses, gowns, and hats as two dressmakers and a milliner displayed their newest fashions and fabrics for perusing. I didn’t have any coin to make purchases, but I was curious if any would be appropriate for Holland’s nuptials. 
 An unease hit me before I entered the parlor. Two of the servants stood in the main hall whispering. One word lingered between them, just loud enough to hear: 
 Everlasting. 
 They stopped talking as I approached, their gazes dropping to the floor. But their conversation resumed after I’d passed.
 Once I entered, I scanned the parlor for the ladies of whispers, Lady Cambree and Lady Izzabelli. They were admiring some gowns partway down the room. Skirting around the other lords and ladies, I swore the same hushed word was also on the tips of their tongues. 
 My heart raced as I neared the women lingering behind them, just within earshot. Their thoughts flirted on the fashions before them.
 Izzabelli turned to Lady Cambree, holding up a pale green dress. “What do you think?”
 Lady Cambree twisted her lips as she considered the dress and shook her head. “Red is your color.”
 I grew impatient and was about to step away when Lady Cambree changed the subject. “What do you make of the Everlasting walking the streets of Aylesburg last night?”
 I froze.
 “I’m not sure it was her. No one knows what she looks like. They say she wore a black cloak this time. Not red,” Izzabelli said.
 “The upper city was glowing purple from her blessings. I don’t think it could be anyone else,” Lady Cambree countered.
 The rest of their words faded from my ears as my hands shook. I stood unmoving in the middle of the parlor, the courtiers bustling and chattering around me. 
 They thought the Everlasting was in the upper city last night. How was it possible when I hadn’t left the palace? They must be mistaken.
 Or someone was pretending to be me. And this imposter must have had the gift of the moon. How else could she make the skies glow purple?
 Tears burned in my eyes. Could it have been someone from the palace? Izzabelli left evening meal early, wearing a black cloak. She lacked elven facial features and exhibited disdain for my kind. But maybe she had an elven parent—Brighton looked mortal after all. It could be possible that a predecessor bestowed magic on Izzabelli. Claira called her a religious zealot, and she’d spoken about how she believed the Everlasting to be a threat. Her words might be to divert suspicion.
 A part of my heart broke, but I couldn’t crumble here. I ran back through the corridors pushing past Claira into my chamber. She wore a look of concern and opened her mouth to say something.
 “Raena,” she called after me. 
 But with tears spilling from my eyes, I couldn’t stop. I kept barreling forward, desperate to escape. I slammed my chamber door behind me and slid to the floor. With my back against the wall, I sobbed into my hands. 
 Claira and Soren had been confident that I was the Everlasting. I had believed their unwavering faith, but it now crumbled and fell through my fingers like sand. 
 How would I face Aylesburg if I didn’t believe in myself anymore?
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 Chapter 43
 The air lay thick today, settling like a wet wool blanket over the city. Brighton helped me pin back my hair as the damp heat turned my amethyst curls into a frizzy mess. As soon as Claira placed the veil over me, the unruly nature of my hair no longer mattered as it clung to my face and neck. Sweat glistened on my forehead and trickled down my back, making it look like blood dripped down my crimson robes. And I hadn’t even stepped outside yet.
 Great Abyss, I hated these red robes.
 Despite this being my third blessing, nervous energy rumbled through me as I waited for Claira to announce me. The doors creaked open, and the sun’s flames roared in to greet me. I panted as I walked out onto the landing.
 If I thought the devoted filled the square for the last two ceremonies, somehow, even more, gathered today. Faces stared out from the windows of the building overlooking the courtyard. They stood in the fountain and teetered on the ledge, packed in tighter than books on a library shelf.
 “Your Everlasting. Close your eyes and open your heart to her,” Claira declared, coaxing me forward. With shaky legs, I stepped to the top of the stairs to overlook the square. I ran my sweaty palms down the front of my robes. The silence radiating from them was unnerving. My breaths came in shallow, rapid bursts.
 I inhaled and prayed for a miracle as I recited the incantation. The palms of my hands prickled, but nothing happened. Not a sparkle or shimmer of magic. Not even the taste of it on my tongue. I glanced at Claira, seeking a glimpse of comfort despite being unable to see her face. But I found only crimson and shadow. 
 She dipped her head into a nod and whispered, “Once more.”
 I bit my lip and tried again. Turning back to the square, I lifted my trembling hands and muttered the incantation again. Maybe I’d forgotten a word or said it incorrectly. 
 The searing slice across my midsection forced me to bite my cheek hard enough that the taste of iron flowed. I crumbled over. My hands braced on my knees as my vision blurred.
 Silence stretched as hundreds of eyes blinked up at me. Expectant. Waiting. Disappointed. Not even the breeze breathed in the square. 
 My unsteady knees gave out, and I dropped to the stone landing. A quiet sound of helplessness escaped my lips.
 “She’s a fraud!” came a yell from the back of the square. 
 “We want the Everlasting from last night,” called another. Gasps rippled through the crowd, followed by murmurs of agreement. Their cries rattled in my head.
 Unbeliever.
 False.
 Claira stepped up beside me. “Aylesburg, you question the answer to our prayers when maybe it is your own faith you should be examining. How devout have you remained these last months?”
 Her voice drowned in their chanting. The damage had been done.
 Tears streaked down my cheeks as I scrambled up and ran back into the Sun Abbey. My feet slammed down against the stone, each step echoing as I retreated to Claira’s office. Once I’d closed the door, I ripped the crown and veil off, throwing them onto the floor. The red robes followed a moment later. I dropped onto the settee and let the tears stream down my cheeks.
 That was how Soren found me. His hood remained up, and his hands tucked into his sleeves as he sat on the settee next to me. 
 “How bad was it?” I asked, not lifting my gaze to look at him.
 “Nothing Claira can’t handle. Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.
 “They called me a fraud.” My voice broke. I gasped another shaky breath. “Maybe they’re right. Maybe I am a hoax. Especially after someone else wandered the city last night under the name of the Everlasting.”
 “One thing to learn about mortals: we are fickle. Whoever they believe they saw last night wasn’t sanctioned by those that follow you. Whether it’s a rumor that was started to discredit you or someone else just pretending to be you remains to be seen. Our loyalties are as fitful as the winds, sweeping us into new directions in a single breath.” 
 “You still believe in me?” I asked shyly.
 “I’ve never doubted you, from the day you first joined us to today. All the Sunpriests do. We bear the rune you gave us as a reminder of our strength in conviction.”
 What had I done to receive such unwavering devotion? I had garnered steadfast support from Soren, but it wasn’t enough. My faith was so severely shaken, I didn’t want to wear crimson again.
 “They have been placated and sent home,” Claira sighed as she swept into the office and sat in the chair across from me. “We knew there would be challenges after you took matters into your own hands. But it is nothing we can not handle together. It might be time that we shift our attention from blessings to finding a way to undo that rune.”
 “But what about Aylesburg?” I winced as soon as the words left my mouth. The city that had quickly turned on me.
 “After today, the best way to help them is by focusing on you. We can return to the palace and spend some time in the library. That may direct us to where we begin our search for answers.”
 After handling the aftermath of my failure, even Claira didn’t waver. She had a plan, and even one as simple as going to the library was more than I had. I felt lost and adrift in an endless sea. Even conjuring the image of depthless waters didn’t make my chest quiver. 
 The silver rune glittered, mocking me as I slid my gloves on. Defeat bowed my shoulders as I followed Claira to the carriage. 
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 Chapter 44
 Brighton abruptly entered through the apartment door. “You have a visitor from the convent. She said it’s urgent.” 
 I jumped up, dropping the useless book about rune magic on the table before me. 
 “She refused to enter the main hall. She’s waiting for you on the front steps. Milady, you may insist that she return before dusk or offer to have her escorted back through the tunnel.”
 I halted at the door to meet the worried look in her eyes. “Why?”
 “The city guard patrols increase once the sun sets, questioning anyone they encounter about their involvement with the Heathens. It’s not safe to be out alone.”
 My stomach turned over as I thanked her. I dashed down the corridors, racking my brain to figure out what could be so crucial that Annalee would come here. My footfalls landed heavily on the stone floors of the halls, bounding down the stairs and coming up short when I saw that it wasn’t who I’d expected.
 “Rebekah?” I asked as I approached her. “You asked to see me and not Izzabelli?”
 She turned to face me, her arms crossed. “Yes, it’s no mistake. I wouldn’t trust her with this.” The frequency she glanced at the palace doors over my shoulder made me feel just as twitchy. “This isn’t how I wanted to return to the palace. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t important.” 
 I swallowed my surprise as I nodded to her.
 “Annalee is missing. A few days ago, she went to the spice shoppe in the upper city, and we haven’t seen her since. Mother Jayce said because it’s only been a few days, the city guards are refusing to investigate her disappearance. They said Annalee probably left the city and to come back in two weeks if she hasn’t returned. Mother Jayce doesn’t know I’m here. I thought that maybe you could use your connections to find her. But leaving without telling anyone…I don’t believe that’s something she’d do. She could be dying alone somewhere. The two of you might not be my preferred company, but no one deserves that.”
 I sank to the steps, my stomach dropping with me. I couldn’t think of anywhere Annalee would go.
 “I must go now. The city isn’t safe after nightfall, and if I disappear like Annalee, I doubt anyone would risk themselves to find me.” She didn’t wait for a reply before she turned her back on me.
 I sighed an uneasy breath as I watched her return to the lower city. When the gray of her robes faded into the cobblestone road, I turned on my heel and dashed upstairs.
 I buried my head in the back of the wardrobe when Brighton entered my chamber. “Milady, you don’t need to be fussing about the dresses. Let me help you.”
 “Do you know where my cloak and traveling clothes are? I need them tonight.”
 “They are on the top shelf.” Brighton frowned, crossing her arms. “Why would you require them for evening meal?”
 “I won’t be attending this evening. Annalee is missing,” I said, pulling the neatly folded stack down.
 She stepped before me, placing her hands on my shoulders. Forcing me to meet her eyes, she asked, “I can’t let you go out, not at night, milady.”
 “But I can’t stay here, planting a false smile on my face when she could be in trouble. I have to do something.”
  “I understand. But how do you anticipate leaving the palace? Where will you begin your search?”
 “I’ll leave through the tunnel. From there, I’m not sure where to go. But I’ll stick to the shadows and avoid the city guard.”
 She sighed through her nose, releasing me. “What shall I tell the Countess?”
 I froze, shoulders sinking.
 “Consider it handled, milady,” she said, pressing her lips together. With a curt nod, she left the chamber.
 “Thank you, Brighton,” I sighed.
 I slipped out of my floral print gown, trading it for the dull brown dress. The rough material scratched against me. I’d grown accustomed to the finer fabrics that the simple dress now felt out of place. My shaking fingers clasped my black cloak around my neck, and I pulled the hood over my head before I left my chamber.
 Checking the hall and finding it empty, I stepped out of Claira’s apartment and rushed to the hidden panel behind the tapestry. I’d rather risk bumping into an army of lady’s maids than have to explain myself to the ladies from court. Or worse, Korbin.
 The bustling of clanging pots and flatware from the kitchens quickened my pace, increasing my confidence as I neared the passage to the lower city. I yanked the torch off the wall and entered the tunnel. My feet moved as quickly as I felt I could confidently maintain in the sloping switchbacks. If I ran too fast, I would likely tumble down the rest of the descent, unable to stop. 
 As the sweat trickled down my back, I emerged in the shoppe. The undercover guard disguised as the shoppekeeper lounged behind the counter. Quickly stuffing the torch back onto the wall, I nodded to the guard as I hurried past him and through the door. He called out in alarm, but I didn’t linger to hear his words. I turned over my shoulder to see him begin toward the door after me as I slammed into someone. Barely even three steps from the shoppe, and I was already getting scooped up by the city guard.
 “Thank you, Quinn. She’ll be with me.”
 That familiar voice. I looked up at Zaden, my jaw hanging slack.
 “Did you think I’d let you wander the lower city alone at night?” he asked. His smile was visible under his hood.
 “How did you know—you know what, it doesn’t matter,” I fussed. “You’re here now. If you want to help, let’s get started.” 
 He reached up to adjust the hood on my cloak, and my heart skipped a beat. “Where should we begin?”
 I swallowed a sobering breath. “Annalee knows most of the residents in the lower city. Perhaps we can start by asking them if they’ve seen her recently?”
 “Lead the way,” he said as he wrapped his hand around mine. We crept through the deepening shadows like thieves in the night.
 Beginning with the residents closest to the convent and the market, we started knocking on doors. Three taps. The first four residents we visited didn’t open for us, even though dim lights flickered behind threadbare drapes, and I heard their hushed voices within their homes. Apparently, the horrors that stalked the city at night were enough to scare them from responding to us.
 The fifth door we tried cracked open to spill a tiny sliver of light onto the ground between Zaden and me. 
 “What do you want?” a gruff voice demanded.
 I cleared my throat. “We’re looking for one of the convent novices who’s gone missing. Her name is Annalee, and she’s about as tall as I am, with brown hair and copper skin would be wearing gray. Have you seen anyone who looks like her in the last few days?” 
 “Last I saw her was at the market. If she hasn’t returned, consider her lost forever. You shouldn’t be out this late, or you’ll meet the same end.” He slammed the door closed. 
 As we walked on, I fought to keep my chin up as we walked through the shadows along the street. 
 We knocked on five more unanswered doors before someone answered again. That seemed to be the pattern; almost no one dared to let their lights tumble into the night. The ones that did said a variation on the same thing: they saw her on market day and not at any time since.
 My shoulders stooped further with each door we visited.
 “It’s getting late,” Zaden said. “We should return to the palace and keep looking again tomorrow. It does no good for you to exhaust yourself.”
 I sighed. Resigning, we walked toward the tunnel.
 “You won’t find her here,” said Phare as she stepped out from the shadows.
 I squinted but could barely distinguish her from the shadows. “Do you know where Annalee is?”
 “I do not,” she said.
 “That’s not helpful,” I ground out.
 “Let’s go, then,” Zaden said, tugging my arm forward.
 “You already know where she is. She’s where the sun goes to rest. But you, Raena, will not find her, nor will you see her again in Aylesburg.”
 Why do seers speak in riddles? I clenched my jaw. “What does that mean?”
 “All is not lost,” she said as she disappeared the way she had come. “Wait!” I called after her.
 “Shh,” Zaden coaxed. “She’s gone, and we shouldn’t draw attention.”
  “Do you have any idea what she meant by ‘where the sun rests?’” I asked, seeking his blue eyes.
 “I couldn’t begin to guess.” 
 I huffed, running my hand over my aching jaw. Annalee lived, but I wouldn’t see her again. I didn’t know if I should be saddened or relieved. Numbness settled on me instead.
 Zaden pulled my hand back to his and gently pulled me forward. “We’ll begin again tomorrow.”
 Silence enveloped us on our walk back through the tunnel. 
 The sun rests. What preposterous nonsense. Not only the notion of it but that it would be someplace within Aylesburg. 
 And once more, I allowed the words of a seer to unsettle me. 
 On destinies and omens, she could pitch those prophecies into the sea. But if I could glean a shred of truth about Annalee, I’d follow her visions into the Abyss.
  
 Zaden escorted me back through the hidden hall to Claira’s apartment. “Sleep well, Raena,” he said before kissing my forehead. 
 I slowly pulled the tapestry away to step into the hall and closed the door, the soft thunk of it silenced by the plush carpets. As I turned toward the apartment, movement down the hall caught my eye. Great Abyss, I was about to be spotted. I quickly pressed myself against the wall, praying to blend into the furnishes around me. Squinting, I caught the profile of the cloaked figure as she glanced over her shoulder. Izzabelli?
 She pulled the hood of her black cape over her head.
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 Chapter 45
 With her hood pulled up, Izzabelli crept down the hall and rounded the corner without looking back. I couldn’t remain frozen against the wall all night. It had already been a long evening, and I needed to sleep. But as an ache drummed between my temples, I knew I couldn’t ignore Izzabelli, especially if it allowed me to find Annalee. The whisper of something dark curled out from the shadows and sent a chill over me. I threw a glance over my shoulder. The corridor remained empty.
 So I pushed off the wall and crept behind Izzabelli.
 I knew I gained on her with each step because the throb in my head intensified. At last, I found a lead within the palace. There was no mistaking the dark magic on her.
 She headed for the tunnel to the lower city. With only one torch and the narrow switchbacks, I wouldn’t be able to trail her unnoticed. I needed to stop her before she reached the kitchens.
 I lunged forward and grabbed her arm to spin her around. “What are you doing? Where’s Annalee?”
 Her hand flew to cover her mouth, silencing a scream. “Goddess-dammit, Raena. You scared me. You really shouldn’t sneak around the palace at night like this.”
 “You’re sneaking. I’m only following you. What are you doing out this late?”
 She looked me up and down. “Looks like I’m not the only one slinking through the shadows. I don’t know of any Annalee, and if you must know, I’m taking this to the jeweler.”
 She retrieved a king-cut smoky quartz. The dark gray gemstone, the size of her hand, emitted pulsating energy that resonated in my head. I gasped. My face contorted in pain as I rubbed my temples.
 “What is that, and where did you get it?” I hissed.
 She scanned our surroundings, but no one else lingered. The thirst for justice sparkled in her eyes. Leaning in close, she whispered, “This is leverage. It is the Night Stone and will be instrumental in Rebekah’s return to court.”
 “That’s nothing but a legend. It doesn’t exist,” I countered. Though, I couldn’t deny the innate wrongness of the stone she held before me. The black tendrils snaked through the star-cut pattern of the quartz. As though the Abyss cast it out. Summoning a soul would require Heles’ dark magic.
 “I thought that too. But I knew where to look and who to ask. I picked up the trail of stories about those who soul-spoke. Followed it to the very end, where the stone slumbered. But now it’s mine.”
 “Izzabelli,” I started. A door closed down the corridor, followed by voices. Time was running out. “You aren’t working with anyone else in the city, like the Heathens?” I asked.
 “Goddess, no. The Heathens can take their little prophet and leave the city tomorrow for all I care. Very few know about the stone. That is until I have it set in a necklace. Then the only person I care about knowing resides within these walls. Aylesburg can burn for all I care, but only after I rescue Rebekah.”
 The voices grew closer.
 “I have to go,” she said, pocketing the gemstone. Flipping the hood of her cloak up, she continued to slink through the shadows.
 I sighed. Izzabelli didn’t seem likely to be working with the Heathens. Following her hadn’t gotten me any closer to finding Annalee. And I wanted no part in whatever struggle she engaged in with the King. I’d have to find Annalee some other way.
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 Chapter 46
 I lounged on the settee in the waning light, waiting for Claira and thumbing through the book in my lap. After hours in the library searching for any obscure references to runes and turning my mind over Phare’s riddle, I sought comfort in a familiar story:
  
 Long ago, our Goddess and the one She loved most walked these lands alone. The hills rolled in green grass, the streams swam in deep blue, the rocky mountains rested in white snow. The sky above Her was void of light, obscuring the beauty of the lands they ruled. The one She loved most wanted Her to rejoice in its beauty. He asked for Her heart so that he might fold it together with his own. She willingly gave it, and he bound them together in their love. When he split them apart, releasing them into the sky, one half shined bright enough to light our days, the other our night. And the tiny pieces that splintered off into the skies became the stars. Many months later, the one She loved noticed joy lacking in her heart. One night, he showed Her how to collect the stars and breathe life into them. Together, they gave the stars form and released them to roam the beauty of the lands.
  
 Creaking door hinges, followed by the shuffling of slippered feet, pulled my attention. Claira’s face appeared. Her hair was tousled, and the color drained from her face. “You will have to go to evening meal without me. I am unwell,” Claira coughed.
 “Should I stay with you?” I asked as I stood from the settee. She’d seemed fine while we were in the library, though other thoughts preoccupied my mind.
 “No, my dear. That will not be necessary. I will be resting this evening, so there is no need to check in when you return for the night. I trust that you will behave in my absence?”
 “I will. Rest well, Claira,” I said as she returned to her chamber.
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 When I returned to the apartment after evening meal, I found a folded parchment on my dressing table. A smile curled on my lips as I unfolded the letter. I had planned to meet Zaden later this evening to comb through the lower city again. I hadn’t expected him to leave a note, but it would be like him to leave something to make me smile anyway.
 I have her. Come to the temple alone at midnight if you want to save her.
 My knees gave out. Crumbling on the floor, I reread it. 
 Annalee. 
 I’m not sure whether I would have guessed that the temple was ‘where the sun goes to sleep,’ but I shoved that from my mind. Based on the moon’s location above me, there was enough time for me to change out of my gown and make it to the ruins by midnight. I planted my hands on the dressing table to pry myself from the floor.
 Hastily stuffing myself into the dress and cloak from last night, I stumbled back into the sitting room. I bit my lip as I glanced at Claira’s chamber door. She said not to disturb her, and the note demanded I come alone. Should I tell her, especially if I was walking into trouble? 
 There was no time to fuss with her or anyone else tonight. My pulse slammed through me as I slithered in the darkness of the upper city. Lights flickered in the temple ruins like the flames and shadows of a fallen star. As I climbed the stairs, I clung to the dark of night. Within the temple stood five tall, black-cloaked figures with hoods drawn over their heads. Annalee knelt on the temple floor, hands bound behind her and a black cloth over her head. My hand lingered on my thigh, the sapphire stone in the hilt of my dagger cool to my sweaty palm.
 “After some time at court, I’d have thought you’d learned some manners. It’s impolite to linger in the shadows. Please, join us inside.” the cloaked figure stated.
 “Let her go, and I will,” I ordered, hoping my words didn’t tremble. 
 “Not yet, little star. I wager her presence will be highly motivating. You wouldn’t want a repeat of Snowspire, would you?”
 I tried to tamp down the shudder crawling up my spine, but my body betrayed me. He withdrew a dagger, holding it to her throat. She gasped at the sharp, cold kiss. “Come in and save her. Or linger out there, she dies, and we try again with another’s life.”
 I couldn’t sacrifice Annalee. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I stepped into the light illuminating the temple. “What do you want from me?”
 He snapped his fingers at the others, pointing to the stone floor in the middle of the temple. The figures withdrew white chalk sticks and twelve black pillar candles. They began chanting in an unfamiliar language while chalking a series of runes on the floor. My eyes grew wide at their fluid movements as though I’d stumbled upon a long-forgotten ritual.
 The leader turned to address me. “It won’t be long before you have the answers you demand.”
 As if validating his claim, a dark swirl of air materialized in the back corner of the temple, thickening into a vertical oval cloud. Another cloaked and hooded figure stepped through the black mist, though this one distinctly female. 
 “I trust she has not given you too much trouble,” she inquired of the leader as she walked towards him in the center of the temple. 
 “Nothing more than you expected. You know her well,” he said.
 “Good. Perhaps none have to die tonight.” Pausing to look me up and down, she said, “It is called shadow-walking. Heles allows me safe passage through the shadow realm, so I can easily slip between two places. I can remain in a non-corporeal form, no more than a shadow myself.” 
 “Heles? Then you must be a shadow priestess,” I guessed.
 “Not a shadow priestess,” she hummed. “I am the Shadow Priestess, uniting all His scattered disciples of Myrefall.”
 “I interrupted the lesser demon you summoned and sent It back into the Abyss. Next time, I’ll send you, too,” I spat. 
 One of the acolytes kicked the back of my knees, sending me falling forward. I yelped in pain as I crashed to the stone floor inside the chalked runes.
 “You will soon learn that the acolytes do not appreciate disrespect. As for the demon, both sides expect casualties in conflicts like this. It was a test to see what you are capable of, and Heles determined that you are no threat.” 
 I glared at the hooded woman, my lips curled into a frown. My jaw clenched with the desire to prove her wrong. I chose to remain harmless, to not give in to the elven part within my heart. So if that’s how He saw me, that would be a misjudgment on His part.
 “It is not polite to gawk.” She leaned forward, pressing my chin upward. I jerked away from her touch. “You seem particularly feisty this evening, my dear. I would advise you to temper that and do as you are told if you would like to limit the casualties.”
 My dear?
 “Claira?” I breathed, but it did nothing to fill my lungs. She laughed as she lowered her hood. “I knew you were more than just a pretty face, Raena.” 
 The sight of her doused the fire of fight within my blood. I knelt before her, frozen like Eswell Lake in the middle of winter.
 “But why? This can’t be the work the Goddess intends for the Everlasting.”
 She grinned. “I never said my objectives aligned with the Goddess. The Divine I serve is far darker.”
 I choked on my gasp. “Why would you serve Heles?”
 “I am His herald, the prophet that brings broken souls to the dark. I heard his call when I traveled to the mortal kingdoms across the sea. In a dream, He showed me a library in Camden with an ancient text on blood magic. When I woke, I scoured that city, leaving no nook uninvestigated until I found it, a book that would have never survived in Valence. A book lost to time.”
 “For weeks, I studied every inch. By day, I was the dutiful Countess. But by night, I devoured its writings as though it was sustenance for my soul. I learned that there were spells written with ink that only the full moon’s light could reveal. So I looked for more under the midday sun and was delighted to find those too. I practiced those spells on the household staff, adorning their skin with blood runes, subjugating them to my will and whim. But the thing about mortals is that their blood is weak, their bodies fragile. Within a year of binding them to me, each would be dead. When the Count began to ask questions, and my experimentation no longer went unnoticed, I ended the Count.”
 “It was not until I came to court in Aylesburg that I encountered my first elf. I gave her the runes that allowed her to live here undetected, recruiting her as one of the acolytes in the Sun Abbey. When I bound her to me, I learned that elven blood held more power. With her, my blood runes were better. Stronger. Using her blood, I set up my own defenses to detect when one of your kind entered the city. But after a time, her runes weakened her mind. It was from her ramblings that I learned of the prophecy of the Everlasting. Even though elven blood was better than mortal blood, neither can sustain a portal to the Shadow Realm. Not without magic.”
 “After a time, she grew more unstable, complaining that she was haunted in the waking hours by ghosts no one else could see. After a week, she threw herself into the sea from the cliffs. But even after her death, the defenses I placed on Aylesburg remained. I knew when each of the elves arrived. From the shadows, I watched. After the unfortunate events in Moonbridge, I knew you were coming. The moment you passed through my wall, I felt the raw power of your magic.”
 “I didn’t know I was coming here,” I growled defiantly. My voice bounced off what remained of the temple walls.
 She smiled. “But I did. You were promised to us. And He keeps His promises.” 
 I clenched my hands into fists at my side. My knees began to protest, but I didn’t dare move.
 She turned her attention to the chanting acolytes, commanding something in another language. They completed chalking the floor. The runes swirled together to form two circles, each containing a six-pointed star. One of the circled stars was drawn around where I knelt before Claira. At her command, they placed the black candles in the spaces between where the star points touched the circle and lit them.
 “What purpose did the candles serve?” I demanded.
 “Those turned out to be quite the clever addition. Not only did each blessing convert Aylesburg to bring more souls to the Heathens. The rune branded on the candles in your blood shall augment your magic tonight.”
 I clenched my jaw. Claira had truly lost her mind. Even if I had my magic, I wouldn’t wield it for her.
 “Are you ready to meet him?” she asked excitedly. I shook my head, scrambling backward until I bumped into the acolyte standing behind me. 
 “It will not be so bad. I just need your blood to open a portal for Him.”
 “You’ll have to kill me first. I won’t let you bring Him here,” I spat out.
 She sucked her teeth. “As tempting as that offer is, I am afraid we need you alive for a bit longer. Heles is prepared to bring a small battalion through this evening, so it will require quite a bit for you to stabilize the portal. It will be an excellent test to see how many can come through before you pass out from the blood loss. I am sorry you will most likely wilt before seeing what you accomplish for us tonight. But once you recover your strength, we will bring the next group through.”
 “I require your dagger,” she demanded. “I know you still carry it when I told you not to, so do not pretend it is not on you now.”
 Still on my knees, I had to look up to meet her gaze. And defiantly shook my head at her. In the blink of an eye, she wailed her right hand across my face, throwing my head to the side. My cheek stung from where she smacked me. Before I could recover, one acolyte punched me in the stomach. 
 “Enough!” she yelled. Whether she addressed the acolyte or me, I wasn’t sure. My face throbbed, and the taste of iron coated my mouth. “Either he can take it from you, or you can hand it over. Your choice.”
 I glared at her with the force of a typhoon as I pulled it from beneath my dress. 
 “Now, your right arm if you please,” she said, brandishing my dagger against me. I tucked my arms close to my sides. 
 She leaned down, draping her arm across my shoulders as she pointed her dagger toward Annalee.
 “Do not think that I will not spill her blood in order to get yours.” She inclined her head to the acolyte standing behind Annalee.
 “Don’t,” I cried. But the acolyte moved faster, pressing his blade to her throat. A crimson bead welled on the edge. I couldn’t hear her surprised breath from this distance, but I saw her body stiffen under the dagger.
 “You are the only one that can make it stop.” Claira extended her free hand to me, the dagger waiting in her other hand. “If you do not save her, if you damn her to the Abyss, I will drag the others out from the convent. Each of their deaths would be your fault. But unlike the Hunters, I will make you watch as their lights wink out. Can you handle the blood of another slaughtered convent on your hands, Raena?”
 No. I couldn’t bear to go through that again, much less witness it. Tears welled up as I held out my right arm. She jerked me into her grasp, sheer excitement gleaming in her eyes. Nausea overwhelmed me as the blade sliced into my forearm. The warm trickle of blood dribbled from my wrist and flooded my senses with iron and salt. She lowered my arm and let my blood trickle over the chalked runes. Where each crimson drop landed, it spread and absorbed into the white chalk. I gulped down air, forcing it down into my lungs, trying and failing to swallow my fear with it.
 In unison with her followers, Claira recited an incantation in the strange, unfamiliar language. She jabbed two of her fingers into my wound, the pain of which sucked the breath from my lungs. What was she doing?
 But I didn’t have time to ponder that for long. I watched wide-eyed as Claira drew a rune on the white stone floor. When her fingers completed the mark, sharp pain sliced through my body. My skin tingled with magic. The next wave of agony battered my heart. Purple shimmers flew from her hands, twirling over the lines of chalk before whirling into an elliptical shape a few steps from me.
 The pain ripped through me as though trying to tear me apart. I fought against the pull to lie down, to close my eyes. My left arm hugged my shaking body. Claira used my magic. Not just tonight. My eyes narrowed.
 She smiled at me as the realization settled.
 With this Goddess-damned rune, I gave her access to dangerous power.
 The acolytes continued chanting. Their voices swelled as the circles turned crimson. A large, swirling portal, like the one I encountered in the alley, yawned open before me, contained carefully within the chalk of the other circled star. Dark wisps spilled out, curling and testing the confinements of the runes on the floor. I trembled as they slithered from their circle into mine. One reared up like a snake and struck me. It wound tightly around the cut on my arm, drinking my blood to feed the portal. I shrieked. The icy cold burned where it touched me. Without my dagger, I had no way to free myself from its tightening grip. But that didn’t stop my fingers from battling uselessly in an attempt to wrench free from its smoke-like form.
 “What have you done?” I wheezed. But Claira didn’t hear my words. She stood like a bride awaiting her long-lost lover just outside the chalk rings. Her chocolate brown eyes glimmered with longing and anticipation. 
 The portal began to shimmer blue in the light of the black-flame candles. A shadow formed in the void. Golden-green eyes blinked out of the darkness. The eyes of my nightmare. They locked onto me, pinning me down.
 No. Claira successfully summoned the Demon King. A prayer for help died on my trembling lips.
 “It is time, at last, to welcome you home, my King,” Claira beamed up to Heles. 
 A fire sparked in His eyes as He stepped through the swirling portal within the chalk ring. He rose taller than He appeared in my dream, demanding gravitas from all in His presence, even though he was non-corporeal. I groaned as the shadow magic pulled my wrist, demanding more of my essence to solidify him in this realm. 
 Amusement danced across his features when he found me on the floor outside his chalked circle. “Hello, little puppet.” He smiled down at me.
  I surrendered to the trembling of my body. In any other circumstance, it may have seemed like I was reverently prostrate before a god. 
 His dark silvery-gray skin shimmered ethereally in the glow of the portal. The black thorn laurel sat upon his white hair, still dripping dark red blood. If I hadn’t known He was a demon, it would be easy to mistake Him for a tall Dark Elf. Though I suppose His horns and wings would betray Him. Like in my dream, He wore the clothes of an Aylesburg noble. As though He wanted to blend into this realm. Not that a demon ever could, but I mentally gave him appreciation for trying.
 I whimpered and muttered a string of curses under my breath as the shadows demanded more.
 Heles, the Demon King, leaned in closer. “What was that?” He asked.
 “Abyss take you back,” I hissed.
 “Aw,” He tutted. “That’s not very nice. I’ve only just arrived.”
 I began to mutter a reply, but He cut me off. “Save your energy. You’ll need it to bring my battalion through.” 
 Anger flared within me. I growled, but He only closed His eyes and tilted His head back, as though He meditated. 
 Waited.
 I vaguely heard Claira and her acolytes preparing for their arrival in the temple beyond. The whooshing of my pulse pressed through my temples and down my ears. My vision blurred. They were pulling too much blood from me too quickly. A bead of sweat formed on my forehead as I closed my eyes, fighting to keep my breathing steady. 
 The sound of a cicada call rang through my ears. I must be on the brink of passing out. It’s much too late for them to still be active. 
 A second call answered the first. I cracked my eyes open. As my vision focused, I saw that across the temple, the lead acolyte paused midstride, his head slowly drawn in the direction of the insects’ shrill sounds. Great Abyss, he noticed them too. At least my imagination hadn’t conjured up the sound on its own. 
 Small, yellow-white orbs glowed just beyond the reach of the black pillar candles. I blinked to clear my eyes, but the lights still danced. One flickered, revealing a pink light, before returning to the warm yellow glow.
 Pixies.
 They answered my call for aid. Nervous anxiety prickled over my skin. We needed to strike before Heles fully solidified. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have the strength to push him back and close the portal.
 My shoulders dropped. I was out of this fight without magic. Last time, it took magic from both the sun and moon to close it. And now I had neither.
 I exhaled deeply. The candle flame closest to me swayed, giving me an idea. A devilish grin crept over my face. Slowly I rose, propping my upper half on my elbow. The lead acolyte stalked closer. I tensed, not even daring to breathe. His face shrouded in shadow, but his eyes watched me as he circled around the outside of the chalk. Anger and wrath seethed off of him like a cloud of poison. The tremor that shook through me had nothing to do with the blood loss. I prayed that whatever magic Claira used would keep the acolyte from crossing those lines.
 Instead, with the toe of his boot, he smudged the crimson-stained curve of the outer circle.
 “If you’re going to do something, Raena, now would be the time,” he whispered.
 I blinked at him as the candles around me flickered out. Six pixies rushed forward to smother the remaining flames. 
 “No!” Heles bellowed loudly, his voice echoing from within the other chalk circle as the room plunged into darkness. 
 “Stop her! Relight the candles!” Claira yelled. Three acolytes rushed toward the circles, each apprehensive about stepping over the chalk lines. The lead acolyte threw a dagger, sinking it into his comrade’s chest. He pulled his hood back, and my jaw dropped. 
 Soren? 
 Deep fissures marred his face like the Heathen in the Sun Abbey. My hand flew over my lips. Did they all look like that now?
 Whipping the sword from his hip, he struck the pommel against the head of another acolyte, dropping him to the floor. The third acolyte looked as stunned as I felt, but he recovered in time to retrieve his sword and parry Soren’s attack. He charged, and Soren sidestepped the point of his blade, swiping toward the acolyte’s shoulder. The acolyte threw his sword up in defense, the metal clang sliced through the night. The acolyte drove Soren’s blade down, and I thought he’d overtake Soren. But Soren flung his arm back to disengage. The momentum of the acolyte’s blade gave Soren an opening. He stepped forward, slicing down the undefended front of the acolyte, sending him flailing to the ground.
 “Destroy him,” Claira shouted as the final acolyte left Annalee’s side and charged Soren. His blade swiped low. Soren yanked his knee upward to avoid contact and lunged forward to the acolyte’s undefended side, blade pressed between his ribs. The acolyte tumbled to the ground with a cry. He didn’t stay down for long, rolling all the way over himself, quickly returned to his feet. Soren pivoted, allowing the acolyte to get close enough to inflict damage without receiving damage himself. I’d never seen Soren move so quickly. Soren’s blade landed on the acolyte’s shoulder, the slice trailing down his collar bone to leave a crimson river in its wake. The acolyte stumbled back a step before their swords struck again. The damage Soren inflicted allowed him to rotate his elbow, twisting his sword under the acolyte’s. A quick thrust and the acolyte joined the others on the ground.
 “Raena,” he implored.
 I looked towards the floating lights and nodded. Whatever they planned, it would have to be…
 Now.
 The other pixies rushed to me. Their lights and essence jolted into me like lightning, pulsing through my veins and tingling against my skin.
 Magic. 
 I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath. I would have to act quickly for this to work. I tore my eyes open and exhaled. A gust of wind erupted from me and swirled around the Demon King. Silver pierced the darkness as it struck Heles while purple circled the portal itself, gaining speed with each revolution until a blurry purple whirl surrounded it.
 From behind me, Soren screamed. I glanced over my shoulder as Soren weakly slashed Claira on her thigh. She collapsed backward from the deep cut and remained motionless after she fell. He stumbled back, pulling her dagger from between his ribs on his left side, and threw it to the ground. His hands clamped over the wound, doing nothing to staunch the gushing blood. The front of his white robes darkened to red at a dizzying speed. After witnessing his skill, I believed she must have caught him unaware in order to sink her blade into him. And by mortally wounding him, she rendered him unable to strike her down. 
 Falling to his knees, he looked at me and smiled weakly. 
 “I believe in you.” 
 His pride tasted like sweet berries. But the flavor dissolved as the light in his eyes twinkled out like dying stars. Numbness wrapped around my entire body. My mind glazed over, adrift in a fog. Even death didn’t rattle his conviction. The last few weeks eroded my confidence, so I didn’t share his optimism. His faith in me would have to be enough to hold back the Abyss. It was the only hope I had left.
 “This isn’t over, little star. I’ll see you again,” Heles’ promise snapped my attention back to him. The black of the void behind him buzzed like the wind whipping in my ears.
 I snarled at him and pulled more magic. Either I’d draw too much and become a wraith. Or what the pixies gave me would be enough. But whatever end I’d meet would be one without Heles in this realm. Another pulse of purple glittered from my hands.
 Just when I didn’t think the magic could gain any more speed, it collapsed in on Heles. The purple shoved him back into the dark wisps of smoke. His eyes, furious with rage, met mine before he disappeared entirely.
 Risking another draw, I sent a blinding beam of light from my outstretched hands to eradicate the shadows of the portal, and it, too, collapsed, sucking in the air around it. I gasped, drowning without water. My fingers searched the fractured stone floor, seeking a grip as the void pulled everything toward it.
 The magic slammed down on the last of the wisps, bursting with a force that threw me backward across the stone floor. 
 I tried to pick up my head, but my body was heavy. I opened my mouth but could not summon words. My vision blurred, and my eyes closed. I sank into the waiting embrace of darkness.
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 Chapter 47
 No sounds rang in my ears. Everything was utterly silent and still. And I felt at peace in being alone, even if my thoughts disrupted the serenity. I wasn’t even sure there was enough of me to be anything. As though I was a thought. A whisper on the breeze.
 The sands of time fell forward, and it was unclear whether it marked an hour or a second later. Soft velvet tickled my fingers, so I wasn’t wholly ethereal. The aroma of freshly baked bread enticed me to open my eyes. I groaned, pulling them open. Around me, an open-air room formed. A warm, salty breeze rustled the sheer drapes. The distant sound of waves broke along the shore and the song of gulls drifted in. Fluffy turquoise blue pillows cradled me, propping me upright on a white settee. No pain tormented me. Though I couldn’t remember why I should be concerned about being hurt.
 On the table before me sat a shimmering blue leaf. It hummed the pixies’ song. I smiled and tilted my head to the side. “Where am I?”
 “Where pain can’t touch you,” answered a gentle voice. I gasped, not expecting to receive a reply. The woman sat in a chair just out of view when I first opened my eyes. Or maybe it had never been there.
 “Goddess,” I swore. “You startled me.”
 She laughed, her turquoise eyes twinkling. “Yes, that’s what many call me.”
 “Oh,” I stammered. Had I unknowingly summoned Her? Hopefully, I hadn’t offended her by using Her name to swear. I fumbled as I stood up hastily to bow. Or was I supposed to kneel? I cursed myself for not knowing. “I’m sorry, I never learned what to do if I ever met you.”
 She chuckled softly. “Not many do. It’s been generations since I’ve graced someone with my presence. Sit with me a while, my star. We have much to discuss in a short time.”
 I shook my head in disbelief as I sat. I squinted at Her, my lips drawing thin. “You look familiar. Have we met before?” 
 “The version of me that you see might pull from your past or future so that being in the presence of Divinity isn’t as overwhelming.” She smiled. “But I don’t think we’re here to discuss my appearance.”
 “You’re right,” I said as my stomach tumbled. “Am I dead?”
 “At this moment, no. You’re very much alive, should you choose to remain such.”
 “So this is real?” My fingers grazed the velvet pillows as tangible and solid as the ground beneath my feet. I leaned forward, my fingers drawn to the leaf on the table.
 “Don’t touch that just yet. It will take you back. But should the leaf stop shimmering, you’ll be unable to return to Myrefall.”
 “Back? Where am I?”
 “You are in my home. I called your soul to me. This is all happening in less than a heartbeat on Myrefall.”
 I closed my eyes as the pixies’ song on the warm breeze soothed my soul. “It’s beautiful here. Can I decide to stay?”
 Her delayed response caused my eyes to search Her face.
 “You can stay,” She said at last. “Your reward would be far more magnificent than my home. But here you can find serenity and peace. You are, and would remain, out of death’s reach.”
 Pausing, I began to piece together the events from before I woke up here. “The Demon King has found a way to end his banishment,” I gasped, my mouth as dry as sand. I looked down at myself, searching for cuts and bruises, for the gash Claira had given me to open the portal. “He has, and He will attempt to escape again. His torment shall persist since you are both His gateway and His demise.”
 My fingers trailed over my forearm, recalling where the wisps wound around me to siphon the energy seeping from my veins. It had been my blood streaming into the void to unlock the portal. A violent shiver trembled through me.
 I was his gateway. But… 
 “How will I be His demise? What do I need to do to ensure He doesn’t destroy our realm?” 
 “You had the answer within you, but you’ve strayed from your path.” She nodded towards the silver rune on the back of my hand. “I never intended for you to give up your gift.”
 “That wasn’t my intent either.” My shoulders dropped.
 “What’s in the past cannot be changed. In time you’ll discover how to reclaim what has been taken and learn how to wield it. More than yourself is at stake. If Heles is to be defeated, you must follow where I lead. If you accept my offer, then you’ll be the Kingdom’s savior.”
 I hesitated. My eyebrows pinched together in a pained expression as I slowly chose my words. “An offer? Or do you mean it’s my destiny? What if I want to remain here and be no one’s savior?” 
 She sighed. “I don’t deal in fates and destiny, Raena. You are free to choose for yourself. I will not force you to go if you truly do not wish to return. But understand that I knew your heart when I called you forth from the stars. I gave you the gifts you’d need in this life to bring yourself the greatest joys, the deepest love, and the most difficult challenges. Because your star was one of adventure, streaking across the sky before seeking the outermost reaches of the galaxy. Nothing short of that in this life would suffice for you. And adventure I can promise you. You’ve seen the darkness that lies ahead, for Aylesburg, for the mortals, and for those in the Cambria if it festers long enough. My request: will you be my Everlasting? Will you act as my chosen on Myrefall?”
 I cringed. “I’ve already been told that I was both the Everlasting and a false one. Are you sure you want me?” How could She seriously ask me? Nothing more than a powerless and unworthy elf. So disgraced that someone else wandered the city in the name of the Everlasting. That’s who She should ask. At least the other Everlasting still had magic. Nothing. I was nothing but a fraud. No one would rally behind me. Let alone all of Myrefall. The Goddess had lost her mind.
 The thoughts swirled around my head fast enough to unsettle my stomach.
 “Claira corrupted the use of your gifts. Her runes are a distortion of magic, based on fears and shadows. With me, your purpose would be to strike balance, not to bring darkness,” she replied, snapping me from my racing mind.
 “What would be required of me?”
 “Should you accept, I would charge you to reclaim the Kingdom of your heritage and set them free from their current oppressor and the one yet to come. You will not be in Aylesburg much longer if you agree. Your path and adventure lay beyond those city walls. Your people, my people, suffer.”
 My skin prickled with the idea of breaking free of the pretty cage I’d always been kept within. As just quickly, it diminished. The pain of leaving those I loved behind plunged my heart into darkness. 
 “Even now, I know the prospect of adventure calls to you. But I will not sway you. You might find that life may be to your liking, and you may even be successful in shaking those that hunt you long enough for a full life with the Prince.”
 A tremble rocked through me, and my heart squeezed. Zaden. After all this, what kind of future awaited me with him? Amalia and the Hunters wouldn’t let up on their search for me, even under the protection of Zaden’s crown. And if I didn’t stop Heles, then who would? The future in Aylesburg the Goddess wanted to paint for me was not one that could ever be.
 If I went back, I couldn’t stay in Aylesburg. My return promised the cold slice of betrayal to those I would leave behind. And the pain of leaving them weighed heavily. My broken heart would heal eventually. Especially when the sweet song of the unknown beckoned to me. Myrefall held secrets and thrills that I craved.
 “I want adventure,” I whispered. The admission stung, even though I knew with every fiber of my being, Aylesburg wasn’t where I belonged.
 “Do not despair,” she said. “Paths that split apart may not remain that way forever, and the ones you love now may still join you later. Though the time is approaching when you must shed the disguise of your false name.”
 I gasped as my pulse quickened and an errant tear fell down my cheek. 
 She squeezed my hand. “When you see the one named Annalee again, Raena will be no more. Who you are will be brought into the light.”
 I reluctantly nodded, even as excitement buzzed through me. I’d find out who I was. I’d find a way to get my magic back. And though I would have to do this on my own, I didn’t feel alone, especially knowing I’d see Annalee again. 
 “It is time, my star. If you accept, the blue leaf awaits you, but you must decide before it fades away.” She rose and gently pressed a kiss to my forehead. “To wash away the red stain of darkness.” 
 Straightening, she turned to leave.
 “Wait!” I stammered, reaching out to her. But my hand fell right through hers as though she was a dream. “What am I supposed to do now?”
 Sorrow lingered on her soft smile. I bit the inside of my cheek, regretting my question. “To be my Everlasting, you’ll have to go back. It won’t be easy, my star. Your path will be scattered with as many teardrops as it is with laughs. But you deserve nothing less than your heart’s adventure. If you want to return but not as the Everlasting, you’d still need to make that choice before the leaf fades.”
 She placed my silver star necklace on the table beside the leaf. “If you accept, take this with you. Returning without it would indicate your rejection of being the Everlasting. But if you wish to stay, you need not do anything. The decision is yours.”
 And then she dissolved into the air around me. 
 If I stayed, I could attain a life without the Demon King haunting me night and day. No more silver runes or shadow priestesses to drain my blood. The Goddess promised me peace here.
 But what about those I cared about? Without me, it would only delay Heles’s return. No one would be there to warn them about Him. Or Claira.
 I couldn’t trade their lives for my serenity. At this moment, my path surfaced before me, clearly and unwavering. I liberated myself from living someone else’s purpose and relished the chance to learn who I was. What I desired to be. Another tear trickled down my cheek, but I smiled.
 I leaned forward and touched the leaf.
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 Chapter 48
 My ears rang with a deafening pitch as I regained consciousness. I couldn’t tell how long ago the portal closed or how long I laid on the cold floor of the temple. Sadness strummed in my heart; I’d depleted the magic in my veins. Everything around me spun as I gingerly pushed myself onto my knees. My pulse rang in my ears. Blinking in the dimness, the scene around me came into focus. Blood and candle wax coated the stone. The rune marks smeared across the ground. Four cloaked bodies sprawled where they’d fallen. The implosion scattered the loose chalk dust across the floor and a black mark singed the stone where the portal collapsed.
 I rubbed the dirt from my eyes to take in the temple runes, or at least what remained of it. The scent of iron weighed heavily. Three acolytes stirred from where Soren had knocked them out. No sign of Claira and the final surviving acolyte. A set of large, smeared red footprints trailed toward the steps, where presumably he carried Claira away. I swallowed down the wave of nausea. So much red pooled on the stone around me. 
 I screamed when hands landed on my shoulders, sending me crumpling back to the ground. After a series of rasping breaths, my tired eyes squinted to focus on Jayce’s face. 
 “Raena.” Concern coated her voice. 
 “Where’s Annalee? I thought she’d be here.” My glassy gaze looked up at her, tracing the fading scar across her throat.
 “No, she was never here. But you have to go.” She tore a strip from the bottom hem of her robe and tied it around my still bleeding arm. I winced because it should have hurt, but in my state of quaking fear, the pain didn’t register.
 “Where?” I asked, my voice ragged and unfamiliar to my ears. 
 “Surely you have an ally in the palace that can get you out of the city. Run, and don’t stop.” 
 My eyes fell to where Soren lay unmoving. The red of the deep fissures on his skin deepened to black and had fallen void of the pulsing light. 
 Jayce followed my gaze. “I’ll see that he’s put to rest in the crypt with the honors of the Sunpriests.”
 I struggled to swallow the dry lump of my beating heart. Claira trusted him with her plans, but I wondered what deceit she’d fed him, corrupted him with. Ultimately, he risked everything for me. I shuddered to think what would have happened if he hadn’t broken the circle. Until his last breath, his faith hadn’t wavered. He deserved to rest with his brotherhood.
 Where the sun goes to rest…
 I gasped. “I know where Annalee is. The Sun Abbey crypt.”
 “I will go,” Jayce reassured me, returning my dagger to me. “She is under my charge. But it’s not safe for you to remain in Aylesburg any longer.” 
 I slowly nodded. I didn’t control my movements, as though I was a ghost in my own body. 
 She helped me stand, walking me out of the ruins and down the street. When our paths diverged, she said, “May the Goddess keep you safe, Raena.”
 I continued on clumsy feet through the shadows and onto the quiet streets. The cloying scent of moonflowers stuffed my nose. The aroma used to comfort me. Now, it soured with every breath I took. 
 As I walked, I regained authority over my movements, and within a few streets, I felt almost normal. Blood still trickled down my right hand, staining the gray bandage deep crimson. The twilight sky above felt endless without the moon’s presence. Not even the stars dared to twinkle.
 Shouts chased me through the streets. Far enough that I couldn’t hear their words, but close enough to know they searched for me. They must be Heathens. Or the city guard. Neither of which I wanted to encounter. I needed to get through the upper city to the tunnel in the lower city. But my rigid limbs wouldn’t get me there before they reached me. Within sight of the shoppe, a cloaked figure barred my path. My already-throbbing head split open. I cried out.
 Izzabelli rushed forward, throwing off her hood. The smoky quartz glimmered in a silver setting against the hollow of her throat. She caught me before I tumbled to the ground. “Goddess, Raena. What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 “Palace.” I couldn’t manage to speak other words.
 Shouts called out again. This time, Korbin’s stood out distinctly. Her head snapped in their direction.
 “They’re looking for you?”
 I nodded. Izzabelli yanked me up from the street.
 “Can you walk? I’ll distract them. But go quickly.”
 “Thank you,” I croaked.
 She smiled before rushing in the direction of the steps.
 I pulled open the shoppe door to find the guard lying face down on the desk. His chest still rose and fell, but I didn’t linger in case he awoke. 
 Once I reached the tunnel, my body required no conscious decisions to move on its own. Cognizant thought abandoned me, choking numbness curling around me. 
 My heart pounded in my ears like a war drum leading me to impending doom as I pushed open the chamber door in the west wing. My legs gave out a few steps in, sending me sprawling on the plush carpet. As I collapsed, my mind turned to Zaden. 
 What if he insisted on leaving with me? I couldn’t let him abandon his crown or kingdom for me. This burden was mine to shoulder.
 Or worse yet, what if he wouldn’t help me get out of Aylesburg? I couldn’t stay. This city would never be safe with me in it.
 I pulled my knees to my chest as a steady river of tears streamed down my face. Fistfuls of my dress couldn’t dampen the crescent-shaped cuts my nails left in my palms. Air no longer filled my lungs, and my breaths increased in speed along with my panic. The sobbing gasps ripped through me faster as I began to drown in the darkness of this lonely bedchamber.
 Distantly, the chamber door opened. 
 “Raena,” Zaden whispered, dropping to his knees next to me. Gentle warm hands held my face as he pulled me to his chest and wrapped his strong arms around me. His bergamot and sage scent engulfed me. “Deep breaths.” 
 After a few more gasps, I slowly regained control of my breathing, taking comfort in his soothing embrace. The blood, dirt, and tears from my face stained his white linen shirt.
 My bleary eyes searched for his. “I’m sorry,” I sobbed when he pulled me back into his embrace.
 “What happened? I waited to meet you, but it looks as though you went on without me. And that you’ve been beaten to the Abyss and back.” 
 “I found a note in my room saying they had Annalee and that I should go to the temple ruins alone.” Through my trembles and tears, I told him the events that followed in the temple. I withheld nothing—no secrets between us.
 “We must inform my father immediately,” he exclaimed when I finished.
  “You tell the King. But not with me.”
 He pulled me away from him, confusion shadowed his face. “Why?”
 I lowered my eyes, not ready to see the pain I was about to inflict. “I need to leave Aylesburg at once.”
 “Then I’ll tell him now, and we leave together.” His weak smile dissolved when I shook my head. My stomach churned, wracked with guilt as tears blurred my vision.
 “I know in my heart that you’d walk beside me, from here to the chasms of the Abyss. But I must do this alone. Your place is here…”
 “My place is with you,” he interrupted, recoiling from me as though my words had slapped him.
  “No, your place is between this coming darkness and your people. They need you to protect them. Wherever my journey takes me, it’ll be easier to know that I have an ally on or near the throne in Aylesburg.”
 He laughed humorlessly. “Is that all I am to you? A future political alliance?” 
 My shoulders dropped. “I’m not saying the words right. I’m begging you to let me go because I couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to you. What lies before me is darkness. I’m trying to spare that for you,” I replied, finally looking at him. 
 His face crumpled while tears glistened in his eyes. 
 My heart tumbled. We dreamed about being together, and now I crushed that and all the promises we made. I needed to leave Zaden behind. Every moment with him had been a dream from which I never wanted to wake up. If the Hunters weren’t trailing me, if the Demon King didn’t need me, if we’d met in another life, then…then maybe our story could have been different.
 “We could have changed this world,” he replied. 
 “And we may still find a way. But I have to do this alone.”
 As he stood, the emotions drained from his face like he’d pulled on a mask. “I know a way out, but it leaves soon.” 
 I hastily scrubbed my skin, the white towel staining red and gray. A few minutes later, we wound our way through dark passageways. Zaden led while I followed a couple of steps behind. A final stairway ended on a dirty stone landing. Zaden pushed open a heavy wooden door. It wailed on rusted hinges, opening onto a small rocky ledge that led to a short dock where a small ship bobbed, tethered to the mooring. Running to the end of the pier, Zaden breathlessly spoke with the master merchant as I steadied myself. 
 Of course, my escape would be a boat.
  “For her room and food,” Zaden said as he handed two small coin purses to the master merchant. Then, looking over his shoulder at me and dropping two more bags into the man’s hand: “To ensure no ill befalls her.” 
 The merchant bowed and stuttered his compliance. He disappeared onboard the vessel as his first mate on the deck behind him shouted orders to prepare for departure.
 “Your passage out of the city is secured,” Zaden said, looking me in the eyes for the first time since I’d broken his heart. “They are preparing the First Mate’s cabin for you, so you’ll be comfortable and fed. And if any of them lifts a finger against you…” he gulped, unable to complete his thought. “I’m sorry that it’s not more.” 
 “You’ve saved my life.” My voice quivered as I held back tears. “There’s nothing more that I could ever ask of you.” I wrapped my arms around his waist, twisting the velvet of his coat into my fists. 
 “It’s time to board, my lady,” the first mate called out. “We are departing.”
 Zaden’s frantic lips crashed over mine in a kiss that ended sooner than I would have liked. “Go now,” he whispered, pressing his forehead to mine. “Or I might not let you leave me.”
 Tears staining my cheeks, I untangled my fingers from his coat, breaking our embrace. 
 This isn’t farewell. Maybe I’d believe it if I repeated it enough.
 My heavy boots anchored me down as I pulled away from him, trudged down the dock’s remaining steps, and boarded the vessel. I held onto the railing in a dreamlike trance, fingernails digging into the weathered wood. My eyes didn’t leave Zaden’s as the ship gently rocked on the waves, showering salt water through the air.
 The crew scurried about the deck, pulling in the mooring ropes and unfurling the white sails, their harried activities in contrast to my stillness. Another barrage of tears fell down my cheek as we pushed away from the dock. 
 The distance between us grew, my sadness overwhelming as his silhouette on the dock shrank and faded away.
 “Milady.” One of the sailors appeared next to me, drawing my attention away from the diminishing city. “We will sail for three days before arriving at the next port. I can escort you to your accommodations so you can settle in. If you’ll follow me, we can get you off the deck before the waves drench you.”
 I nodded, unable to form words. A swell rocked the boat, sending me scrambling to cling onto the railing. By the time I looked back, he had vanished, his shape had disappeared, indistinguishable from the shadow of the towering castle behind him.
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 Epilogue
 The summer winds had been kind once the sails unfurled, sending the ship gliding down the coast. Being on the open sea was no more comfort to me than the memory of treading the choppy waters of my memories. My stomach was a constant storm, roiling within me night and day. A crew member was kind enough to give me ginger my first day on the ship and on each meal tray thereafter. While at sea, I spent my days in the small cabin proffered as part of the gold Zaden gave the master merchant. I didn’t bother learning anyone’s names. Not the sailor that delivered meals to me. Not when the ship made port after the crew unloaded their barrels. At each stop, they’d ask me to join them, and each time I politely declined. I remained on board with the cook and a few others tasked with securing the remaining barrels. The crew returned by nightfall, but we waited until the following morning before setting sail.
 A knock rapped on the cabin door four days after we departed from the last small port.
 “Master requests your presence on the afterdeck,” the voice boomed through the closed door.
 I bit down hard on a piece of ginger as I struggled to get my legs under me. Bouncing between the walls with each sway, I planted my hands on the door to the deck. The rocking felt more intense than it had in the cabin.
  On shaky feet, I stepped into the salty air. The crew flitted around, attending to their assigned tasks. I clung to the railing as I climbed the stairs to the after deck where the master merchant and his first mate stood at the helm. In the nauseating motion of the ship, my eyes struggled to focus. But I felt a little better between the ginger and the fresh air I felt a little better.
 “You summoned me,” I said. My voice sounded weak from lack of use.
 “I require your help, my lady. Our next stop is one of the larger cities on our journey with the finest silk. My wife requested a new dress, but I know nothing about what styles are popular. After we dock, I thought you could select a gown in the fashion of the King’s court for her. There is enough gold for you to select something you desire as well.” He pressed a few gold coins into my palm before I could formulate words to protest. 
 Thankfully, the sun shined when we arrived in the city’s port. Chewing on another piece of ginger, I watched from the after deck as the crew pulled some ropes tight while letting others loose. With a splash, the anchor dropped, and a moment later, a wooden plank ramped from the dock to the deck. The entire crew stopped in their tracks. All of them turned to look at me. 
 “You first, my lady,” the master merchant said as he gently guided me by the elbow to the stairs. I hadn’t planned on leaving this ship until it arrived in Crystal Cove for fear that if I felt steady on my feet for a few hours, I wouldn’t board the vessel again.
 Once on the dock, the wooden boards still rocked beneath my feet. After I’d taken a few steps away from the ship, the crew returned to their work and excited chatter.
 I found a bench a short distance away, just outside a bakery. I plopped down, putting my elbows on my knees, and held my face in my hands. Once I didn’t feel so ill, maybe I’d see what pastries and breads they had. I focused on my breathing, running my thumb over the sharp points of my star necklace. With each heartbeat that I wasn’t swaying, I felt slightly better. The ring of a small bell distantly rang in my ears as the bakery door opened.
 An older lady placed a plate and cup on the bench next to me. “You look rather green, so I brought you some bread and water to help you feel better, my dear.”
 My dear.
 If I hadn’t already felt ill, the phrase would have turned my stomach over.
 “Thank you,” I managed to say as she gently patted me on my shoulder and returned inside the shoppe. She wasted her kind gesture on me. I pushed the plate to the far edge of the bench.
 But between the ginger and solid land, I felt more like myself within an hour than I had in the last few weeks at sea. Confident I could stand, I grunted as I pulled myself up and stepped onto the street.
 There, among the bustle of the town, I saw her. Or at least the back of her, and her familiar sandy blonde hair danced on the breeze.
 I blinked my eyes, sure they were playing tricks on me. But when I studied her again, I knew it wasn’t. I jumped into the crowd, forcing my path to follow hers. The further we walked from the docks, the less dense the streets grew until they thinned out completely.
 “Moyra?” I called after her. The tears welled up in my eyes. She’d gotten out and somehow survived. I ran as best as my wobbly legs could manage before I called her name again.
 She halted and slowly turned to face me. At this distance, I could see that every feature on her face was how I remembered it. “Moyra, I never thought I’d see—”
 She closed the space between us in four steps. Her eyebrows pinched together as she took me in. “That’s a name I haven’t heard in years.”
 Years? My joy soured to bitter shock. But it’d been less than a year since I’d seen her last.
 “Let’s head to the tavern. I feel we both have quite the story to tell,” she said.
 I hastily wiped a tear from my cheek and nodded. Keeping two steps behind her, she led us to a tavern named The Sea Pearl, where we sat at a table in the corner furthest from the bar. Since most of the town still worked the docks, the tavern remained quiet. I sunk into the wooden chair across from her. 
 “I’m Lucy,” she said at last. “Moyra’s my twin sister.”
 A jagged gasp left my lips. Moyra had a twin. 
 “I know you age slower than mortals, so forgive me if I’m wrong, but you must have been very young when you saw her last.”
 It took me a moment before I could find my voice. “I was six when I came under Moyra’s care. She saved me from drowning, and until this past winter, she was a daily part of my life.”
 “This past winter?” Lucy’s face lit up.
 I nodded. “We were in Snowspire. But the Hunters found us, and….” I couldn’t help the tears as they spilled down my face. “She sacrificed herself to get me out.”
 “That’s what you were going to say earlier, that you thought you’d never see her again?” Her shoulders slumped, and the hard edges of her face fell, tears glinting in her eyes. The same slate-gray eyes she shared with Moyra.
 “Yes,” I breathed.
 “How long was she with you?”
 “Nineteen years. We hid in the convent for nineteen years.”
 Tears trickled down Lucy’s face. My tears mirrored hers, falling in a steady flow. “There’s so much about her that I don’t know, things I never thought to ask her. I’m so sorry I robbed her of life with her family. I’m sure the last place she ever wanted to be was in Moonbridge, saddled with me. She should have left me—”
 “No.” Lucy cut me off. “You don’t understand what that means. In her letters, Moyra often wrote about the Elven Queen’s daughters. Her daughter by birth and heir to Cambria was Laeni Oneta, Princess of Cambria. The second was the Queen’s daughter in name only. Her name was Kahya Avalon. After Kayha was born, her parents vanished under mysterious circumstances. Neither the King nor the Queen would speak about their disappearance, only that they were duty-bound to raise their orphaned daughter as their own.”
 Oh, Goddess. The tavern around me spun, forcing my hands to grasp onto the table. Moyra whispered my name twice in my life. But yet, this stranger knew who I was. My unsteady eyes, brimming with tears, focused on Lucy’s face as she continued.
 “The night Amalia overthrew them, Queen Kamera risked and ultimately lost her life to get both of her daughters out safely. But in the end, she could only save one. If Moyra truly pulled you from Terrendosa Bay, if you were the daughter to survive, Moyra would’ve had no choice but to flee north with you. You said the Hunters attacked in Snowspire. There’d be only one prize Amalia would pursue to the ends of the world: one of the Queen’s daughters. You’re the surviving daughter of Queen Kamera, aren’t you?”
  
    
  
  
  
  
 Story to be continued...
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