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Preface


There were once three kingdoms that made up the land of Illesya.                     
Now there is only one.
Three rulers remain. Two queens and a king.
Darkness, vengeance, snow.
A dark prince, an evil sorceress, and a princess of ice.
They are locked in an eternal struggle, each desiring something from the other.
Power, beauty, love.

It is these desires that shall destroy them...
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Prologue
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“Snowflakes flutter in the sky 
Let me tell you why you died.
Why did you choose her over me?
Farewell, my love, my darling.”
A solitary tear trickled down Ismena’s cheek as she stood alone on the mound, whispering the small rhyme as a final goodbye. She did not have the heart to put her tune to it, so she whispered it, not stopping when her voice cracked and sobs wracked her frame. All the mourners had already left. She was free to weep without fearing it would be taken as any kind of weakness.
The only people within view in this open desolate field outside the city where the royalty had been buried for generations were her guards and she had instructed them to wait a far enough distance away that not even they would witness this.
Ismena stared at the mound beneath her feet, it had been freshly dug, but in time the barren land could be covered with flowers signifying a new life. Or at least it could be if not for the winter. She considered allowing the brief respite, for flowers to grow on his grave, but finally decided against it.
This was his fault anyway, why should she honor his burial?
It was bad enough that she should mourn him, but she knew that was unavoidable. She had loved him too deeply to escape this unscathed. A part of her was buried in the ground next to him. Her broken bleeding heart.
But she was better off without that anyway.
She was queen now. She was expected to rule until her stepdaughter turned twenty-one and inherited the throne. How was she supposed to raise up the girl to be the queen she had to be when Elisabeth despised Ismena, and Ismena despised her? How was she supposed to hold together a crumbling kingdom?
How could Stephan have left her?
Of course he had no choice in death, she was the one who had killed him after all. But he had already left her long before that.
She glanced down at the faded white paper clutched in her hand. It crumbled with age, but she already knew the contents by heart.
My darling,
As I was walking in my courtyard this morning, I stopped to watch the sunrise. It was beautiful, almost as beautiful as you. The sky turned so many different shades of orange and yellow. It was so bright. Despite the cool air of the coming fall, it made me think of summer. And summer made me think of you and how much I missed you. It was in that moment that I realized, you are my summer. With your golden hair and your perfect smile and the way your eyes sparkle, I could need no more warmth than that. You are my daylight. I do not want to live in a world without you, just as I could not live in a world without the sun. If you could put me out of my anguish, then please accept my offer to be my wife, my queen, and my equal. I apologize for having to ask for your hand through letter, but you understand all too well how I cannot drop everything and ride to Alain, even if that is my heart’s desire. I’ve enclosed a ring. If you refuse then feel free to toss it away, or put into your royal treasury, or do whatever you like with it. Just as you are free to do whatever you would like with me. Know that I am yours. Always and forever.
Your humble servant,
Stephan, King of Havenkeep
With a deep breath, Ismena released the paper. It fluttered once, almost reaching the ground before a bitter wind picked it up and swept it far away from her.




Chapter One
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Humming, Ismena pressed her fingers against the warm glass as the sun shone brilliantly through. Her eyes skimmed over the snow covered garden surrounding the iced over waterfall. Beyond the garden, she could just make out the thatched roofs of the quaint cottages of the city beyond. Her kingdom. Of the three kingdoms, Alain was the most beautiful. She huffed a small laugh. Just as she, its queen was the most beautiful. 
In the distance, rose the Skalvanian mountains, purple shadows on the horizon. Even though they were not technically within Alain’s domain, instead ruled by the dwarfs, their majestic beauty only served to lend Alain more splendor.
“What is that song you are humming?”
Ismena turned and grinned at her sister Roskva. “I don’t know. It is a tune that I came up with. It doesn’t have any lyrics yet.”
Roskva smiled back. “You should make up lyrics for it. It is beautiful.”
Ismena hummed the tune once more before nodding. “Perhaps I shall. Maybe it will be something that I sing to my children.”
Roskva rolled her eyes. “You are not even married yet and already you are planning the nursery rhyme that you will sing to your children?”
Ismena laughed as she moved away from the window. She knelt in front of her sister and smiled at her youngest niece Eirwen who was sitting in her mother’s lap.
“How could I not dream of the day when I have children of my own when I have such lovely nieces and nephews?” Ismena lifted her young niece into her arms.
The toddler giggled and reached up and grasped at her face. “Auntie pwetty.”
“Thank you young one. You are rather fetching yourself.” It would be a lie to tell her young niece that she was prettier than Ismena when every day her mirror, an heirloom she inherited when her mother, the previous queen passed away, told her that she was the fairest in the land. A Nytheran Mirror knew everything, and it could not lie.
“You have an admirer,” Roskva said as Eirwen played with Ismena’s blonde curls which cascaded around her shoulders.
Ismena laughed and handed Eirwen back to her sister. “I’m sure that Stephan and I will have a whole brood of children. They will have the golden hair of the royalty of the Alains and they will have Stephan’s eyes. They are such a deep blue, like the sea.”
Roskva arched her brow. “Are they now? And what if they had Stephan’s dark hair and your pale blue eyes?”
“Well, I suppose that I will have to find some way to love them,” she replied teasingly.
Roskva shook her head. “I just cannot believe that you are finally marrying. And to the king of Havenkeep no less. Relationships between Alain and Havenkeep have been tenuous at best these past hundred years.”
“This marriage will change that,” Ismena replied, sitting down on the brocaded seat across from her sister and lifting a small tea cake to her lips.
Roskva pinned Ismena under a steely stare. “You have yet to tell me how that even came to be. How did you become engaged to the king of Havenkeep? Nay, more than that, how did you even come to be engaged? I was beginning to even wonder if you had any wish to marry.”
Ismena pursed her lips. She had always desired to marry. She had simply been waiting for the right man she could trust both her heart and her kingdom to.
Roskva let out an impatient breath, leaning across the distance between them while keeping Eirwen balanced carefully on her lap. She grasped Ismena’s hand. “Come now, sister. The wedding is only in a few months. Surely you will tell me before you are married.”
Ismena blushed and ducked her head. She was not completely willing to share the story. She treasured it close to her chest and she feared that if she dared to say it aloud, even to her sister it would cease to hold its magic.
“I am your best friend am I not?” Roskva continued, staring up at Ismena through her lashes in a way that she knew that her older sister could not refuse. She jostled Eirwen on her lap. “Come now, baby, ask Auntie Mena to tell us the story.”
Not knowing even what the story was about, Eirwen clapped her hands together and cheerfully cried out, “Stowy! Stowy!”
“I’m assaulted on all sides!” Ismena cried throwing up her hands. “Very well, I know when I’m defeated. I will tell you.”
Roskva settled back in her seat, smiling smugly while Eirwen continued to chant, “Stowy! Stowy!” obviously unaware that she had already gotten her way.
“Shush you,” Roskva said affectionately jostling the girl. “Or else Aunt Mena won’t tell the story.”
Eirwen quite comically covered her mouth and stared at her aghast, forcing Ismena to laugh. She wiped at the mirth causing tears to form in her eyes and shook her head. “It started last summer. Do you remember the hunting party I went on with my men?”
Roskva nodded. “Yes, the annual one. You went missing, I thought I was going to have to take over the throne,” she said with a laugh, but it was obviously forced. The few days that Ismena had been missing had been hard on her sister. “What happened? You wouldn’t open up to me about it at the time.”
“I’ll tell you what happened,” Ismena said with an amused chuckle as she traced her finger across the brocade of her pale green dress. “A unicorn.”
Roskva gasped. “No.”
But she knew that it was true. While unicorns did not stray down south to the more populated lands of Havenkeep and Mooraven, there were still some that dwelt in Alain, directly at the foothills of the Skalvanian mountains. Alain had always been more enchanting than the other two kingdoms, with more magical creatures living there while they had already gone extinct farther south. It was probably due to its proximity to the Skalvanian mountains, home of the last great race of non-humans to not pass into the Otherworlds—the dwarfs.
The only area with more magical creatures than Alain and the Skalvanian mountains, was a small strip of forest that lay between Havenkeep and Mooraven. That forest was the last place where the fae dwelt before they entered the Otherworlds, never to be seen again.
“Yes,” Ismena said forcefully.
Her sister blew out a breath. “But… you should have been fine.”
It was true that unicorns did not harm pure maidens, and she very much hoped that she could be considered one. But they were ruthless killers of everyone not considered a pure maiden and when one entered her camp, in the pandemonium of her men fleeing for their lives, praying that the majestic creature would not hunt them down, Ismena had somehow been left behind.
“I was separated from my men,” she said simply. “And I had not managed to snag myself a horse.”
“How do you always end up in these messes?” Roskva asked with a snort. Ismena smiled back. Roskva was right, she did make for a rather accident-prone queen. It was a great wonder that her reign had lasted as long as it did.
“Anyway, I had to trek on foot, trying to find some city or even better, my way back home. Unfortunately, I fear that I just ended up going in circles. Evening was falling and I was quickly growing desperate. I could hear wolves beginning to howl and I knew that I would become their meal for certain so I did the only logical thing that I could think of.”
“You built a fire?” Roskva asked, resting her chin in her hand. Eirwen appeared to have grown tired of the story and was now playing with her mother’s necklace, completely ignoring her aunt. Ungrateful child.
Ismena smiled. “No, I climbed the nearest tree.”
Roskva shook her head. “Oh, Ismena. You don’t know how to climb trees.”
“I was aware of that fact,” she replied stiffly. “Besides, I managed. No sooner was I sitting in the tree than someone came riding up. As he passed underneath me, he glanced up and saw me sitting there.”
A sly smile began to spread across Roskva’s face. For all her pretended practicality, Ismena knew that her sister was a romantic at heart.
“He seemed quite surprised to see me there, but when he finally recovered from his shock, he managed to ask, ’Excuse me, but I simply must know, do fair maidens often grow in trees here? Is that the fruit of this land?’ I was feeling flustered so I did not reply. But he apparently was far too interested with the story of the maiden in the tree to ride on so he drew his horse to a stop at the bottom of the tree and asked me what I was doing up there. To this I finally had a reply. I told him that I was hiding from wolves. At just that moment, a wolf began howling and the young man glanced over his shoulder. With a grin he replied, ‘Wolves do not frighten me.’”
Ismena smiled at the memory. “There was something about his tone that made me feel like I should defend myself and my courage so I asked, ‘And what of unicorns, sir? Because that was chasing me before the wolves.’ He smiled devilishly and replied, ‘Well, I don’t see how you would have any reason to fear unicorns, unless you are wed. Now a person like me on the other hand, I have a great deal to worry about.’ And then, still grinning from ear to ear, he climbed right up the tree and perched on a branch by my side.”
Roskva giggled and clasped her hand over her heart. “Oh dear, this is turning out to be a greater tale than even when I met my Arnold.
That was high praise indeed since Roskva was always telling the bards that they should write some epic about her romance with her husband. Ismena grinned and continued, “Once he was up in the tree, he turned to me and asked, if I saw the unicorn. Dutifully, I turned around and scanned the rolling hills in front of me, with no sign of white. When I turned back to him, I found him staring at me. I asked him what he was doing and in return he asked me if I was really married, like the world hinged on my very answer. I told him no and when he asked me what I was doing out here all by myself, I had to admit to losing my company. That was when he invited me to come stay with him at least until the night.”
“And so he took you to his castle right?” Roskva asked suddenly, interrupting her. “And that was when you learned that your handsome rescuer was actually a king?”
Ismena chuckled. “Yes, but first we had to get down the tree. Stephan did it so easily, but when it came time for me to do so, I slipped, or maybe my foot got tangled in my skirts. I don’t remember which it was. I thought that my reign was over for certain, but then Stephan caught me. I had scraped my arm on the way down and he even tore off a section of his cloak to bind it.” She smiled wistfully at the memory. “He was so gentle. But yes, after that, he took me to his Summer Palace where he had been staying with his court and that was when I first learned his identity.”
Roskva sighed. “Oh that is a wonderful story, but what was he doing in Alain to begin with? I know that Havenkeep’s Summer Palace is along the border of Havenkeep and Alain, but weren’t you still in Alain when you met? Surely you did not wander that far!”
Ismena nodded. “We were still in Alain, but he had been on his way to see me actually before we met. He had wanted to speak to me about safe passage for his merchants traveling to the Skalvanian mountains to trade for gold and diamonds. They are often waylaid by brigands along the way. When he learned who I was, we spent the next several days of my stay there discussing how to make the ties between our countries stronger. My men finally found me some days later, and they certainly were in no joyous mood when they learned where I had been all that time. They arrived ready to declare war, but we had already negotiated peace.”
Ismena’s eyes dropped to her finger where white gold and sapphire blue glistened up at her. “Before I left, Stephan pulled me aside and asked if he could write to me. I told him yes. After exchanging several letters, he sent me a letter and a ring. In the letter, he asked to marry me.” Her cheeks ached from how widely she was smiling, but she could not help it. “And here we are. You have the full story now.”
Roskva sighed happily. “And what a wonderful story it is. I wasn’t sure at first when I heard that you were marrying the King of Havenkeep, but now that I know everything I give you my full blessing. It is obvious that you two are destined for a lifetime of joy.”
As the words left her sister’s mouth a knock sounded on the door. Ismena rose as her steward peeked his wizened, old head in. “Someone here to see you, My Queen.”
She waved her hand. “If it is my seamstress then just send her in.”
Roskva eyed her suspiciously. “I thought that you had already finished your wedding dress.”
Ismena shrugged. “I’m not certain that it is completely perfect just yet so I told Rosemary to come back for another fitting.”
“Give the poor woman a break. You could wear a sack and still looking beautiful,” Roskva said with a snort.
Ismena wrinkled her nose at her sister before glancing back to her steward. “Well, bring Rosemary in?”
The steward shook his head slowly, a hacking cough taking over his lungs. Once he had recovered, he straightened as much as his gnarled back allowed. “Begging your pardon, My Queen, but your visitor is not your seamstress. It is a messenger from Havenkeep.”
“Oh,” Ismena said with surprise. News from Stephan? Her heart leaped in anticipation. “Well for goodness’ sakes send him in.”
The steward dipped his chin and turned away. A few minutes after the door shut it opened again revealing a young man wearing the white crest of the Tree of Life that Havenkeep treasured so. He dropped into a bow and swallowed hard as he held the letter out in a trembling hand He was obviously nervous. Ismena was not surprised. Her beauty had often intimidated people before. But never Stephan, he appreciated it of course. But he had never been intimidated. It was another thing that she admired about him.
She picked the letter up and opened it, freezing on the first line. Her heart dropping.
Dear Ismena,
Stephan had never called her Ismena. Never. In every letter he had ever addressed to her, he had always called her something else. First he addressed her as, My Queen, then as their letters progressed, he began addressing her in pet names. Lately since their engagement he had taken to calling her Daylight or Summer. But never Ismena.
The paper trembled in her hand. Was anything wrong with him? She quickly read the contents, but what she read caused her heart to turn cold.
I am writing you with a heavy heart. I wish I did not have to inform you of this, but our wedding cannot go on. I have met the true woman who I am meant to marry. Her name is Dahlia, she is an ice nymph. She is the most beautiful being that I have ever beheld.  I apologize for any pain I have caused you. Havenkeep will more than willingly cover any expenses that the wedding has already caused.
Dahlia and I shall be married in a week’s time, neither of us want to wait. I understand that is not enough time for you to be able to travel down to Havenkeep, but I wish you could be there because you mean so much to me. Be happy for me, I wish you the best.
Your elated friend,
Stephan, King of Havenkeep
Ismena crumpled the paper between her hands, dropping to her knees as a ragged wail escaped her lips.
“What is it?” Roskva cried in alarm, setting Eirwen down and rushing to her side.
Ismena shook her head, burying her face in her hands, unsure of what to say. What could she say? Obviously the letter was a cruel lie. That was what she told herself even as torturous sobs ripped from her chest.
This was not true. It couldn't be. It had to be a lie, a mistake, or a nightmare. It had to be anything but true because there was no way that it could be. Stephan loved her. He would not just abandon her for someone else. He couldn’t.
He couldn’t…
He loved her…
Each time she repeated this to herself, the less sure she became of its truth.




Chapter Two
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She was unsure if she even still had a heart. Clutching the cavity where it should have been, Ismena grit her teeth. She felt absolutely nothing. 
She knew that she should be feeling pain. She had thought that she would feel the pain for the rest of her days. But after that first day, when she felt her heart splinter in her chest, tearing her insides to ribbons, she had felt nothing.
“Mirror… mirror, in my hand,” she whispered, her voice coming out a hollow rasp. She feared the answer, already knew what it would be, as it had been every time she had asked for the past few months since that fateful day when Stephan broke her heart. Broke her. But she had to know anyway. So with a deep breath, she spat out the rest of the question, “Who is the fairest in the land?”
The mirror glowed blue before intoning,
You are fair my queen,
That is true.
But the Queen of Havenkeep
Is a thousand times more fair than you.
Ismena gritted her teeth so hard that she wondered if they would fracture in her skull. So her mirror had spoken, and mirrors did not lie. She wanted to slam it down on her cluttered desk, but she restrained herself and placed it down gently. That mirror was an heirloom, passed down through her family for generations. She had hoped to one day give it to her own children. No, there was no hope about it. Someday she would give it to her own children.
Ismena curled her fingers into a fist as she glanced out the library window to watch the snowflakes flutter past. Winter had always been her least favorite time of the year. It was cold, it was bitter, and it was relentless. It destroyed life. She hated it more than ever now since Stephan’s new queen was an ice nymph.
How could her worldly beauty even hold a candle to the ethereal charms of a nymph? She wondered if Dahlia was cold to the touch, like ice. Obviously Stephan didn’t care.
Her gaze wandered to the stack of papers sitting on the desk to her right. All the letters that Stephan had continued to write to her since the wedding. Ismena had never replied, but that didn’t stop Stephan from sending letters to her. Talking about what great friends they were, and how happy he was. It was like Stephan did not know how to not write letters to her.
She squeezed her eyes shut as she remembered the last letter he had sent.
I have wonderful news for you, my friend. Havenkeep can look forward to the birth of an heir…
Ismena shook her head, trying to knock the memory from her mind. She turned back to the bookshelves and ascended the ladder, scanning the worn covers of books that had all become so familiar to her.
In the months since Stephan’s wedding, she had been working relentlessly to discover some form of potion that could amplify her beauty. She wondered if she had driven herself mad in this endeavor, but she didn’t care.
She would be fairest of them all. She had to be.
Perhaps, when she was finally fairest in the land again, she would finally accept Stephan’s request of visitation to meet his new queen. He would take one look at her and realize the mistake he had made. She would take him back, of course, when he finally came crawling.
How could she not forgive Stephan? No matter how much pain he had caused her, none of that was more painful than the thought of never being with him. He was her daylight, her summer. She would show him the false charms of winter and he would come back to her.
She skimmed her fingers across the spines, before choosing one that she had not read before. Hooking her arm around the ladder, she began reading the text. These books were the potion guides that her ancestors had written of the concoctions they had discovered, from healing potions, to poisons, to liquid fire.
And yet, she had yet to come across any beauty potions. Love potions, yes, but as far as she had found, the only kind of beauty potion was the Snatching Potion. The problem with that potion, however, was that in order to gain beauty, it had to be stolen from someone as well as their very essence of strength and any other qualities that might be deemed desirable, killing the person.
It had once been one of the most common potions made by sorceresses more common than even healing potions and basic poisons. In the first fledgling years of her country, sorceresses had fought many wars amongst themselves, always striving to be the most powerful. Ismena’s family finally won, claiming the crown and putting an end to the brutal practice.
She had come across the potion so many times in these books that she was certain she could make it on her own. But of course, it would break her own law to create such a potion. She did not have the heart to restart such an inhumane act that had long ago been made illegal. She was queen, but she was not above her own laws.
Her eyes read through the author’s scrawl. The note that beginning stated that it was written by a Queen Ivy. Obviously one of Ismena’s ancestors, but she had never heard of her.
As she flipped through the pages, she saw nothing having to do with extraordinary beauty. Instead she found small sketches of hideous creatures.
Her eyes lighted on a single word scrawled at the top of the page. Wights.
She should move on, see if Queen Ivy had any other information for her, but something about the gruesome drawings drew her in. She continued reading, trying to learn what these wights were. According to this, these wights were created by having a living person drink the contents of the potion. It would work as a poison, seeping through their systems and freezing their veins until all that was left was a hollow husk of the body. A berserker, fully ready to follow every order of their mistress, and almost impossible to kill.
At the bottom of the page, was a list of ingredients. Ismena suppressed a shudder. Such a potion that would steal men’s freedom and humanity was just as horrible as the Snatching potion.
Suddenly the door to the library opened. Ismena startled and nearly tumbled from the ladder in her haste to slam the book shut. She looked down to see Roskva stride in, her hands on her hips.
“Really, Ismena, I have allowed this to go on long enough.”
Ismena tucked the book under her arm as she climbed down the ladder, careful not to allow her feet to become entangled in her skirts. Once she reached the bottom, she placed Queen Ivy’s book on a nearby shelf and turned to Roskva. “Let what go on?”
“This!” Roskva cried. “Moping in this library, barely spending any time with anyone else. I’m sorry, Ismena, but he is married. He chose someone else. It is time that you move on with your life.”
Ismena flinched. What life? She had planned out her whole future with Stephan, and now one without him felt empty and hollow. Just like her heart.
Roskva sighed heavily, her eyes softening. “Come join me and your nieces while we go out to the village. I am going to buy them some dresses. We can get one for you as well.”
Ismena was shaking her head before Roskva had even finished her sentence. “Perhaps later. I’m busy right now.”
Roskva looked like she wanted to say more, but then she closed her mouth. “Very well then. This arrived for you today.” She fished a letter from the pocket of her dress and handed it to Ismena. She wondered why Roskva had her letter instead of the steward, but then she wouldn’t be surprised if Roskva had taken over going through her letters. It would explain why Ismena had not gotten any letters from Stephan since he’d announced that he and Dahlia were having a child. She had simply assumed that he was too busy for her.
Ismena looked down at the letter Roskva held out, surprised. It was a letter from Mooraven. Probably the only reason Roskva was giving it to her was because she hoped that the pressing needs of the world of politics would pull her from her depression and self-exile.
Ismena accepted the letter and Roskva left with one last pleading invitation to join them.
She opened the letter, her eye scanning over the contents of the letter. It was a condolence note written by King Morren himself. He said that he understood her pain over having been abandoned and she supposed that he did.
It had only been a couple of years since his own queen had disappeared, abandoning him and his young son. If anyone understood her pain, it was undoubtedly Morren. She immediately felt a kinship of sorts bond them through the letter, but then the final line caught her eye.
He invited her to come visit him in Mooraven and asked her simply, did she want vengeance?
Ismena’s eyes flicked to the book, sitting on the shelf near her hand, and for the first time since reading Stephan’s letter declaring that he would marry Dahlia, her heart stirred in her chest.
She had lied earlier. She didn’t feel nothing. She felt rage.




Chapter Three
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She still had yet to discover a beauty potion that would help her. She now believed it impossible for her to ever be more beautiful than Dahlia. She was nothing more than a human, how could she even have dreamed of competing with an otherworldly nymph? There was no magic in the world that could help her there. She could make herself the fairest human to have ever breathed and still be nothing but a pale candle to Dahlia’s blazing fire. 
If she could not become more beautiful than Dahlia, then she would rid the world of her beauty. The same way a weed strangled a flower.
Ismena pursed her lips as she considered this more carefully. What she was thinking was no small task. She was considering murder. As queen, she had been forced to make many hard choices, including having to order the execution of the rogue dwarfs who had murdered her mother. They had already been criminals, exiled from the Skalvanian mountains, when they attacked the former queen’s coach and slit her throat for the jewels she wore. Therefore, it had fallen on Ismena’s shoulders, not those of their fellow countrymen, to make certain that they paid for their crimes.
This was different than that, though. This was killing someone in cold blood. This was killing Dahlia simply because she could, and she wanted to.
But then, Dahlia wasn’t even human anyway. So what did it matter if she bled? The blood that ran through her veins was borrowed, a poor illusion of the form she had taken to steal Stephan from her.
And Dahlia’s death was Ismena’s only chance at a happy life. It was not a question of whether she should do it—she had no choice! No, it was a question of how.
She had to do it in a way that Stephan would never suspect her. If he knew, he would never forgive her and that was not something she could abide. She did this to be with him and that would all be ruined if all she ended up doing was make him hate her.
She had done some more research into Queen Ivy. Ivy had been a warrior queen who had used her army to conquer the northern part of Havenkeep, which was now the southern border of their fair land.  She had eventually been killed in battle against Havenkeep after ruling for fifteen years. Apparently, the wights had died when Queen Ivy did. There were no records of the ice creatures ever returning.
Ismena’s lips curled up. Until now that was. She had already brewed the potion noted in Ivy’s journal.
But she couldn’t just attack Havenkeep and kill their queen. Not if she was to make certain that Stephan did not hate her. No, she needed someone else to do this for her.
Which was why she accepted Morren’s invitation because he was right, she did want vengeance. She now stood at the south end of the island, staring up at the dark impressive fortress that was Morren’s favorite castle. Her entourage of guards shifted nervously beside her, casting her glances out of the corners of their eyes as if trying to figure out if she had lost her mind or not.
It was something that she wondered as well. Except, unlike her guards, she was almost certain that she already knew the answer.
She clutched her mirror in her hand. She already knew from it that Morren would accept her bargain. It would cost her dearly, but he would accept.
She inhaled deeply and stepped forward as the gates swung open. Morren was expecting her.
As she stepped through, a knight wearing the black raven of Mooraven’s crest stepped toward her. He bowed. “The dark king will see you. Come right this way.”
Ismena stepped to follow the guard, but he did not move. His eyes shifted nervously to her guards. “The dark lord requested that you come alone.”
“My Queen—” Havilard, the captain of her guard began, but Ismena waved him off.
“Remain here,” she said dismissively as she picked up her skirts and followed the Mooraven guard up the winding staircase to where Morren was waiting for her. The skirts dragged heavily behind her and her crown weighed down on the top of her head, but that was the price of her beauty. She might not be the fairest. But she was fair enough that a person need only look at her and see her power.
Morren waited for her at the top of the stairs. One side of the wall was made of obsidian marble and pale white columns, the other side was open to the bright blue sky of early spring. Curtains hung from the arches, the only separation from this hall and the elements.
He looked every bit the dark lord he was, with his black hair and equally black eyes. His skin was pale and sallow. He was not a particularly handsome man. Perhaps, he could have been considered such, but in the recent years since the disappearance of the Queen of Mooraven, he had allowed his cruelty to show even more.
She wondered if he would even consider making a bargain with her if his queen were still there. One knew not to make an arrangement with a sorceress. But the queen was not there, and Morren and she understood that pain. Besides, he had made it his solemn oath that he would conquer Illesya, something that Alain could aid him in.
He tipped his head as she approached, kissing the hand that she offered to him. “Ah, Queen Ismena, I am pleased to see that you have finally decided to accept my invitation. You certainly kept me waiting long enough.” Morren smiled a cruel biting smile, reminding Ismena that while he may not be as stable as he once was, he was still just as dangerous.
Perhaps even more so now that he flirted with insanity.
But then so was she.
She returned his smile. “It was never a question of accepting your invitation, My King. Simply of how.”
He arched his brows, obviously intrigued by what she had to say.
She pressed her lips together realizing that there was still a chance to turn back. To tell Morren that she had changed her mind and leave. It was that chance that frightened her more than anything. Because if she accepted it she would have to give up her vengeance and Stephan both. “I know full well that you wish to conquer Havenkeep,” she said quickly before she could change her mind. “And you know how I crave vengeance. I will not pretend otherwise. But alone, neither the armies of Mooraven or Alain are strong enough to defeat Havenkeep on their own.”
“You underestimate the strength of my armies,” he said with a chuckle. “But an ally would make victory far more decisive and swift.”
Ismena lifted her nose. “True, but as I already stated, the armies of Alain are not strong. You know how stretched thin we are with all our various threats of unicorns and brigands, and our tenuous relationship with the dwarfs. I could not lend you my men in this war.”
If she did, Stephan would know of her treachery.
Morren’s eyes flashed as he stepped past the curtain and onto the balcony underneath the arch. “Then what form of alliance are you suggesting?”
Ismena inhaled a steadying breath as she followed him out onto the balcony. The bright sunlight burned her eyes. This was it. The final crucial piece to her plan. “I have recently come across the recipe for a potion that when a man drinks it, he will become a wight. Invincible, invulnerable, creatures with unquestioning loyalty. Give me your soldiers and I will make them unstoppable.” 
Morren glanced at her, his eyes sparking with interest. She had his attention.
She suppressed a smile, to hide how relieved she was. She needed to come into this arrangement as a calm business arrangement. If Morren sensed how desperately she needed it to work, he would drive a harder bargain. “I give you this potion and you will be able to conquer Havenkeep without any loss on your side. In return, you shall spare Stephan’s life and allow him to come stay with me in Alain. You shall also give us, upon our wedding, the Summer Palace and the land surrounding it. And you will swear to never attack Alain.”
Morren pressed his lips together as he considered this. She knew that he would have greatly enjoyed tormenting Stephan over his victory, and if he was unable to attack Alain then his wish to control all Illesya would be over. But Havenkeep was three times the size of Alain and a worthy prize.
He leaned out over the balcony, gazing at the courtyard below. A shrill laugh echoed up and Ismena glanced down to see a blonde haired boy sitting in the blooming flowers below. He was surrounded by black birds, even appeared to be playing with them. A woman sat in a nearby bench watching him closely.
It had to be Prince Cedric, Morren’s only son. He couldn’t be any older than three years old. At the sight of the beautiful blonde haired child, Ismena’s heart jolted. Would she ever have a child that she could look upon with the fondness that she now saw taking over Morren’s otherwise proud exterior?
The boy laughed again and clapped his hands and one of the birds flew away. As it flapped past them, squawking loudly, Morren turned to her.
Dead resolve reflected from his coal eyes. He arched a brow. “You wish to turn my men into monsters. How do I know that you are not poisoning them or making them so that I cannot wield them? What can you give me as an assurance that you will not double cross me?”
Ismena released a breath as she reached into her dress’s pocket. She already knew from her Nytheran Mirror that he would accept nothing else but that. She held it out to him. “This is a Nytheran Mirror. It has been in my family for generations.”
Morren’s eyes brightened as they filled with desire. He reached his hand out as if to snatch it from her, but stopped last second. He looked up at her. “You will give me a Nytheran Mirror?”
She nodded once. “As a token of my goodwill.”
The light from the chandelier above glinted off the glass. She didn’t bother to ask for something in return. She had already asked her mirror if Morren would betray her afterward. He would not. He may be a dark lord, and a trickster, but when he made a bargain he always kept it.
They had a kinship. She knew that he was only envious of her because she would soon have Stephan and he would never have his wife again.
Morren stretched out his hands greedily.
She hesitated one second, torn over the thought of handing over her mirror. This item had been instrumental in her family winning the sorceress’s wars. It had been the possession of every queen of Alain since then.
She remembered the day that her mother gave it to her, declaring Ismena her heir.
“You were named after the very first Queen of Alain,” her mother had said, clutching the mirror until her fingers became white. “Ismena the Great. When the wars finally ended, she stepped forward triumphant, the fairest and therefore the most powerful in the land. No sorceress could stand up against her, those that she had not already killed that was.”
Her mother’s eyes always lit up when she mentioned the sorceress’s wars. It was as if she wished that she was there. Secretly, Ismena had always thanked every star in the sky that she was born in such a time of peace. She did not find war and bloodshed to her liking. Nor did she believe that she would ever have the strength to do what it took to be the one to come out victorious.
“Since that day, even if we do not have to steal our beauty anymore, it has always been believed that beauty equals power. Because of those days when only the most powerful were the most beautiful.”
The queen patted the seat next to her, holding up the silver hand mirror. It was intricately engraved, with a small flower made of blue crystals at its base. “This is a Nytheran Mirror. The last of its kind. It has the ability to answer any question asked. I am going to teach you a rhyme that you shall say to it.”
Ismena moved hesitantly to the seat and sat down, eyeing her mother. What was this all about? It was only a mirror.
The queen inhaled deeply and then handed the mirror to Ismena. “You say. ‘Mirror, mirror, in my hand. Who is the fairest in the land?’ You must ask the mirror this every day as every queen before you has. Now you try it,” the queen said with a nod.
“Have you asked the mirror that question?” Ismena had asked tilting her head and smirked at the thought of asking something so ridiculous of a mirror of all things.
Her mother had smiled. “I have, and today its reply was that you had grown a hundred times more fair than me.” She reached her hand up and traced it along the side of Ismena’s face. “And I knew that just as my mother before me, and her mother before her, my time was up. It was time for a new queen.”
Little had she known at the time, what a constant companion that mirror would become. How she would gain such a deep satisfaction from hearing that she alone was the fairest in the land. That was, until the mirror changed its answer. Since then it had only been a painful reminder.
Ismena thrust her chin out as she placed the mirror in Morren’s outstretched hand. She would not need the mirror anyway. Not when she would finally have Stephan.
Morren smiled widely as he held up the mirror. He looked as if he was about to laugh, but then he glanced quickly at Ismena. He lowered the mirror, seeming to finally remember himself. “It was a pleasure, My Queen.”
Ismena felt a cold unfamiliar smile grow across her face. She was one step closer in her plan. One giant leap away from everything she wanted. “Let us bring Havenkeep to its knees.”
Stephan would regret ever having crossed her.




Chapter Four
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Ismena gazed at the letter in her hand. 
Morren had changed his mind, he would not be traveling to Havenkeep for the birth of the heir. They had agreed that they would both come to the palace and strike that night. He apparently did not want to play at politics, instead would strike from afar.
She paced across the study, tapping the letter against her palm as she went over the details in her head, trying to make absolutely certain that everything was in order for the attack.
They had spent months building the army of wights. Morren supplied the men. Starting with the criminals awaiting death, then moving to his own soldiers when he saw how well it worked. How well the wights obeyed their every command.
After a while, it had begun to grow difficult to find the herbs that she needed to make the wights. Morren had made it illegal for his people to cook certain herbs into their meals.
And all this took place right under Stephan’s nose. He was so wrapped up in his own blissful existence to even bother to acknowledge her miserable one.
She sneered, but then quickly schooled her expression when she realized that she was doing it. Morren was a poor influence on her; she seemed to be making that face more and more these days and it was hardly befitting. Not only did it mar her beauty, it also made it harder and harder to hide the black void that had replaced her heart these days.
Sometimes she thought of what she was doing, considering whether she wanted to go through with this. If she was capable of such an act of murder. Of such wickedness, when she knew deep down in her soul that she was good. Sometimes she wondered if she even wanted Stephan if he had so easily chosen someone over her. She twisted her engagement ring on her finger. She had never taken it off, not once, since that fateful day that she had received that treacherous letter. It served as her daily reminder of everything that she had once had. Of what she could have had.
Before it was stolen from her.
She didn’t feel remorse over what she planned to do. Of course she didn’t. Why should she? Stephan deserved to pay for what he had done to her, even if the thought of him experiencing the pain she would inflict tore her nonexistent heart to shreds. But the pain was necessary. The pain was the only way they could ever be brought back together, and while Stephan seemed content to leave her behind, she knew that her life was incomplete without him. And she deserved happiness.
But sometimes she did wonder if she truly wanted to do it.
Until she thought of that ice nymph. Then her path was as clear before her as the ice that the nymph controlled.
She smiled. It was the cold smile that she was quickly becoming accustomed to. It had been her constant companion these past months. She would kill the ice nymph. And she would probably enjoy it.
She knew that these thoughts would have horrified her only a year ago. But after her heart shattered, it did not come back together the same way it had been before. She was a different girl. And now Stephan would live with the creature of grief and vengeance he had created.
She swept out of her study. Her servants bustled through the halls, preparing for her journey to Havenkeep. She had ordered them to pack her loveliest gowns. She had a feeling that she would be needing them.
Ismena paused in the grand hall, glancing up at the high arched glass ceiling that allowed in the sparkling sunshine. This palace was her home, as was this land. She wondered if she would ever see it again after today.
A servant brushed past her, mumbling an apology, but not concerned despite the fact that he had bumped his queen. Her servants felt safe and comfortable with her. She had spent years building up a good relationship with them.
They had no idea what their queen had planned. But they would soon see. They would all see. Ismena was not someone to be trifled with.




Chapter Five

[image: image-placeholder]

The castle of Havenkeep was unfamiliar to her, even though it should have been her home. Ismena craned her neck to take in the impressive towers that seemed to reach up to caress the stars. Carved of white stone, it practically glowed in the night. 
She had spent some time in the Summer Palace of Havenkeep, but that palace paled in comparison to the sheer majesty of the palace found in Havenkeep’s capital Crestrock.
The palaces of Alain were designed for beauty, with glass walls and waterfalls spurting from them, but they were not overly large. No building in Alain tended to be, best not to draw the attention of any Wyvern that still resided in the Skalvanian mountains. The fortresses of Mooraven were built for practicality, made of dark stone with thick walls able to withstand a siege. Ismena had thought that Morren’s palace looked evil with its sharp spires and odd structure. But the palace before her was created for the sheer purpose of being grand. It was the largest building she had ever seen, taking up half of the city. She now understood why the nobles of Havenkeep resided in the palace also instead of the city.
Stephan stood in the open great door waiting for her. The sight of him made her heart leap as she stepped out of her carriage. Just as suddenly as it leaped, it tumbled down crashing into her rib cage as she remembered that he was no longer hers.
Her eyes drifted to the woman standing next to him. She was nothing more than a will of the wisp, so small that a wind could possibly blow her away. Her dress of ice blue was expertly sewn with many folds, but even that could not hide her bulging belly.
Dahlia. Ismena didn’t know how to feel, she was finally meeting the phantom she had declared her enemy and was now realizing that she had made a more formidable foe than she could have expected. It was absolutely apparent without even a shadow of a doubt that Dahlia was stunning, the most beautiful creature. Her skin was perfect, snow white with a slight ethereal glow, making Ismena’s sun kissed cheeks look rustic in comparison. Dahlia’s hair was also extremely pale, hanging down her shoulders in silver blue waves.
It was apparent to every eye that saw her that Dahlia was not of this world.
Ismena however, looked every bit a human. She was too tired for this and too dusty. She should have stopped by at an inn before arriving here to freshen up if she had been thinking at all.
But it was too late for such regrets now. Ismena raised her chin as she strode toward the royal couple. She felt like a tottering giant compared to the queen of Havenkeep’s slender form.
She dropped into a low curtsy, even though it wasn’t required of her since they were of the same station. It made it seem like she had the greatest respect for the king and queen of Havenkeep, but in truth her blood was boiling.
“When I’d heard that there was a new fairest in the land, I had almost not believed the rumors to be true,” she said as lightly as she could. Her smile felt plastered against her cheeks. “But then I realized that it must be true because who else would be able to steal my Stephan from me?”
Ismena glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. Stephan at least had the decency to look ashamed. He glanced down and cleared his throat.
Dahlia smiled, but it was strained as she wrapped her hand around Stephan’s arm in an almost possessive manner. “Ismena, I have heard so much about you, it is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. I am so pleased that you were able to make the journey so that you could be present for your goddaughter’s birth.”
It took all Ismena’s self-control to keep the smile in place. She should not be celebrating the birth of her goddaughter, a poor condolence prize. She should be celebrating the birth of her own child. She tried to imagine what it would be like if it was her standing beside Stephan, glowing and smiling. The fairest in the land and about to birth Havenkeep’s heir. But her fantasy could never get that far because if their places were reversed and she was the one standing at Stephan’s side and Dahlia in front of them, would Stephan remain at her side? A year ago she would have said yes, without a doubt. But now she had no answer.
Beauty like Dahlia’s was dangerous. For the first time since Ismena’s mother had told her about the Sorceress’s Wars as a young child, she realized that her mother was right. Her ancestors were right. Beauty was power.
And it was worth waging war over it.
As they stepped into the passage, Dahlia moved on ahead, saying that she needed to get some rest, leaving her guest behind.
Stephan fell into place beside Ismena. “It is wonderful to see you again, my old friend,” he said, eyeing her warily as if trying to assess where they actually stood in their relationship.
“And you,” Ismena replied and in that moment her smile was almost genuine because it was wonderful to see Stephan again. She was reminded of every reason why she had fallen in love with him in the first place. The raven-haired king was the handsomest man she had ever met, and his eyes shone with an inherent kindness and goodness. She wondered how she could still think that of him when he had destroyed her heart. How could someone who was so kind, hurt her so. 
“I am glad to hear that,” he said, his shoulders slumping in relief a tension she hadn’t noticed before seeping away. “It is just that I feared since you never replied to any of my letters...”
Ismena held up her hand. “I was busy. There is something I must tell you of Mooraven later, but I did appreciate receiving your letters. I read every one of them.” Multiple times before she finally crumpled them all up and tossed them into the fire, before weeping openly as they cracked and sizzled and became nothing but ash.
Just like the remains of her heart.
Stephan’s eyes flicked down to her hand. “I see that you are still wearing the ring I gave you.”
Ismena followed his gaze to the white gold and sapphire adorning her finger. She should have taken it off, suspicions would be raised now that she had not, but she could not bring herself to do it. “When you sent it to me, you said that I was free to do whatever I liked with it. Well, I wish to wear it so I shall.”
“Ah,” Stephan said, but his gaze was troubled.
“You spoke often of your queen in your letters,” she said changing the subject, digging her fingernails into her palm to keep her composure. She felt tears clogging in her throat and she would curse herself to become a wight before she wept before Stephan. She would never show him just what he had the power to do to her. “You must be terribly fond of her.”
Stephan’s gaze moved to the silhouette of his wife as she slipped further down the hall. He smiled and Ismena stared at him, trying to gauge from his look how he truly felt. If he truly loved Dahlia like Ismena had once believed that he loved her.
“I have married the most beautiful woman in the land have I not?” he asked his smile growing. His pleasure was wonderful for her to behold that she might have even smiled if not for the pain in her chest. “Our child will be physical perfection.”
Stephan sighed and glanced at her as if waiting for her response. “Without a doubt,” Ismena said at last. She blinked quickly, thankful for the dim lighting to hide the sheen in her eyes. Any child between her and Stephan would have been beautiful. But that babe could never hold a candle to Dahlia’s offspring.
Her gaze flicked back to Dahlia’s retreating form and her black thoughts swarmed. Now that she had seen beauty such as that, she knew that she would never be content to simply rid it from the world. She needed that beauty.
And then she would be able to take everything else from Dahlia. Her husband, her kingdom, and her life.




Chapter Six
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With trembling hands, Ismena opened her chest, it wasn’t very large, only about a foot wide and half a foot tall. The most remarkable aspect of this chest was that it had been dipped into a cauldron holding invisible ink. And now the chest was invisible. Her hands slid across the familiar smooth wood until she found the latch. With a click, the chest opened with a small groan. The interior seemed to appear from thin air as she moved the lid away. A small pocket of red velvet in the middle of everything. Inside the chest was where she kept a few potions she had already brewed as well as ingredients to make others. 
She still had a few hours until the attack. Morren was waiting camped a few leagues away with her army of wights as well as a few of his own trusted men. In a few hours, at the darkest time of the night, he would “lead” the wights into battle.
Morren should have come with her, to talk her out of the plan that was formulating in her mind. She would be the queen of Havenkeep. She would have everything that Dahlia had, that should have been hers and then was stolen from her.
A little fact that Morren did not know, nor did he need to know was that the wights answered to only one person and that was her. Of course, over the past few months working by his side, she had made sure that the wights followed his every order, giving him the illusion of being in control. All the while, though his loyal soldiers had become mindless servants who would follow her orders blindly. Even if she told them to turn against the man who had once been their master.
Morren wouldn’t even suspect it until it was too late. She supposed that was one of the upsides of once being good. No one expects it when you turn evil.
Her chest twinged as she thought of the bond of pain they felt. But she could not allow such inconsequential things to stop her from achieving what was in her grasp. Her thoughts turned to that happy boy in the courtyard. She had not seen him again after that first meeting, even though she spent many hours with Morren creating wights. She suspected that he did not wish for his son to see the creatures. And that gave her pause. What would become of Cedric if she ultimately betrayed his father?
She shoved that thought away, hiding it in the darkest part of her soul. She would never be able to accomplish anything if she fretted over every victim she created.
Instead she turned her attention to her chest, looking over the ingredients held within. They were all there. The ingredients for the potion that she had unwittingly memorized.
As far as she knew, it had never been used on a person who was not a sorceress, why would another sorceress want another’s life force when they could have that of a fellow sorceress?
Now that she had finally set her eyes on Dahlia, she realized that simply killing her was not good enough. She needed Dahlia’s beauty. She needed Stephan to look at her the same way he looked at Dahlia.
Her fingers moved to lift the small vial of wyvern’s scales. It was almost full since the scales were only used for the most deadly of potions. Potions neither she nor many of her ancestors had needed to create for many years.
She reached next for the vial of crystals, but nearly spilled it as her fingers trembled. Ismena yanked her hand back, clenching it into a fist. She needed to get control of herself. She yanked a fire potion, bright red, its vial hot to the touch and tossed it into the cauldron to give her the heat that she needed to boil the concoction. Then she began mixing the ingredients.
The final ingredient. A shaving from a unicorn’s horn. A unicorn’s tail was instrumental for healing, but the horn was capable of more than healing.
Ismena sat back on her heels, watching the potion brew until it turned to a dull silver. Finally, she tilted the cauldron and poured the contents into a golden vial, adorned with a red jewel. She snapped the lid shut and allowed herself to smile.
A snatching potion made for two people to drink. One person will drink the poison of the wyvern’s scales and lose everything. The other will drink the healing powers of the unicorn’s horn and they will become stronger than ever.
She clutched the vial so hard that the jewel embedded itself into her palm. She stared blankly at her wall. She had just committed an act of treason against her own kingdom. By creating this potion, she had betrayed every sorceress who lived in Alain, who trusted her as their queen to protect them not to exploit them.
But she wasn’t going to use this potion on her subjects or on any other sorceresses. It was reserved solely for the Queen of Havenkeep, an ice nymph who should have known better than to encroach upon the human world.
Suddenly a scream echoed through the air. Ismena jolted, her heart hammering in her chest as the scream came again. She pushed to her feet, her eyes darting out the window. Was Morren attacking already? It was earlier than they had agreed, but it wouldn’t surprise her if Morren had gone against their plan. He was an impatient, rash man, eager for glory that would never be his. She had told her wights to follow his command, they would have followed him.
She stepped toward the door, clutching the vial. If she was going to go through with this and steal Dahlia’s power then she would have to do it now while everyone was distracted with the attack.
She startled however when her door burst open before she could open it. A bedraggled Stephan stood in front of her.
Ismena drew to a halt, nearly dropping the vial. She managed to catch it and covered it with her other hand. Stephan didn’t appear to have noticed.
“Ismena, I need your help.”
She sniffed nervously, her eyes darting around. They landed on the invisible chest which she had forgotten to close. She whipped her gaze back to Stephan. “With what? What’s the matter?”
Stephan ran a weary hand down his face. “It’s Dahlia, I think the baby is coming and my captain has just informed me that we haven’t heard from the eastern watch for some hours.” He adjusted his cloak and waved at himself with his arm. “I must go investigate. It would comfort me greatly to know that you are with Dahlia. I know how practiced you are in creating healing tonics. I still remember the one that you sent me after I had been wounded in a skirmish with Mooraven back before...” he paused and cleared his throat. Neither of them had to finish that sentence, she remembered it well. That was back before Dahlia.
She blinked, realizing that Stephan was still staring at her and forced herself to nod. “Yes, of course.”
He broke into a relieved smile and stepped forward to clasp Ismena’s small hands in his large ones. For a second she was so thrilled, wanting to lean into him but then he turned her hand over to reveal the vial clutched in its palm.
He frowned his attention flicking from the vial. It took everything in Ismena not to yank it away. She smiled despite the fear coursing through her veins. “I was already fixing up a potion to send to Dahlia.”
Stephan raised his gaze to hers and immediately she was frozen, pinned under his deep blue gaze. She was drowning in a thousand seas. He smiled slightly, the corners of his eyes crinkling and Ismena’s heart was lost. What had been beating so loudly only a few seconds ago was now frozen completely. But she realized that she felt her heart again, and it was glorious.
“You are always there for me, Ismena. Thank you so much, I will not forget this.”
She nodded.  He was right, he would never forget this day. Without releasing her hand or giving her a chance to regain control over her thoughts and emotions he led her from the room and down the hall until they reached the royal chamber. There lay Dahlia on the wide bed, a flurry of maids rushing around them.
Stephan released Ismena’s hand and hurried to the bed where an older woman was holding Dahlia’s hand and whispering comforting things to her.
He paused long enough to rest a hand affectionately on Dahlia’s forehead. Ismena glanced away gritting her teeth until Stephan stepped away. Her gaze moved back to Dahlia, lying there in that bed, her pale hair around her on the pillow, her chest rising and falling with rapid breaths before loosing another desperate scream.
Now was the time to do it. She adjusted her grip on the potion. Now was the time to give it to her.
The thing that made drinking the potion so dangerous was that it did not guarantee that the sorceress who made the potion would be the one to gain the beauty. She could very well be the one to die.
That was how the sorceress’s wars were fought. Armies clashing until finally there was no one left guarding the defeated sorceress. She would then be tortured, weakening her until she could not fight the wyvern’s poison and then the victorious sorceress would create the potion to end her once and for all. Ismena did not have the time or the means to torture Dahlia, but weakened by the labor as she was, it would have to do.
She glanced at Stephan out of the corner of her eye. She needed to wait until he left, she couldn’t very well have him standing there while she poisoned his wife. But Stephan seemed to be determined to remain despite this apparently pressing issue of the east wall. And worse than that he was looking at Ismena like she was his salvation.
Except it had nothing to do with her and nothing to do with him and everything to do with Dahlia. He should not have placed his faith in her, at least not where Dahlia was concerned. She would not be his salvation, not this night. Tonight she would be his destruction.
She quickly looked away, unable to bear the hopeful look he laid upon her. How she would have given for him to look at her like this just earlier, but now she would give anything to not have his attention. She didn’t deserve it.
“Ismena,” Stephan asked, stepping toward her. “Are you all right?”
Just as he asked that, Dahlia screamed again drawing Stephan’s attention back to her. His eyebrows drew together as if he was actually the one in pain. Ismena squeezed her eyes shut, feeling his pain. Dahlia was so self-absorbed, as she shrieked, not caring who was forced to hear. She did not deserve Stephan.
The sound of pounding feet filled the corridor before any of them could say anything after that. A guard rushed into the room.
“What is the meaning of this?” Stephan demanded, stepping to intercept the guard.
“Sire!” the guard gasped, he swayed on his feet, clutching his shoulder. Blood soaked his white uniform. “The eastern wall has fallen to creatures that cannot be killed. We’re under attack.”
Stephan straightened, his face going gray even as he clenched his teeth. “By whom?”
“Mooraven sire, King Morren himself leads these unnatural creatures.”
So Morren had been impatient. She wasn’t surprised at all.
Stephan turned back to Ismena and Dahlia a torn look on his face. He knew full well what this meant. This was an assault on the palace. They might very well lose tonight. Havenkeep might fall, or it might remain standing.
Whatever happened, though, Morren had broken every treaty between their lands. This was the beginning of a war. A war that would be won before it had even begun. Because little did he know that the treachery was not Morren’s alone. Morren was not the only one there with a black heart.
His eyes turned to Ismena and held her gaze. Such trust filled his eyes. He would have left his entire kingdom in her hands in that moment and he did not even know what he was doing.
“Stay with Dahlia,” he whispered clutching her hand, his eyes flicking to Dahlia as she let loose another scream.
“Of course,” Ismena said, swallowing her pain, wishing that Stephan would look at her with the same concern that he felt for Dahlia. As far as he knew, she was just as much in danger as Dahlia. And she was his guest. He should be taking care of her first and foremost.
Instead, he left her to tend to a queen in labor instead of sending her to hide in hidden passages.
She blinked away the pain with a promise. When this was over, she would be certain that he saw her first and foremost.
He nodded once, tried to smile, but then seemed to give up before turning and striding out of the room shouting for his men to rise to arms.
Ismena watched Stephan go, her heart leaping into her throat. No matter that she had instructed her wights to never lay a hand on Stephan there was still a possibility that one of Morren’s men might deliver a fatal blow by accident. Shouting filled the halls, drowned out by Dahlia’s screams.
Finally, she turned to the prone queen. It was time that she finished what she started. Now was not the time to lose her mettle.




Chapter Seven
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Dahlia was breathing hard as Ismena stepped toward her. The whites of her eyes were bright as she stared at Ismena out of the corner of her eye. It was obvious that she was terrified, but Ismena wasn’t entirely sure what she was scared of. Not Ismena, Dahlia could not possibly know how much she hated her. 
Dahlia squeezed her eyes shut, finally breaking their eye contact as she loosed a strained scream through her teeth.
The older woman sitting next to Dahlia glanced up at Ismena. “She be in a great deal of agony. Poor lass is unaccustomed to such pain.” She patted Dahlia’s hand as Dahlia panted for breath, a tear leaking from her eye. “There, there, M’dear, it will be all over soon. That baby is coming.”
Ismena bit her lip as she looked Dahlia over. It was hardly as if she was the only woman to have ever gone into labor. But she supposed that Dahlia was unaccustomed to any sort of pain. She had not experienced it when she was an ice nymph.
She couldn’t suppress her smug smile. She was certain that Dahlia was regretting her humanity now. But it was too little too late.
She knelt next to the bed and Dahlia once again turned her gaze to Ismena. Her eyes were desperate, pleading. “C—can you—you help me?” she asked before closing her eyes with the pain.
Ismena smiled and wiped a lock of Dahlia’s sweaty hair from her face. “I made a small potion for you.”
Dahlia’s eyes flicked to Ismena then to the potion that she held up.
“Once you drink this all your pain will go away,” Ismena continued, her half-truth clogging in her throat so that she had to force it out. She was honest. The pain would go away. If everything went according to plan, everything would go away.
“Give it to me!” Dahlia demanded, her hands clutching the blankets even as she screamed again.
Ismena hesitated. What if Dahlia was still somehow better and stronger than Ismena? What if it was she who survived the wyvern’s scales?
“Give it to me now!” Dahlia cried reaching for Ismena, her eyes frenzied.
Ismena took a deep breath and leaned closer, bringing the vial to Dahlia’s lips. She tipped it over as half the contents poured into the queen’s mouth and then she stepped back.
Dahlia arched her back, gasping for breath. Every moment that passed, the color and life bled from her. The next breath was just a gargle.
Ismena blinked in horror as she watched the effects of what she had done. So this was the destruction of the potion that her family had outlawed.
“You did this!” the older woman cried out in horror. “You poisoned her, you witch!” She reached across the bed to shake Dahlia. “Stay with me, lass, just a little longer.”
Ismena pressed her lips together as the older woman shot her another accusing glare. “I did not poison her and I can prove it to you,” she held up the vial and pressed it to her lips. “As you can see, there is still a small bit left.”
Before the woman could say anything, Ismena tossed back the drink. The burning liquid coursed down her throat, followed by a stinging cool. The room around her tilted and she squeezed her eyes shut, knowing that she could not show the weakness even as the wyvern’s poison worked through her system. She could not leave any doubts in their minds as to the nature of the potion that she had given Dahlia.
As the fire laced through her system, an icy chill followed closely in its wake, giving her no relief.
Suddenly she was so cold, but not in any way that a fire or sunlight could warm. She was cold to her very core, as if she had been frozen under the ice. She opened her eyes and looked herself over. Her hand looked the same, a little paler than her usual shade, but nothing too different. However frost crept up her arm. She gasped and swiped at her arm, but as she brought her hand near the frost, it rose from her wrist and circled through the air just below her finger tips. She flexed her fingers in awe and the crusted ice followed her movements. Her eyebrows drew together.
What sort of magic was this?
A sharp baby’s cry interrupted her thoughts. Ismena looked up to find the old woman holding a bloody, squirming form. The woman laughed and wrapped the baby in a cloth. “It’s a girl, my queen,” she said, her voice filled with awe.
Ismena stared at the baby in shock. Despite everything that she had done, the princess lived on. No, this was not how it was supposed to be. That baby should never have been born. Her mind grappled, trying to come to grips with what she should do next.
The old woman lifted her gaze from the baby. The smile slipping from her face. “My queen?”
Ismena glanced at Dahlia, but she lay so still on the bed. She could have been sleeping if not for the eyes that stared vacantly at the tapestry above her head. A frozen tear rested in the corner of her eye.
The older woman passed the infant to a nearby maid and lunged across over the bed to Dahlia’s side. She shook her shoulders. “My queen!”
But it was no good. Everyone in the room knew that Dahlia was dead.
“Poor Stephan,” Ismena whispered, partly playing the part. Another part of her broke at the thought of the heartbreak she had just caused him. There was no going back from this. The act was committed, she had killed Dahlia and nothing she could ever do would bring her back.
The thought filled her with panic. Ismena turned from the empty corpse, cursing the tears that pressed against her throat. She would not ask herself what she had done. She knew full well what she was doing and why she did it. And she would not regret what she had to do in order to find her own happiness.
Dahlia deserved it. Stephan deserved it. The only person who had not deserved the pain was herself. The only person who deserved a chance at a happily ever after was her. None should judge her for doing what she needed to do to get it.
She pushed to her feet and stepped around the bed, everyone ignored her now that they no longer believed that she was responsible for the queen’s death. She walked into the back of the room in a daze. Her hands began to tremble and she balled them into a fist, refusing to dwell on what had just transpired. What she had just done.
Did it count as murder if the creature you killed was not quite human?
And even with Dahlia out of the way, she was still left with the question of what she was to do with the princess who was not supposed to be.
Ismena pressed her lips together as she stepped up to the maid holding the baby, now washed and wrapped in clean cloths. She held out her arms. “I can hold her.”
The maid hesitated, her eyes flicking to the bed where the other servants were gathering around the dead body of their queen.
“Her mother should see her first,” the maid said timidly.
“Her mother is dead,” Ismena replied, surprised at the hitch in her tone at the word mother. She cleared her throat and glanced down to compose herself before raising her gaze and holding out her arms.
Wordlessly the maid handed the baby to her before rushing to the bed.
Ismena stared down at the baby in her arms, surprised to even be holding it. Her hands did not seem like her own so shortly after they committed such an atrocious deed. The baby was tiny, with a shock of black hair. She did not have splotchy skin like Roskva’s children had when they had been newly born. Instead, her skin was a lovely milky white. Her lips which were slightly parted were red as a rose’s petal.
The baby sighed through her nose and Ismena felt her heart begin to soften. She squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to harden. She could not weaken to this hybrid creature, this unholy creation. This child was only partially human.
And in order to finally be rid of Dahlia’s curse, she needed to be rid of her. But with the servants already suspecting her of Dahlia’s death, she could not very well afford to poison the babe as well.
No, she needed to be rid of her another way.
As soon as the thought sprang to her mind, the distant clash of metal on metal reached her ears. Ismena lifted her head a smile forming across her lips. Ah, the perfect explanation. If a wight were to kill the young princess, then Stephan could never blame Ismena. He did not know that the wights were under her control.
Ismena threw her gaze to the door, willing the creatures to her. She did not fully understand just how far her reach over them went. If she could only control them when she spoke a direct order to them, but after her time in Mooraven, she had begun to suspect when the wights followed her every fancy without even having to speak out loud that they seemed to be controlled by her will.
A small hand knocked against her collar bone and she glanced down as the baby stretched. Her face scrunched in a yawn. Ismena stared down helplessly at the baby.
She could not believe herself. The creature that she held in her arms was just a baby. She had just killed the girl’s mother and now she contemplated the princess’s own demise. And yet as this thought surfaced, she didn’t move away. She needed to be strong, to complete what she had started
She wished that the princess had never existed. Oh, how much more simpler her life would be. Then she would not be faced with the task of killing her.
“I’m sorry,” Ismena whispered. She was so sorry, but she had to do what was best for her.
The young princess blinked her eyes open at the sound of her voice and the world around Ismena stilled. Those eyes, those beautiful blue, pure and perfect eyes. The young princess had her father’s eyes. She stared up at Ismena, her lips parting slightly.
In that gaze she saw hope, and love, and life. There was such potential.
Ismena clutched the babe to her chest and sank to her knees just as the door burst open and a wight raced in. Screams filled the air, but they did not reach Ismena. She stared down at the baby with the beautiful blue eyes and knew that she could not kill her. This baby was Dahlia’s, but she was equally Stephan’s.
The room around her grew harshly cold and she looked up to see the horrific form of one of the soldiers of Mooraven that she had turned into a wight. It raised its sword to strike the baby from her arms, but Ismena suddenly jolted to her feet, stumbling back. She clutched the baby so tightly that she began to cry.
“Stop,” she commanded, her tone hard. The wight froze and then lowered its weapon. It stood there, waiting its next command. Ismena returned its empty stare. She had nothing to give it. Dahlia was dead. But she feared that she would not be able to accomplish her mission because while her heart still beat she knew that she could not harm this child any more than she could harm Stephan.
That thought caused a thread of panic to shoot through her. But what if she had already harmed him beyond repair? She had attacked his castle and while she had instructed her wights to not harm him, there were many ways that a king could die in battle.
Spurred by the panic gripping her heart, Ismena hurried out of the room. The servants had left when the wight entered, leaving Dahlia lying there defenseless. Ismena yanked her eyes from the unnatural image of the queen, beautiful even in death. But this beauty was an ethereal type. It was not natural, just as her life had never been.
She kept a hold of the baby, not knowing what to do with her. The wight followed her, still waiting for a command.
She picked her way over the bodies littering the halls, her wights had slaughtered the guards of Havenkeep. They had not stood a chance against the immortal soldiers she had created.
Shouts and the clatter of weapons filled the air, growing louder the further she walked, but she did not come across a single living guard. Finally, she found the scene of the battle in the entrance way of the grand hall.
Her eyes immediately landed on Stephan. He stood so tall and strong as he fought a Mooraven soldier who was nothing more than a boy, barely past his second decade. Stephan’s dark locks shone with a glimmer of sweat and as Ismena watched, she realized that he was only using one arm. The other was hanging limply at his side, drenched in blood.
Even as she noticed this, the young guard knocked Stephan’s blade from his arm. He swung back for the finishing blow as Stephan tottered on his feet, not even seeming to care about living.
Her heart clattered to a stop in her chest as the guard cried out, “Long live king Morren!”
“No,” Ismena whispered and with that word, the wight raced forward, its sword slicing through the young soldier’s throat and ending his life before she even had a chance to blink. As his body fell to the ground, Ismena knew with a certainty that she could not keep her bargain. Even if the guard had been acting against Morren’s orders, she could not keep this going. She had already robbed Stephan of his queen; did she truly need to take his kingdom as well? There was only so much pain she could cause on the man she loved, no matter how much pain he had brought on her.
Ismena shook her head at herself. She already knew the answer as she adjusted her hold on the baby. Stephan was not just the prize when she could have Havenkeep as well.
Morren did not need to win this night for her to get what she needed.
Her eyes flicked to Stephan as he stumbled away from the dead guard and the wight, his eyes wide a trickle of blood running down his pale, gaunt cheek.
She would be queen of Havenkeep. But she would not be queen by conquering it. With that one thought, the wights turned from the massacred armies of Havenkeep and plunged their swords through the sons of Mooraven.




Chapter Eight

[image: image-placeholder]

The battle ended soon after that. No living soul from Mooraven remained within the walls, not after she had turned the wights against them. She rubbed at her temple, the light of the sconces glistening off of the blood all around her. A headache pounded against her temples in the pulsating rhythm of one terrifying question.  What had she done?
She pressed her eyes shut, trying to blot out the image of the bloodshed, the lifeless bodies. Soldiers searched their comrades’ fallen forms, looking for anyone left alive. How had she caused this much loss of life and all for what? So that she could kill Dahlia, steal her beauty, and never have Stephan be the wiser?
Even though the bittersweet taste of the switching potion still lingered on her tongue, she didn’t feel any more beautiful.
A strangled cry drew her attention and Ismena looked down to see that she held the baby in her arms. Incredulously she shook her weary head. Had she truly been carrying this baby around the whole time?
The little princess stretched her arms high above her head and began to wail.
“Oh, shush, shush,” Ismena said, turning away from the bloodied hall, her attention on the baby which she bounced in her arms.
The baby quieted at her words and blinked up at her, those brilliant blue eyes glassy with tears.
“It’s all over,” Ismena said with a smile as she traced her finger across the baby’s cheek. She would have to have a heart of ice and stone in order to not admit that the baby was enchantingly beautiful. “It’s all over, you’re safe now.”
Tucking the baby back to her chest, Ismena strode down the halls in search of Stephan. The man who had started all this. The man she had done this for.
She had allowed the shock of the carnage to draw her away from the true purpose of her plans.
After searching almost the entire castle, she finally found him in the last place she wanted him to be. But it was where she’d known he would be all along.
He was kneeling next to Dahlia’s bed, clutching her hand. He did not stir as she stepped in. It did not look like he ever intended to move.
“Stephan?” Ismena asked softly, almost afraid that she had somehow killed the one person who meant the most to her, in her attempt to have him for herself.
Finally he stirred, turning to see her.
“Oh, Ismena,” he said, his shoulders slumping. “I am so glad to see that you are alive.”
She strode forward and he turned his attention back to the dead queen lying on the bed.
“I can’t believe that she’s gone,” he whispered hoarsely. His face was gaunt, his complexion almost grey causing the red lining his eyes to stand out even more starkly. Blood dripped from his wounded arm, splattering on the stone floor. “Just earlier today we were so excited for the future, for me to learn that the future holds only death.”
“I did everything that I could,” she lied, surprised that she did not drop dead from her heart rotting from her chest.
Stephan nodded once, as he closed his eyes, two tears slipped out on either cheek. Ismena’s soul shattered and she dropped to her knees beside him. She reached up and wiped away his tear. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
Stephan tried to smile as he reached up, clasping her fingers. “It’s not your fault,” he said, not even realizing that he was lying. A terrible fire took over those beautiful blue eyes, causing them to burn bright with a frightening fervor. “Morren will pay for this.”
Ismena’s breath stalled in her throat as she thought of the ally which she betrayed. The bond of pain she had broken. It seemed that she was incapable of doing anything but causing pain. She spread destruction in her wake.
She must have squeezed the baby too tightly because she began crying again.
Stephan looked down in surprise, his eyes widening when they landed on the princess. “Is—is that…?” he stuttered.
Ismena smiled. Seeing the joy wash across his grief made it completely worth it for her to not have killed the baby. After all, what could a little baby do?
She held the princess out to Stephan, who accepted her with trembling hands. “Meet your daughter, Stephan.”
He sank against the bed with a laugh and buried his face in her small shoulder. Ismena smiled as she watched them, but that smile slid from her face when his shoulders began to shake. A ragged sob rent the air and she jolted to her feet.
“I’ll… be in my room,” she said shakily. Then she turned and fled from all the pain she had caused.




Chapter Nine
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She considered never leaving her rooms. To rot there like her already twisted heart had already decomposed in her chest. But that was the coward’s way. She had done everything to make this right, now she could not very well give up before she accomplished her goal. 
So as the soft glow of dawn filtered through her window, Ismena got out of bed and pulled on a dress. Even though she studied herself in the mirror for long moments, she could not spot any difference. She looked like herself. Perhaps, she looked more like the self she had been before her heart was destroyed, but she was no more beautiful.
She reached for her Nytheran mirror to ask her question before she remembered that she no longer possessed it. She squeezed her fingers into a fist, feeling as if her flesh had been torn away to reveal the rotting layers underneath. She was naked and defenseless without her mirror.
She shook her head. She had decided when she gave it up that her mirror did not matter so long as she had Stephan.
Ismena nervously ran her hands across the front of her dress. It was time to go confront the demons that she had created, and find some way to master them.
She strode out of the door and down the hall. She checked first the queen’s old rooms in her search for Stephan, but found them empty save for somber maids, changing the linens on the bed.
With a frown, Ismena continued down the hall, stopping a nearby servant to ask where the princess’s chambers were. The servant quickly replied, too busy mopping a crimson stain from the floor to pay her much heed.
Ismena nodded and hurried down the hall. As she came to the princess’s chambers, she saw that she was in the right place. The door was slightly ajar and through the crack she could see Stephan standing there over the crib, looking in.
She pushed the door open and stepped up to his side, cocking her head, trying to ascertain if he was all right. She knew that he wouldn’t be, but she desperately wished he would be. To prove that his bond with Dahlia had not been as true as he’d thought. To prove that she was not as wicked as she thought.
“I named her Elisabeth, after my mother,” he said, staring into the cradle.
Ismena nodded, just thankful that the little princess was not named after her own mother.
Stephan tore his gaze from the sleeping infant and turned to Ismena. He smiled. It was a soft smile, broken but mending. And it was all hers. “I would have thought that you’d have left by now.”
“Clearly I did not,” she said, trying to temper her own smile and nerves. Now was hardly the moment to rejoice at all even though that was precisely what she wanted to do now that she was once again in the presence of her Stephan.
He offered her his arm and when she accepted, he led her from the chamber, shutting the door softly behind him. “I assume that you will be leaving soon though.”
Ismena startled and turned to him, her mouth slightly hanging open. Surely he did not expect her to leave now, after everything that had happened. He must misjudge the strength of her affection for him.
“I apologize,” Stephan said with a shake of his head. “How horrible this must have all been for you. You came to celebrate a birth but what you got instead was to witness a death of a queen and the beginning of a war.”
What Stephan did not know—what Stephan could never know was that she had not come to celebrate a birth. She had come to kill a queen and start a war.
Stephan shook his head. Lines framed his eyes and his broad shoulders stooped as if they were forced to bear a heavy weight. He had aged in one night. “I don’t know what this war will entail, but Mooraven and Havenkeep have not openly fought against each other in hundreds of years. Blood will fall like rain, and when this is all over I’m not even sure who will be the victor, but what else can I do? Morren attacked my castle, leading to the death of my queen, he must pay for his crimes.”
Ismena swallowed hard. He did not know who created those creatures, or who truly killed the queen. And he never would. “Perhaps the war would move more swiftly if Havenkeep had an ally.”
Stephan startled and pulled away. “I could not ask that of you. Or of your people. This is not your war.”
Ismena lifted her chin, forcing a smile, despite the guilt swirling in her chest. “Morren attacked Havenkeep while the queen of Alain was in residence. It could be my war if I chose to make it so.”
“You don’t know what you are saying. This war will cost us all dearly.”
She stepped toward him, wanting to reach for him. To wrap him in her arms, to touch his face. She kept her fists locked at her side. “Not if we fight it together.”
He smiled faintly. “You are too good to me, Ismena. Even after what I did...” he trailed off, choked on his own words and glanced away. When he looked back up, the sadness was a swirling choking presence all its own. Her heart lurched. In that moment, she would have done anything to banish that sadness, even if it meant bringing the blasted queen of Havenkeep back from the grave. Fortunately for her, such a feat was impossible or else she would have ruined everything right then and there.
She rested her hand on his arm. “Think nothing of it.”
He rested his hand over hers, trapping it against his arm. “You have somehow always been there for me, exactly when I need it.”
Ismena smiled. Any words she wished to say clogging in her throat. She stood there, choking on her lies because she was not there for him, she was there for herself.
Before she could think of the wisdom of her actions, she stood on the tips of her toes and kissed the corner of his mouth. Stephan froze under her lips, neither leaning into her or pulling away.
“I still love you, Stephan,” she breathed against his skin. A whisper, a confession, a promise. To both him and her. She couldn’t meet his eyes as she pulled away. “I fear that I always will.”
With that last confession said, she stepped away. Her hand slipped easily from his grasp. She quickly turned, to hide the tears that she blinked away as she lifted her skirts and ran down the hall.
Oh what a fool she had been, to love a phantom of what might have been. And now she had probably ruined forever what will be.
“Ismena, wait!”
She slowed to a stop and turned around as Stephan rushed down the hall after her.
He drew to a halt, looking her over before running his hand over his face. “Havenkeep is without a queen and on the verge of a war. Alain could be a powerful ally, especially if we could form a stronger bond between our two kingdoms.”
“Yes?” Ismena asked, unable to contain her brilliant smile. Her heart leaped and danced, beating as if nothing had ever changed. As if it had not been destroyed and its ashes left to rot.
Stephan swallowed as if what he wanted to say next pained him. “Dahlia is not coming back and… it breaks my heart to think of Elisabeth growing up motherless.”
Ismena blinked to cover up the hurt. So what if she was second choice? When she was second choice to a dead woman, her place was secure.
Stephan raised his eyes, pinning her under their beautiful gaze. They softened. “But it would not be fair to you...”
Ismena held up her hand. “Just tell me what it is, and I will decide what is fair or not.”
He heaved a breath. “You say that you love me and I do not want to take advantage of that. I will admit that a union between the two of us could be mutually beneficial. I need a queen, an ally, and a mother for Elisabeth. But you—”
“All I want is you,” she said stepping toward him.
Stephan grimaced. “I am not whole,” he said, grasping her hand and holding it up between them. “And I don’t know if I ever will be again.”
“I don’t care,” Ismena whispered breathlessly.
“It would not be the same. Not as it would have been if...” he trailed off and looked away.
Ismena shook her head, reached up, and placed a finger against his cheek to turn him toward her. “I don’t care.”
“Dahlia will always hold a place in my heart.”
Ismena’s own heart fell, straining against the scars where it had been torn before.
“But I have always had a certain fondness for you,” he hurried to add. “And I am certain that given time I can be the husband that you deserve.”
“That’s all I need,” Ismena said with a smile and in that moment, those words were all that she needed to continue in her existence.
Stephan returned it and perhaps it was her hopeful wishing, but it did not seem forced. Perhaps already, he was seeing how she could replace Dahlia in every way.
“Will you be my queen then? My ally in this war? And the mother to my daughter?” he asked, pressing his lips to the back of her hand once.
This was it, the very moment that she had fought for. Joy coursed through her veins, followed closely by a distinct sadness when she thought of everything that she had to do to get here. But she shoved those thoughts aside. This was her victory. And she would not let anything, not even guilt, stand in her way.
“Yes.”




Chapter Ten
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Looking out her window, she could see the armies of Havenkeep mustering. The courtyard below her was riddled with chaos as provisions were gathered and the men hurried to and fro preparing for the long march to Mooraven. 
She wondered how many of these excitable, overzealous young men would return home.
War. Her heart clenched around the word. She had done this, she had set this into motion, every piece was in their place and she no longer wanted to play the game.
She had already won and yet she wondered for how long Morren and Stephan would fight, each thinking that victory had not already been claimed.
She wished there was some way to stop Stephan from leaving her, but he believed that Mooraven had attacked his castle, that it was responsible for the death of his beloved Dahlia. And she feared that the only way she could turn his wrath from Morren was to admit to what she had done and be forced to bear the brunt of it herself.
And that was something she could never do.
She did not even know if she would be able to avoid war. Surely Morren hated her now for what she had done. She should not even care, she had what she wanted, but Morren had understood her pain. He had been her ally.
And even though he was a dark lord, it had been she who had betrayed him, not the other way around. What did that say about her?
She shook her head, knocking those thoughts away. Now was not the time to question her actions. There would never be a time for her to question her actions again. What she had done, she had done. Now it was time for her to live the life she had built for herself.
She smiled faintly as she turned from the window to inspect her reflection in the mirror. She was wearing her loveliest gown she had packed, a pale gold one. It would have to do for her wedding. She didn’t know what had ever become of her first wedding gown. Roskva had made certain that Ismena never saw it again after the seamstress arrived for that final fitting shortly after Stephan’s letter was delivered.
At the thoughts of her sister Ismena’s smile widened. Roskva had been so concerned for her, had tried her best to shelter her. Had told her to forget Stephan.
Roskva had only wanted what was best for Ismena, but she had not understood the bond between the two of them. How it was impossible for Ismena to ever forget Stephan. Or to live a life he was not part of.
She stepped to the small writing desk sitting near the foot of her bed and picked up her quill. Stephan was taking care of the last minute preparations that were to be made for their marriage. She had some time to pen Roskva a letter, sharing the good news.
She could almost imagine her sister’s face when she read the letter. How happy she would be now that she no longer had to worry about Ismena’s happiness.
My Dearest Roskva,
How are you? Are the children in good health and what of Arnold? I cannot wait to hear all the news of Alain you have to share.
I’m afraid that my visit to Havenkeep shall be longer than was previously expected. You shall have to handle the matters of state in my absence. I hope that you do not mind. This very afternoon, Stephan and I are to be wedded. Can you believe such a thing? After all these months, we shall finally have our wedding. Queen Dahlia died last night in childbirth, giving life to Havenkeep’s heir. Her name is Elisabeth and she is the most beautiful child I have ever seen. I am so honored to soon be her stepmother.
Oh, so much has happened. It does not seem adequate to tell you in letter, but I must prepare you someway. Havenkeep has declared war against Mooraven, due to a horrible attack that was carried through last night, the very night that the queen died. As the future queen of Havenkeep, Alain shall join in this war. As acting regent of Alain, I am relying on you to prepare our people and army to fight.
I do not expect the war to last long, and I hope that no matter the contents of this letter, that you will be happy for me.
Your adoring sister,
Ismena
She nodded and rose. There, now that was done. Her heart brimmed to tell her sister the whole story, to confess every rotten deed as if that would somehow absolve her. But she knew that even Roskva could not know everything that she had done. So she lied, even if she highly doubted that Roskva would buy those lies. Her sister knew her too well and had been acting as regent in Alain for the months that Ismena was in Mooraven helping to create the army of wights.
But even if Roskva would be able to figure it out, what she did was still something that could never be allowed to be said out loud.
A loud firm knock sounded on the door and Ismena hurried to open it to find Stephan standing on the other side. He looked her over with a solemn expression, his eyes still lined with red. He had not bothered to change, but she supposed that he hadn’t had time.
After sweeping over her golden gown, Stephan’s eyes rose to her face. He inhaled a ragged breath and held out the crook of his arm. “Are you ready?”
She smiled and slipped her arm into his, squeezing it slightly as if that act could somehow imbue him with the strength she felt flooding her veins. “Of course.”
She had been ready for the past eleven months.
Stephan led her down to the small chapel that was connected to the castle. When Stephan married Dahlia, they were wed in the magnificent stone temple that lay in the center of Crestrock. It was the only building that rivaled the palace in beauty and size.
But they hadn’t the time for such preparations.
Stephan’s wedding with Dahlia may have been too hasty for her to be able to make the journey, but she was certain that many important arrangements were made and that all the nobility of Havenkeep were in attendance.
The only people attending their wedding were Phobius, the High Chancellor, and Lord Arnette, a man that Ismena recognized from Stephan’s correspondence to her as one of his closest friends as well as his chief adviser. She wondered what he had advised the king when it went to wedding Dahlia. Other than them, there was only the priest, standing in his white robes, embroidered with the symbol of the Tree of Life that the people of Havenkeep find so important. Even though that belief of their origin was largely held by Alain as well, the Tree of Life was not so revered in her land. Instead the focal of her people’s attention was on the unnamed Creator of the Tree of Life as well as every creature that had eaten from it.
As the priest went through the marriage rituals of binding their hands with a silken scarf, Stephan bowed his head. Ismena tried to ignore the tears winding their path down his cheeks and dripping from the bridge of his nose just as she ignored the way that his shoulders shook with silent sobs. She stared straight ahead as the priest chanted a blessing in the ancient language of their ancestors. She did not know what he said, she wondered if he even knew what the blessing was, but it was said at every wedding she had attended.
She remembered Roskva’s wedding and how happy both her little sister and her groom had been. Arnold had not wept.
As the priest finished the chant, he unbound their hands. Ismena stretched her fingers, bringing feeling back into them.
“Kneel, my lady,” the priest said as Stephan stumbled to the side, his hands darting up to wipe at his eyes.
Ismena kept her gaze on Stephan as she did so and repeated after the priest the pledge of the royalty of Havenkeep.
“I solemnly swear by the lifeblood within my veins that I will uphold this kingdom and by my very honor do what is best for it,” she repeated, never once pulling her gaze from Stephan.
With another chanted blessing that meant nothing, the priest reached back to lift the golden crown of the queen of Havenkeep and rested it on her head. It had only been yesterday that Dahlia was wearing this very crown.
The priest stepped back, clutching his hands. “Now you are husband and wife. King and queen.”
Ismena rose, the heavier Havenkeep crown weighing against her brows in a way that the graceful diadem of Alain never had. Lord Arnette and the High Chancellor both bowed and left quickly, throwing looks at Ismena and Stephan, but she did not know what those looks meant.
She glanced at Stephan who was now standing rigidly, like a man who was facing his execution. He would not meet her eye. “Tomorrow,” he said stiffly, “I leave for war.”
And what if he never returned? What if he was destroyed by the creature of Ismena’s own making?
Ismena swallowed her fear and her roiling thoughts. She reached across the short distance between them and clasped his hand, smiling coyly up at him. “That is tomorrow.”
She leaned forward to kiss him, but Stephan abruptly pulled away. He cleared his throat awkwardly and glanced away, his cheekbones stained a faint red. “I think that I shall go make certain that my generals are prepared for the journey. There is no knowing how long we will be gone.”
He turned and strode away, her hand slipping from his limp grasp. He paused and turned back at her, his expression crumpling when he saw the look on her face. “I’m sorry, Ismena. I do not want to hurt you. I’m just… not ready. Be my queen now and my ally in the war. Take care of Elisabeth and when I’m ready, you can be my wife.”
“When?” Ismena asked, her voice trembling slightly. Even in death, Dahlia stood between them. She clenched her fist. No, Dahlia was dead. There was nothing more the ice nymph could do to ruin her life. Ismena could wait however lengthy a period as she needed to. Just so long as she was victorious in the end.
Stephan glanced away and shook his head. He clearly did not have an answer. Ismena’s heart plummeted, but then he raised his head, his eyes shining with unshed tears as he met her gaze. “Someday, I swear it.”




Chapter Eleven
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The day was surprisingly blustery for summer, a complete contrast to the warm breeze of the day before. But it suited Ismena’s mood perfectly. 
She blinked her eyes repeatedly, fighting back the tears that threatened to consume her. There would be plenty of time for tears later, but for now, she would be strong.
Her first full day as queen and she was sending her husband off to war.
Another blast of cold air washed over her, making her wish that she could shrink into her fur cloak. But she kept her back ramrod straight as Stephan turned to her.
She forced a smile, wondering if he believed it was real at all. “I have already written for aid. It is only a matter of weeks before Alain joins you on the battlefield.”
Stephan nodded and rested a hand gently on her shoulder. “Hopefully this war won’t last that long.”
Ismena rested her hand over his. “Come back to me. Swear that you will come back to me.”
Stephan nodded, but no words came from his lips. His eyes were hollow centers where there had once been life. Before war and destiny had stolen it from him.
She swallowed hard and forced herself to continue like nothing was happening. As if she was not shriveling up and crumbling inside. “When you defeat Morren, I ask for only a small token in return. Morren has something of mine, an object of great value to me that has been in my family for generations. A Nytheran Mirror. I ask that you return it to me.”
“What is Morren doing with your mirror?” Stephan asked, his gaze suddenly sharpening.
Ismena bit the inside of her lip, panic trying to blind her senses, but she had already thought of a story. “I had it with me the eve of the attack and after the wights had fled the castle with the armies of Mooraven, I noticed it was gone. It is a powerful mirror and may have been a large part of the reason behind the attack.”
Stephan nodded slowly, running his hand through his hair. “When I am victorious, I shall retrieve your mirror. I will make Morren pay for everything he had taken from us.”
Ismena stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to the corner of his. He did not move at all until she finally pulled away when he forced a smile. “I know that I leave Havenkeep in good hands. Take care of Elisabeth.”
“Of course,” Ismena breathed.
Stephan’s smile softened as he turned away from Ismena, pulling his hand out from under hers. Her own hand dropped limply at her side as she watched Stephan lift his daughter from her nursemaid’s arms.
His chin trembled as he looked down at her.
“Be brave, my heart,” he whispered, pressing his lips to her forehead. He squeezed his eyes shut as a tear dripped down his nose. “And know that you have all my love.”
Ismena dug her nails into her palm, hiding it in her skirts so that no one could see that the smile on her face was as false as she was. She would not share her pain, it was hers alone.
Stephan had not shed a single tear for her, when she knew that she would shed countless ones for him. Did she have even a smidgen of his love? Not even now that she was his queen?
Stephan turned, placing Elisabeth in Ismena’s arms, before stepping away without tearing his eyes from Elisabeth.
“Sire!” Lord Wellington, one of Stephan’s most trusted advisers called riding up.
Stephan finally broke his gaze and turned away. Without even bothering to spare Ismena a second glance, he mounted his horse and rode off.
The wind howled as she watched the army ride out of the palace gates, Stephan in the lead. As the last man disappeared from view, a single snowflake flitted past her face.
The baby began to cry and Ismena looked down at her. Her lip curled. “What do you have to cry about, young one, when you have all the love you could ever ask for?”
She adjusted Elisabeth in her arms and with a flick of her wrist dismissed the nursemaid as well as any of the other servants who were remaining on the palace steps, leaving her and the crying baby standing out in the elements.
Ismena shook her head as she looked down at the baby. Her stepdaughter, Stephan’s heart. She truly was a beautiful child. What else could be expected when one considered her parentage?
“Oh little princess,” Ismena said with a sigh, tracing her finger across her cheek. “You are so beautiful. Too beautiful. You steal everyone’s love.” She felt her own heart slip a little further away from her as she brushed back the babe’s silken ebony hair. She forced herself to remember that this was Dahlia’s daughter. The child who should have been hers, but never could be.
She squeezed her eyes shut as she remembered the pain in Stephan’s eyes when he said farewell to his daughter when only emptiness had filled his gaze when he looked at her. Her breath hitched and a solitary tear tracked down her face.
Must she always have to compete for his love? Why could he not love her freely? That was all she ever asked. She did not care how many people he loved, as long as she was in that number.
A soft tugging on her loose locks brought her attention down to the young princess who smiled when she had her attention and moved her hand from Ismena’s hair.
“Why can you not have a blemish?” she asked out loud. Even for a baby, this girl was unnaturally beautiful.
“Ebony locks, snow white skin, and lips as red as a flower’s petals. You are everything that Stephan could have wanted in a child, he always enjoyed beauty so. But that beauty is your blemish. I say that for those ebony locks you must have an enemy with a heart just as black. For those lips, so red they could be compared to blood, that a price shall be required of you in blood. And for that snow white skin, it shall cost you a life in winter.”
Ismena’s heart jolted in her chest as soon as the words were past her lips. What had she done? She had just cursed her stepdaughter. She stumbled back, until her back pressed into the alcove just outside the palace door.
Elisabeth cooed up at her and Ismena shook her head. “No, do not laugh. Do not look at me like that. Do you not realize that I must be your enemy? My heart is twisted and stained and cursed to hate you.”
Ismena tore her gaze away from the baby, forcing the panic down as she realized how true these words were. But they did not have to be true forever. Once Stephan returned, he would fix her. He would teach her withered heart to beat again.
She could become the woman she once was again. She would.
But even as she thought this, she knew that wasn’t true. She had killed now. What was to stop her from ever doing it again?
She inhaled a shaky breath, bracing herself against the wall with her good hand. The wind had truly picked up now, and the snow was now falling more steadily. It was odd for the season, and she felt so dreadfully cold both inside and out.
A cracking sound and icy chill shooting up her fingers brought her attention to her hand against the wall. She pulled back with surprise when she saw a fine coating of ice covered it. She pulled back and looked down at her hand which ached to her very bones from the cold.
The baby cooed again and Ismena glanced down at her, surprised to see the snowflakes no longer landing on her. They circled over the baby’s head like the moving constellations of a starry night.
Elisabeth smiled up at them.
Frowning Ismena looked around at the blizzard building around her. This must mean that Elisabeth had inherited some power from her mother, but how could an infant control all this?
Her eyes darted down to her hand and she moved it back to the wall, moving it over the ice that had formed, her heart stuttered as the ice moved with her fingers, obeying her command.
She huffed a laugh, snowflakes raining around her even as pain shot up her arm.
No, she did not believe that she would ever be the same person again.
But was that such a bad thing?




Chapter Twelve
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All natural magic came from the Tree of Life. That was how the legend went. 
Every fruit that grew on the tree carried a different kind of magic. One for fire, one for immortality, one for ice…
Ismena clenched her hand, staring down at her pale flesh as the wind howled outside. A blizzard raged beyond the palace walls, no matter that it should have been summer beyond.
All living creatures ate of the fruit of that tree until there was only one fruit left. One final fruit for the very last creature. The fruit was mortality. The creature was the first human.
However, there was a group of human women who were not content with that lot. They were the first sorceresses. Using potions, they devised a way to steal magic from the other more magical beings. Such an act was unnatural, leading many humans to shun them.
After years, the focus turned from magic to simply mortal power and the war between the sorceresses began. The wars finally ended when her ancestors took the throne, creating the kingdom of Alain and since then the rulers had been sorceresses in name only.
The days of taking what was not naturally theirs was over.
At least until Ismena, the first true sorceress to walk the land in hundreds of years.
The courtiers whispered about the storm. They said that it was Dahlia’s ice nymph sisters mourning her. The members of the palace shot Ismena accusing glares. That very morning, no maid had come to prepare her bath or help her change, forcing her to go fetch the maid she had come from Alain with since no servants would deliver her message. They did not accept her as queen. What didn’t matter to them was that she was already queen.
They thought that she had no right to marry the king, least of all so soon after the death of the former queen. They thought that her actions further enraged the ice nymphs, causing the winter to be worse. What they did not know was that Ismena herself was the one who was controlling the winter.
When she had stolen Dahlia’s life and beauty, she had stolen something else. The last fragment of her powers over ice and snow she had retained when she took human form, were now Ismena’s.
It was true that Elisabeth had inherited her mother’s magic as well, but what was she but a cursed child?
No one could really stand up to Ismena, not ever. The blanket of snow on the ground that had been there for the past months since she discovered her power was nothing more than an arsenal for her to use at her command.
It was even worth the ice that now flowed through her veins, how she never felt warm. How she missed the sun. How she created the thing that she had always hated.
Because she was not the same girl she had been, the girl she was now no longer hated winter, but drew her strength from it.
What was the sun anyway, but a reminder of a time when she was summer and daylight to the love of her life?
Two letters had arrived for her that day. The first was from Stephan detailing how the war was going. Apparently her snow had even reached him there. She did not like thinking of him sleeping on a cold cot or having to trudge through snow as he fought, but she did not know how to control her powers enough to keep the snow around Havenkeep to protect the capital.
She would simply have to try harder to control it.
The second was a letter from Roskva finally replying. It was a short letter, only four words long.
What have you done?
Ismena had set it aside, unsure how to answer. She had known that her sister would read between the words, but she had not been expecting such a cold response. She would explain herself, but later. Roskva would not understand if she were to say that she had done what she needed to. She would write to her sister again when the war was finally over, then Roskva could have no reason to remain angry now that there was no longer any harm being done.
And the war would end soon.
It had already been nine months. Surely, how much longer could Mooraven hold up against the combined forces of Havenkeep and Alain?
Then she would finally have Stephan back and make peace with her sister. When that happened she could finally begin to live her happily ever after that all the tales promised her she would have.




Chapter Thirteen
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As the months passed, Ismena became less and less sure that the war would even end. It had been more than a year since the beginning of the war and Mooraven had still not fallen. Instead, Morren had rallied his men and had even moved to the offensive and moved against Alain, tearing through the villages of Havenkeep that lay between him and it. 
Her heart was heavy at the thought of all the carnage. If she could have, she would have created wights to fight this war for her people. But if she were to do so, then Stephan would know that she was the one who made the wights in the first place. So she was trapped in her own lie.
Her wights had all been destroyed by the armies of Mooraven in the first days of war so she could not even use them.
Her letter of apology to Roskva lay written on her desk, but she had not sent it yet. She could not send it because the capital of Alain was under siege. Her letter would not make it through.
Ismena comforted herself. In his last letter to her, Stephan had assured her that he was marching to their aid.
That was days ago now, surely Roskva and the palace were already liberated. She was only waiting for the happy news.
She hummed as she strode down the hall to Elisabeth’s room to check on her stepdaughter. The young princess was growing up to be quite rambunctious, always wanting to play when Ismena hardly had time to spend with her. Of course, she did somehow find time to carve out of her schedule every day for the princess.
Just as she reached for the handle a young squire, left behind from the war effort because he was too young to march with his knight, rounded the corner huffing.
He dropped into a sloppy bow. “My queen, you are needed in the grand hall.”
Ismena frowned and lifted her skirts, leaving the closed door and the sounds of children’s laughter behind as she raced down the hall in a decidedly un-queen-like fashion.
While she was finally beginning to be accepted by the servants, and had taken over all Stephan’s duties, sitting in on the council meetings and caring for the people’s needs at home, her heart still turned to ice as she wondered what could require her attention so urgently.
She darted around the corner into the grand hall before skidding to a halt, her heart crashing in her throat at what she saw.
Standing in the middle of the entrance, black hair speckled with white snow, was Stephan. Her Stephan.
With a delighted laugh, Ismena rushed across the room, nearly slipping in the puddle of melted snow, coming off of the servants and guards walking in and out of the palace bringing trunks and supplies.
She threw herself into his arms and released a happy sigh as Stephan wrapped his arms back around her. The past fifteen months melted away, all her insecurities and worries with them. She was finally home again.
Stephan must have been thinking the same thing, because he tightened his arms around her, burying his face in her shoulder.
She stood there for a moment, simply relishing being alive when a thought came to her. Why was Stephan here?
She pulled back, placing her hands on either side of his face as she looked him over with desperate eyes. “Are you all right?”
Stephan nodded, his hand moving to press against hers, warming hands that had been cold as ice for over a year.
She let out a relieved laugh, but didn’t bother pulling away. “Then what are you doing here?” As overjoyed as she was to see him after all this time, the war was still far from over and Stephan had never mentioned in his letters any plans to return home. Had he done this to surprise her?
She caught sight of one of the guards behind Stephan, he was holding what looked like a child, bundled in so many cloths that she could not even make out if it was a girl or a boy. He handed the child off to a maid who stepped forward. The cloth covering their head fell back revealing a head of remarkably golden hair that looked somewhat familiar. 
“Who is that?” she asked her eyebrows furrowing.
Stephan released a heavy breath, his shoulders slumping and he squeezed his eyes shut. “I wish I could spare you from this.”
“Spare me from what?” Ismena demanded stepping back, finally pulling her hands from his hold. She looked over Stephan searching for the telltale spot of red, marring his white uniform, but it was unblemished. There was not even a tear in the fabric. He was unharmed.
She raised her gaze to his.
What could he have to spare her from, the worst had not happened, he stood before her whole. What other news would be so horrible as long as he was alive?
Surely, he did not mean to leave her again.
That child could not be his own. Even though the child was too old to be his, her heart still crashed against her rib cage. Had he been unfaithful to her when she had spent every waking moment wishing for his return?
He stepped toward her, his hands extended in a pacifying gesture. “Why don’t you sit down?”
Ismena stumbled back another several steps, clutching at her chest. She shook her head mutely. No, she would take this standing. She was strong enough to take whatever he had to tell her. She may have been weak once, but she was a true sorceress now. She was the queen of both Havenkeep and Alain.
“Spare me from what?” she asked again, steeling her nerves.
Stephan looked away defeated, he pinched the bridge of his nose. “The capital of Alain succumbed to the siege shortly before our army could arrive. Morren set it on fire. Most of the city and the entire palace have been destroyed.”
It took her a long moment to comprehend what the words coming out of his mouth truly meant. Her childhood home was gone? Burned to a pile of ash? No, that could not be, the palace of Alain was too beautiful with its arched ceiling made of glass, with its indoor gardens. It was a place of beauty, not destruction. That was where she had taken her first steps, it was where she had said her first words, concocted her first potion. Her mother and father and all her ancestors were buried in the crypt below it. No, no it could not be gone. She refused to believe it.
She shook her head, but Stephan would not relent. “It’s gone.”
Her breath stilled in her heart as she looked around desperately for an answer, but all she found were questions. “And Roskva….”
She began, but cut herself off as Stephan shook his head slowly. “Almost the entire royal family perished within.”
She didn’t want to believe his words, but it was his eyes that held the bitter truth. They stared at her with such sympathy and sorrow that she knew there was no way that it could be false.
An echoing wail filled her ears. It took her a while to realize that she was actually the one weeping. Her knees collapsed from underneath her and she would have crashed to the ground if not for Stephan’s strong arms wrapping around her. He sank to the ground beside her and pressed his face into her hair.
“I’m so sorry, darling. I’m so sorry. I should have been able to stop it. I should have saved them.”
She shook her head
It wasn’t Stephan’s fault.
It was hers.
She had started this war. She had angered Morren into seeking revenge against her. This was all her fault.
They stayed like that long after she had actually stopped crying. She still felt hollow inside, but she was no longer graced with blessed tears. She had no way of representing her grief, to show that on the inside she was dead. It was her curse for what she had done.
But Stephan seemed to understand. He didn’t budge, but kept his arms encircled around her, rubbing her back gently.
Finally, he pulled back with a heavy sigh. “One member of the royal family did survive. Your niece Eirwen. When we arrived, we found her sitting in the bottom of the well with water up to her chest. It must have protected her from the flames. She had broken her ankle in the fall, but she was still alive. I brought her here because I did not trust her to be safe there. She needs love, I’m sure that you will be able to comfort each other.”
Ismena stared at the metal links of Stephan’s chain mail not saying anything. Out of all her nieces and nephews, only little Eirwen survived? The girl was no more than five and now she was motherless, her home was destroyed, and her family was gone. Ismena was all that she had left, and perhaps that was the worst thing that had happened to her yet, because she did not deserve to have Ismena as her only remaining relative.
“I will make Morren pay for this,” Stephan vowed, tightening his arms around her when she still didn’t reply. “He will pay for his crimes.”
Ismena nodded numbly, but did not say anything. Because was this truly Morren’s fault when she was the one who had started the war? Nay, this was on her. And who would make her pay for her crimes?




Chapter Fourteen
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Eirwen couldn’t stay. A year had passed and by now the armies of Mooraven had been driven from Alain and forced back to Mooraven, it would be safe for her to return to her homeland. 
By now the army of Mooraven had already done all that they needed. Morren had gotten his revenge against Ismena for her betrayal.
If only if she had known the price she would pay, she would go back. She would go back and change so many things. But then she thought of Stephan, and she wondered if she would change anything, even as she realized that she was forced to send away a young girl who needed a mother more than anything because simply looking at her hurt too much.
Eirwen was the very image that her mother had been at that age and every time Ismena saw her she thought of hollow promises and wasted life.
Roskva had so much to live for. A love that was strong and true and five beautiful children. Now, all that was gone save for one lame little girl.
And it was all Ismena’s fault. She wondered if her sister had spent her last few minutes cursing her as the fire consumed her entire family. Her darling younger sister who had been her closest friend for her entire life was gone forever now and it was all Ismena’s fault.
She could not even fault Morren for something that she had put into motion. But there was nothing for her now, but to move on. To find some way to live with who she was and who she had become.
And the only way she would ever be able to do that was if she no longer had the constant reminder of everything she had lost flitting through the palace, following her around everywhere she went, and playing games with her stepdaughter.
Elisabeth, of course was thrilled for the playmate, but Ismena would make it up to her when Eirwen left.
Just as she would somehow make it up to Eirwen. She would visit every year, teach the girl the art of sorcery as her mother should have done. She would make certain that what happened to Eirwen’s family could never happen to her.
She blinked away the tears gathering in her eyes, but no one was there to see it anyway, not here alone in her dark bedchambers.
Just as she thought that, the door to the chamber connecting her room to the girls’ opened and Eirwen peeked her blond head through the door. She glanced around wide eyed, the small candle she was holding, reflecting on her tear stained face.
“What is it?” Ismena asked, sitting up.
Eirwen hiccupped and wiped at her face with the back of her hand. “N—nothing, it’s just… I couldn’t sleep. I kept having the dream. May I join with you, Aunt?”
Ismena released a breath, but she couldn’t refuse her niece even if she desperately needed this time to collect herself so that on the morrow she could be the queen she needed to be. She patted the bed. “Come on then.”
Eirwen limped into the room. Her ankle had never healed fully, not since her fall. Ismena feared that she would bear the physical scars of that day forever, just as she would always bear the emotional ones. As she moved into the room, another small form toddled in behind her, their hands interlocked.
“Lizzie didn’t want to be left alone,” Eirwen explained.
Ismena shook her head, a small smile pulling at her lips. Those girls were truly inseparable. She wondered if Eirwen could possibly be more fond of Elisabeth if she had been Ismena’s daughter and they were truly cousins.
Eirwen pulled herself onto the bed and Ismena stooped to lift Elisabeth in next to them. “Now no talking, you two, gets some sleep.”
Elisabeth pressed a wet kiss on Ismena’s cheek before curling up beside her. “Night, night, mama.”
Ismena smiled and wrapped her fingers around the small princess’s tiny chubby ones. “Goodnight, my dear.”
Almost as soon as the words were out of her mouth, Elisabeth’s breathing evened out and she knew that the princess was asleep.
She lay staring into the darkness alone in her solitude, even though she knew that Eirwen was still awake. Every sniffle of her little niece’s muffled cries, pierced Ismena’s heart. She knew then that she could not keep this up, not even another day. Eirwen could not remain in this castle. Even if she knew that it would break her heart to do so, she also knew that such a fate was preferable to having it slowly crumble from within.
She reached out and smoothed Eirwen’s hair back. “How would you like to return home?”
“Go back home?” Eirwen replied distantly.
“To Alain, don’t you miss it?”
“Will mother be there?” the young girl asked, her voice suddenly bright.
Ismena laughed bitterly. “Your mother will never be there again, darling. She is dead. She has been taken from both of us forever.”
“Why was my mother taken? Why did that happen?” Eirwen asked. “I just don’t understand.”
Ismena hesitated, trying to find a reply, but she did not understand how the world could be rid of a light such as Rsokva’s. Finally she said, “Because Morren was a bad man and he knew that it would hurt me to do anything to your mother. He wanted me to be hurt.”
“Why would he want that?” Eirwen demanded.
“He was a bad man,” Ismena repeated, a tear dripped out of the corner of her eye as she continued running her hand through Eirwen's hair.
“And what about father? What about Lora, Isla, George, and Harold? Will they be there?”
“No… no one will be there.”
“So… to go home, I would have to be alone?”
“I would send Thora with you. She would take care of you.” Thora was the maid that Ismena had brought with her upon her marriage. She would miss the woman’s loyalty but she knew that Eirwen needed her more.
Eirwen nodded at last. “I miss home.”
“Tomorrow we shall see about the arrangements,” Ismena replied. “Now get some sleep and stop crying. Crying will not bring anyone back, or change what has already been...” she trailed off, listening to Eirwen’s breathing until it evened out.
Once she was certain that both the girls were asleep, she finally allowed herself to cry.




Chapter Fifteen
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Ismena stared down at the letter in her hands, until the final line began to blur, but it was too late. The words had already been imprinted on her heart. 
Mooraven has finally fallen. The war is over, my dear.
She was not comforted by the words like she once thought that she would be. The rearing monster that she had unwittingly created was defeated. Stephan was well and whole and would be returning home to stay. But instead she felt a vague sense of dread as she wondered what sort of relationship she and Stephan would have now that the fighting was over.
In the past seven years, their union had been defined by the war. By the many letters that they sent and the short visits he had begun paying ever since the death of her family. But what would all that mean now that their mutual enemy was defeated? Stephan had married her to step in and be queen in his absence, and so that he would have a strong alliance with Alain.
With the war over, he no longer needed her. He already had an heir. He did not even need a queen.
She had been tossed aside when he no longer needed her before, discarded like a glove on a warm day. She could not allow that to happen to her again. She feared that she would never recover from the pain of such a blow.
She had become a dark and twisted thing the first time. What she was now would have horrified her past self, to know all the blood that she had on her hands, even that of her own darling sister. The question that plagued her was what she would become if Stephan abandoned her a second time.
She feared that there would be no crawling back out of whatever pit she would be hurled into.
Ismena clenched the letter in her hand as Elisabeth ran into the room, all giggles and laughter, sunlight and dawn. It was her seventh birthday and young Elisabeth had grown to be an extremely beautiful child. Ismena supposed that it was fitting that she would receive official news of the end of the war on the child’s birthday, the same day the war began seven years ago.
Elisabeth was wearing a lovely pale blue dress as well as her very first corset, both gifts from Ismena.
She smiled as Elisabeth twirled around displaying her pretty dress, and was thankful that Elisabeth was too young to realize that it was fake. “You look lovely, dear, but all your laces are undone. Here, let me do it.”
Elisabeth skipped to her side and turned around, revealing the open back of her dress and corset and the laces dangling around them.
As Ismena was tying the corset, an idea crossed her mind. Her eyes darted up to the mass of black curls tumbling down her stepdaughter’s back. If Stephan no longer had an heir, he would have no need to be rid of her until she could replace Elisabeth.
Her fingers began working faster, pulling on the laces until they were too tight.
It would be a horrible accident.
That’s what everyone would say.
That’s what she would believe.
How could she possibly have known that the laces were too tight?
“Stop it, Mama,” Elisabeth cried trying to pull away. Ismena’s hand shot out, clamping on Elisabeth’s shoulder, holding her in place.
Tears streamed down porcelain smooth cheeks. “It hurts!”
Ismena released her, yanking her hands back as if Elisabeth’s words had burnt her even though they were both far too cold to be creating any fire. But she had already done what she needed to do. The laces were tied.
“I can’t breathe,” Elisabeth gasped, grabbing at her throat.
Ismena folded her hands in her lap, forcing herself not to move even as Elisabeth sat down hard and then lay on her back, all the while crying.
Elisabeth’s mouth formed soundless words as silent tears leaked out of her eyes. Ismena forced herself to not leave the room. She wanted to weep and rail and curse the unfairness of the world that was forcing her to do this to her own stepdaughter. A girl Ismena had raised as her own child. But she had to be certain that the girl died, so she stayed and watched.
Elisabeth began to still but her lips kept forming that word, over and over, a silent plea. The realization of what that word was cut through Ismena like a knife. “Mama.”
Her heart froze as she realized what she was doing. If she succeeded today she would never see Elisabeth’s bright smile again, never hear her pealing laugh. They would never sit up in the nursery and play with the dolls that Ismena had had specially made for the princess all with painted white faces so that she did not feel different for being so pale.
Stephan would return to only his wife, his darling girl gone. She feared that such a separation might actually kill him, which would kill her.
Somehow this little girl’s very breaths mattered to Ismena’s very existence.
She lunged out of her seat, rolling Elisabeth over to be able to reach the laces holding her in and stealing those precious breaths. She tried desperately to undo the ties, but her hands were shaking too hard. The ties sliced through the pads of her fingers which dripped blood all over Elisabeth’s beautiful new gown.
She looked around desperately for something sharp to cut through them, but they were in Elisabeth’s playroom. There was nothing sharp in there.
“Help!” Ismena cried, looking around desperately. There were always guards around her and Elisabeth to make certain that no assassin from Mooraven would try to strike out against them. “Help!” she screamed louder.
The door burst open and in rushed four guards looking around wildly. Ismena gestured down to Elisabeth. “Her laces are too tight! I need something to cut them with.”
Three of the guards glanced amongst each other uncertainly, but the fourth sprang into motion and drew his knife, he handed it to Ismena who sliced through those accursed laces easily.
Elisabeth drew in a gasping breath, and at that sound, Ismena’s heart began beating again. “She’s all right. She’s all right,” she breathed as the princess began coughing.
“Thank you,” Ismena said, pulling Elisabeth up and toward her. She brushed back the girl’s raven locks and looked her over. “Are you all right, darling?”
Elisabeth screwed up her face and shoved away from Ismena. She glanced from Ismena to the guards before running back into her bedchambers and slamming the door shut.
Ismena swallowed hard, ignoring the pain shooting through her at the look that had been in the child’s eye upon looking at her. Elisabeth would forgive her. After all, it had been only a mistake.
A horrible, terrible accident.
She turned to the guards and forced a smile. “Thank you so much. She is only frightened. I will speak to her later. I will also speak to her nursemaid about this.” The nursemaid would know that Elisabeth had never had her laces tied. She would have to see about sending the woman to another position and bringing in someone else who would take care of Elisabeth.
The guards bowed and the one who had given her the knife said, “Glad to have been of service, my queen. We boys would give our lives for that little girl.”
Ismena’s smile remained as the guards left the room, but all the while her thoughts were swirling as she wondered if they would have given their lives for her, their foreign queen. She had kept this kingdom from crumbling during the war, and yet she feared that if given the choice between her and Elisabeth, they would choose the child who had never done anything for them, save for existing.




Chapter Sixteen
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Ismena stared blankly at the doll in her hand. She had been spending much more time playing with Elisabeth in an attempt to apologize to the girl. At least her stepdaughter had stopped watching her suspiciously. The scare of last week still weighed heavily on her mind. What had she nearly done? 
Suddenly the door to Elisabeth’s play room burst open. Ismena looked up startled, half wondering if she was still lost in her thoughts as Stephan stepped through, a wide grin on his face.
“My darling, girls!” he cried, holding his arms out.
“Papa!” Elisabeth squealed, leaping to her feet. She rushed to him and threw herself into his arms.
Ismena quickly climbed to her feet realizing that this was not just a vision, Stephan was finally home. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. “I’m so glad that you are here. I missed you.”
“Well, I shan’t be leaving again so you will have no more need to miss me.”
Would he really? Or would he leave her like he always seemed to?
Ismena forced a smile and pulled back as Stephan rested his hand on the side of her face before turning to Elisabeth.
He shook his head teasingly. “No, no, no. You couldn’t possibly be my little girl. You are much too big to be my Lizzie!”
“But I am me!” Elisabeth cried clapping her hands.
Stephan chuckled and knelt in front of her. “Of course you are. You look just like your mother. I’ll have to beat off the suitors.”
“It is a pity that the armies of Havenkeep are so depleted, you may need help,” Ismena said, trying to keep her voice light, but wondering if she succeeded. It had not even been minutes since his return, but Dahlia had obviously returned with him.
Stephan pushed back to his feet and pressed a kiss to Ismena’s forehead. “I still have some men. I think they will be sufficient for now.”
He stepped away, tousling Elisabeth’s hair. “Now if you will excuse me, I have some things that I still need to take care of. I’ll see you in the morning, my heart.”
He left without saying another word to Ismena. She released a breath and turned back to Elisabeth to continue their games.
Later that night, after she had made certain that Elisabeth was tucked safely into her bed, Ismena went in search of Stephan. Surely, he would not spend his first night finally back from the war in his study.
She found the door slightly ajar, and Stephan sitting inside, with his face in his arms. She pushed it open and Stephan turned, some of the tension leaving his shoulders when he saw her. “What hour is it?”
“Late,” she replied offering him a tentative smile.
He tried to return the smile, but it quickly slipped off his face.
“What is the matter, darling?” she asked draping her arm over his shoulders.
Stephan shook his head. “Oh, it is nothing just… the war is over, but it’s left a gaping wound. In the land, in our people, in me. I’m so tired of the bloodshed.”
Ismena tightened her fingers around him. And she was the one responsible for it. He could never, never know. She would make certain that he never knew.
He released a breath and shoved a hand through his tousled black hair. “Of course, even with the war ended, this can’t all be over. I’m trying to decide what I should do with Morren’s heir. Obviously, I cannot let him roam free, but… he’s just a boy, Ismena. He’s no more than eleven years of age. Phobius, of course thinks he must be executed none the less. He’s probably right, but I can’t stop thinking about how Morren sent him away at the end of the war so that the boy wasn’t there when the capital fell. Obviously he cared about his son, no matter the monster he was, and I can’t help but think if our places had been reversed and if it was Morren who were to have won the war. I couldn’t stomach the thought of him executing Lizzie for nothing more than being my daughter.”
Ismena’s first thought was to tell Stephan of all that Morren had done. This man had murdered her family, orphaned poor young Eirwen, but the words died on her lips. As much as she could never forgive Morren, she just kept remembering that day she went to broker the deal with him. The little blonde boy in the courtyard, the fond look in his father’s eyes, and the laughter that was innocent and sweet.
“What if you did not kill him?” the words were out of her mouth before she could even consider them.
Stephan half turned in his chair. “But then what could I do? I cannot allow him to roam free. If I did it would only be a matter of time before Mooraven was back under his control.”
Ismena bit down on her lip as she considered this. “Then do not allow him to roam free. Banish him to some other place where he could live out his life.”
Stephan leaned back into his chair as he considered this. “We couldn’t send him across the seas. It is far too easy for exiled princes to return bringing an army of mercenaries.”
“What if we didn’t banish him from Illesya?” Ismena asked, her eyes alighting on the map, buried under several stacks of paper on Stephan’s desk.
“What do you mean?”
She leaned forward and brushed the papers away, revealing a patch of woods between Mooraven and Havenkeep. It was probably the only area of the island that wasn’t inhabited. It was the last area the faeries had been before leaving their world, and was filled with more magical creatures than even inhabited Alain. “You could send him there.”
Stephan balked. “He would die there. He’s just a boy.”
“It’s better than ordering his execution yourself,” she said. “Besides, perhaps you could send someone else there who could take care of him.
“I know,” Stephan said, springing to his feet. “There are some dwarfs I have been considering the fate of. They fought for Morren in the Battle of Little Peak, but so many of their kinsmen have already died that I haven’t the heart to kill them. I can send them to the forest as well. Perhaps they could take care of the boy.”
Ismena nodded, but she was no longer paying any attention to his words. Now that she knew she would no longer have that blonde headed boy’s blood on her hands, she didn’t care at all for his fate.
He was, after all, still Morren’s son.




Chapter Seventeen
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The next morning as she was in her chambers finishing up her breakfast, Ismena contemplated seeking out Stephan to chase away her solitude. Now that he was back, she no longer needed to be alone, above the servants and courtiers, with no one who was her equal whom she could confide in and enjoy the company of. Something she had not had since Roskva’s death. The council meeting that he had left to attend should be ending soon. 
A knock sounded on the door and she looked up in the middle of dabbing her lips as the door opened. She was surprised to see a guard with sandy brown hair step into her room. He could not be any older than she was at three decades, though his tunic was decorated with golden medals showing that he was a well-recognized leading member of their military, more so than many men who were older.
She wasn’t sure who she had been expecting since Stephan would not knock to the doors of his own chamber, but this guard was certainly not it. Perhaps a servant who had thought that she had already vacated the chambers.
“What are you doing in here?” she asked, lowering her napkin. Her eyes darted to the sword hanging at his side and for the briefest of moments, she wondered if he was contemplating killing her, but no… her own guards were just outside. They would not have allowed him entry if he did not have a purpose. Besides, if he had come here to kill her, she would just have to kill him first. Ice crackled through her veins.
The guard bowed. “I am Cillian, a commander in the king’s army. I was there when Mooraven fell and my men were the first to storm the castle.”
“Yes?” she asked, her brow arching lazily. None of this explained what he was doing here standing before her.
Cillian stepped forward, his stride not the precise steps of her guards, but rather an almost lazy and languid one. As he approached her, she realized that he was holding something in his hand. Shock enveloped her as she realized what it was. Her Nytheran Mirror, after all these years. “The king wished for me to deliver this to you, he said that it was to keep a promise.”
He handed her the mirror and she smiled widely, staring down at her reflection in it. It had been so long… She would have to thank Stephan profusely for remembering his promise.
She placed it on the table and glanced up, surprised to see that the guard was still there. “Is there something else?”
Cillian released a breath and pulled back looking slightly nervous. This surprised her. He had walked in like a man who thought he would one day rule the world. “There is, My Queen. You see… as I stated before, I was there when Mooraven fell. As we were pillaging, I happened to come across the king, alone in a tower observatory. When I entered, demanding his surrender he began laughing at me. He told me that I was a fool and that I had no idea what my queen was up to. Then he proceeded to tell me the entire story of your treachery to him. And that it was actually you who killed the former queen.” He paused to look her over.
Ismena blinked and swallowed. She tried so hard to mask her expression, but knew that the horror and guilt showed through. All these years and the fear of someone learning what she had done to Dahlia had finally faded. She was a fool to think herself safe.
“Ah, I see,” Cillian said with a nod, a solemn expression crossing his features. He dipped his chin. “As soon as he finished his tale, the dark king muttered a short incantation and then touched the mirror. In a flash he was gone. He had escaped into the mirror.”
Ismena’s heart stopped. The mirror? Morren had entered her Nytheran mirror? She did not even know that such a thing was possible, but the mirror had been created with an old and obsolete magic. There was no knowing what it was truly capable of.
“I of course, did not tell anyone anything. In fact, I informed King Stephan that I had cut Morren down then seen him consumed in the fire that we set to Mooraven. To explain why there was no body of course, since he is alive and well in there.”
Cillian’s eyes darted to the mirror and Ismena followed his gaze, her gut churning with disgust.
Her sister’s murderer. The man she had betrayed. Her enemy just as much as she was his. Morren was in there, trapped in a mirror that had belonged to her family for generations.
“Your secret is safe with me,” Cillian continued.
Ismena tapped her fingers nervously against the table. “And I assume you want nothing from me in order to make certain that you keep the secret?” She was surprised that her tone came out so evenly given how her blood coursed through her veins and her head swirled.
“Nothing too much,” he replied casually. “At least…. Nothing that you haven’t done before.”
“What is it?” she demanded.
“I would very much like to become the High Chancellor, but Phobius stands in the way. If he were, however to die suddenly someone would have to take his place.”
“You want me to kill him?” Ismena asked stiffly.
“As I said, I am not asking you to do anything that you have not done before.”
The threat underlying in his words, was clear for her to hear. She had killed Dahlia. He knew what she had done, and he was not afraid of using that against her.
“And what if I am caught?”
“You are the queen, you are above such things.”
They both knew that was not true seeing as the very reason she would do this was because she was very much not above such things,
“This is not a threat,” he said flashing her a confident smile. “It is, I hope, an arrangement.”
She dipped her chin. “Of course.” But even as she watched Cillian stride out of the door, she couldn’t help but feel cold on the inside.
It shouldn’t matter to her what happened to Phobius. She didn’t agree with many of his ideals, but still, the man while stubborn and opinionated did always treat her with respect.
She blew out a breath and pushed to her feet. As she did so, she rang the bell for a servant. A small, mousy haired girl hurried in a minute later and Ismena waved her hand at her half eaten breakfast which would now go uneaten due to the churning in her stomach. “I’ve decided that I would rather eat my breakfast out in the open air. Could you please set this up in the solarium?”
The girl bobbed a curtsy and set right to work, not bothering to notice Ismena pulling seemingly nothing from behind her vanity. She cracked open her invisible chest and pulled out a small vial, grateful that she did not have to brew an entirely new one. But her mother had taught her that a sorceress was never to be without a vial of poison ready to be used. It was one of the more simple potions, brewed from simple herbs and a type of mushroom. However, it was tasteless and odorless and unless a person looked closely at the symptoms, could even be confused for a natural death.
Clutching the vial, she left her room and headed to the solarium.
The thing about the solarium was that it lay in a portion of the palace that was between the High Chancellor’s study and the council room.
She knew that the council meeting should be either over or ending by now. Just a short while ago, she had been thinking of seeking Stephan out as soon as he left the room, but now, Stephan was the last thing from her mind. Murder and that accursed mirror were what were on her mind.
The sound of footfalls filled her ears and she looked up just as Phobius passed the entrance of the solarium, presumably on the way to his rooms.
“Ah!” she called and he paused.
“My queen!” he cried bowing. “I did not see you there.”
She smiled, beginning to believe that was the greatest lie her lips ever created. Not the words she said, but every single smile she forced to lull those around her into a false sense of security. All to hide her true thoughts and intentions until she managed to strike. “I came here to enjoy the openness.” The solarium had once been beautiful, she was sure, back when sunlight still trickled through its many windows. Now the light was muted and grey, blocked by the dark clouds that hung threateningly across the sky.
“How lovely,” Phobius said, his attention far from her, which is why he did not notice Ismena slip the contents of the vial into a second cup as she filled it with tea.
“Come,” she said. “Join me.”
Phobius turned back to her. He opened his mouth, presumably to refuse, but she was queen and he both understood and respected it. It was a pity that she had to kill him. She had always enjoyed working with him.
Phobius strode forward and took a seat across from her. “Well… only for a minute,” he said with a chuckle at himself as he accepted a biscuit to dip in his tea.
“How was the council meeting,” Ismena asked, sipping from her tea. It was strange for her to not sit in on them, but with Stephan back, there was really no need for her to do so.
“Oh… the usual. The king declared his intentions to banish the prince and while I still think that it would be better to execute him, I must say that I can’t imagine that boy causing much trouble in the future. He will most probably be dead in a week. Many of my fellow members however did not agree with me. They wanted an execution. One would think that with the war finally over, we would have peace within that chamber,” he laughed again as he held up his cup. “This is delicious.”
Ismena nodded, feeling her smile slide slightly.
This was one of the men who had witnessed her wedding. She shoved that thought aside as he drained his glass. Finally he pushed to his feet. “Thank you, my queen, for the invitation. But I really must go now.”
“It was kind of you to join me.”
Phobius bowed. “It was my pleasure.”
She dipped her chin as he walked off, unaware of the poison now coursing through his veins, waiting to still his heart forever.
He was an old man, she told herself. He had lived his life. He would willingly sacrifice it for his queen anyway. She was simply making the decision for him.
And now her secret was safe with Cillian.
She thought that she should feel as if she had sold her soul, but when she inspected herself, she realized that she felt nothing. Did that mean that she hadn’t a soul to begin with?




Chapter Eighteen
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“I just cannot believe that Phobius is dead. And you say that you suspect foul play?” 
Stephan ran a weary hand across his mouth. “Perhaps.”
“Do you think that we’re safe? That perhaps they shall target you, or me, or even Elisabeth next?” Ismena wondered if she was overdoing it with her concern, or perhaps she was not concerned enough.
Stephan slid his gaze to her. “I can’t say. I don’t even know if Phobius’s death was not natural. Arnette believes that he was poisoned, but then he also has always had a weak heart. It’s just… I can’t believe he’s gone.”
“Have you chosen another candidate to become the next High Chancellor?”
Stephan shook his head as he loosened the ties of his tunic. “I must admit, that with everything that had happened today, the thought never even crossed my mind.”
Ismena tapped the end of her hairbrush against her lips, pretending that she was thinking. Finally she looked at him and arched her brow. “What about that young commander, what was his name… Cillian?”
Stephan’s own eyebrows rose. “Why would you suggest him? He is not even a politician.”
“No, but with the war over, he’s not required to be a soldier either. And he has done this country great service in the part he played in leading the assault against Mooraven. He struck Morren down himself.”
She forced herself to keep her gaze on Stephan and not to the drawer in her vanity where the mirror in which Morren was trapped lay.
Stephan scratched his chin. “He has.”
“He proved himself to be an intelligent, cunning man, I would say.”
Stephan nodded. “You are right. I shall certainly consider him. But enough of that, I have something I wish to say to you. Elisabeth told me a disturbing story earlier this morning. About how you tied her laces of her corset too tightly and she couldn’t breathe. She was quite frightened.”
Ismena pressed her lips together, so despite all the extra attention she had doted on her stepdaughter, Elisabeth still had not forgiven her. “Oh, yes, it was quite a frightening event. But I didn’t tie her laces too tightly, her nursemaid had. Do not fear, my dear, I sent her away immediately afterwards.” The lie slipped easily off of her tongue, disguised in just enough truth that it was difficult for her to be caught in it.
Unless he hunted down the nursemaid...
Stephan rubbed at the stubble lining his chin. He had always been a clean man, with never a hair out of place, but this night he looked tired and sloppy. He was still devastatingly handsome though. “But then why would Elisabeth say that you tied the laces?”
Ismena ran the brush through her hair, pausing to glance at him through her mirror. She shrugged, praying that she looked unconcerned, unlike how she felt on the inside. “When I realized that Elisabeth could not breathe, I tried to undo her laces, perhaps she thought that my tugging on them was actually me tying them. She is just a child after all and easily confused.” She allowed a shudder but her next words weren’t carefully crafted to hide her lies behind, they were the truth. “It was very terrifying for us both.”
“I can imagine that it was,” Stephan said, running his hand across his eyes.
Ismena rose from her seat at the vanity and moved to sit next to him on the bed. “There is no need for that frightened look on your face. I got her out of that dress.”
Stephan reached out and grasped her hand tightly. He raised it to his lips and smiled. “And I’m glad that you did. I don’t know what I would do without her.” He shook his head. “She’s all I have left of Dahlia. I couldn’t lose her as well.”
Ismena slid her hand out of his hold, as his gaze grew distant. It was all she could do to keep the smile plastered to her face, though she doubted that he would even see if it fell. He was gazing at something far away. She had no doubt that it was the lovely memory of Dahlia.
She cleared her throat and adjusted her position on her seat. “Now, let us speak of more pleasant matters besides murdered chancellors and too tight corsets.”
Stephan blinked and turned his attention back to her. “What are you suggesting?”
Ismena reached her hand up and caressed his face, swallowing her jealousy. Dahlia was gone. It was her who was sitting here at Stephan’s side. It was her who finally had him. “Why don’t we talk about us?”
“What about us?” Stephan breathed, leaning in and pressing his lips to hers.
Ismena returned his kiss, forgetting for a moment what she had been planning on saying as he pulled away. She cleared her throat, glancing away trying to regain her thoughts and ignoring his chuckle. “It’s just that… now that the war is over what are we planning on doing with ourselves now?”
Stephan leaned back on his elbows, but she had his full attention. “I think that we can think of something.”
Ismena returned his smile and lay down next to him. “I already have something.”
“I was afraid you would say something like that,” he said huffing a small laugh. He reached over to her and traced his fingers across the back of her hand.
She did her best to ignore that as she gazed into his eyes. “Well I was thinking that even if you have an heir for Havenkeep, perhaps she would like a sister… Alain does need an heir as well, after all.”
If she could have a child with Stephan then she would finally cement her hold on him. Dahlia would not be able to hold anything over her anymore. They had no time in the first seven years of their marriage, but now they had all the time in the world.
He leaned in, nuzzling her neck with his nose before whispering, “I think an heir to the Alain throne is long overdue.”




Chapter Nineteen
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Ismena paused just inside Elisabeth’s room, resting her head on the doorjamb as she watched Stephan tuck Elisabeth’s blankets around her. It was the night before Elisabeth’s tenth birthday and she was excited for her stepdaughter to see what she had gotten her. It was a bejeweled comb that had been her mother’s and her mother’s before her. It was an heirloom of the royal line of Alain and because she had brought it with her to Havenkeep, it was one of the few remaining trinkets that had not been destroyed in the fire that consumed her entire old life. 
Stephan glanced up upon her entrance and smiled at her before turning back to Elisabeth. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to her forehead. “It’s time for you to go to sleep now. Sweet dreams, my heart.”
“Oh but, papa!” Elisabeth cried. “You didn’t finish the story yet.”
“That was the end,” he said, ruffling her tousled black curls.
“Then tell me another one, I want to hear more about mother.” She sunk further into her covers. “What was she like?”
Was? Ismena’s smile slid from her face as she realized what they were talking about. And it was not her.
Stephan released a heavy breath as he paused in pushing to his feet. “She was perfection. Too beautiful and kind for this life. She excelled in everything she did. She had the softest voice and eyes that shown with such joy and lust for life. You are just like her.”
Ismena gritted her teeth and Stephan shot her a quick glance. He stepped toward her. “Now it’s time for you to get to sleep.”
“But I want to hear more!” Elisabeth cried.
“Later,” Stephan promised. “Now close your eyes and when you wake up tomorrow you will be one year older.”
Elisabeth opened her mouth, Ismena thought to protest but all she said was, “Goodnight, Mama, goodnight, Papa.”
“Goodnight, Snowflake,” Ismena said as Stephan gently grasped her arm and led her from the room. He shut the door behind him and they began walking down the hall. He didn’t say anything, but kept glancing at her waiting for what he knew was coming.
“You were telling her about Dahlia again?” Ismena asked, her tone hard.
Stephan winced, though whether it was from the reminder of Dahlia or having been caught, she did not know.
“Dahlia is a very important part of who Elisabeth is. It’s part of her heritage, she would not have her ice magic without Dahlia. I feel that it would be wrong to deny her that part of herself.”
Everyone thought that it was Elisabeth’s uncontrolled powers that were the reason that the winter continued. They did not even know to point a finger at Ismena. She shoved that thought away. She was not leaving her stepdaughter to take the blame, the people were superstitious. Besides, it was not as if they blamed her, they loved her all the same despite believing that once she was old enough she would master her powers and save them.
“She asked you to tell her more stories about her mother,” she continued, forcing herself back to the argument at hand.
Stephan’s eyes were wary as he looked her over, by now he knew that cold tone in her voice and how talk of Dahlia always brought it about. He simply nodded.
“Stephan, I am the girl’s mother,” Ismena hissed, pointing to herself. “Me. I am her mother.”
He released a heavy sigh. They had had this conversation before, and he always had the same response. “But you are not her mother by birth.”
“I have fed her, clothed her, raised her since infancy, held her in the dark night as she cried over being lonely. I am more her mother than Dahlia ever was and yet you say that because I did not birth her she is not my child!”
“I did not say that,” Stephan said, reaching out to grasp her arm. “Perhaps we should take this conversation to our chambers?”
Ismena yanked her arm from his hold. “Why do you deny me my own daughter?” she hissed, cursing herself for the tears that clogged her throat.
Stephan ran his hand through his hair, helplessly. “I just don’t want Elisabeth to be hurt when we finally have children. I understand that you will put your full attention on them. I’m not saying that you would love her less, but she might feel as if you did.”
Ismena waved her hand at his poorly crafted excuses. He simply enjoyed talking about Dahlia, and she knew it. He worshiped her memory. “It has been three years since the end of the war. We have been married for ten years now and we still have no offspring. Stephan, we are not having any children. It’s time we realized that.”
She had meant to deliver that statement as the cold cruel fact it was, but her voice broke at the end and to her horror tears flooded her eyes. After the first year of no results, Ismena had turned once again to her potion making, but she feared that the concoctions that she had drunk had not only failed to give them children but may have actually made it so that they never could.
Stephan’s face softened as the first tears slid down her cheek. He stepped toward her, but she whirled and fled down the hall. She hated having any witness to her pain. Especially when he would look at her with that understanding gaze that was a lie.
This pain was hers and hers alone, he could never understand when his child lay in the other room sleeping.
This pain was only hers and it consumed her.
Stephan found her, in the hallway outside of their chambers. Fortunately, the guards no longer trailed their every step or else they would be witness to her humiliating display as well. But with the war over and the last Chancellor’s killer not having created any victims in the past three years, an attempt on their lives no longer seemed such a pressing threat.
He sat down next to her with a heavy breath.
“We don’t need another child,” he said, his hand moved across her back in soothing circles. “We have Elisabeth.”
He probably meant for his words to be encouraging, but they had the opposite effect. Something inside her shattered and the tears that she had nearly dried poured anew.
“I know,” he said, resting his chin on the top of her head. “I’m so sorry. I know.”
But he did not. He could never know, because every day when he looked upon little Elisabeth, he saw his eyes and his smile.
Ismena would never see herself reflected in a young face. When she looked at Elisabeth she saw the man she loved. But the other side of Elisabeth belonged to a stranger.
Reminding herself time and time again. Elisabeth was not really her daughter.
Nor could she ever be.




Chapter Twenty
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Ismena paced across her room, wringing her hands. She paused, pressing her hands against her clammy cheeks as she considered for the thousandth time going into Elisabeth’s room and warning the girl. 
But it was too late, she was probably already dead by now or dying, and Ismena could not incriminate herself.
Oh why had she even done this in the first place? Because she was angry and hurt because she could never have children even though Stephan could? And somehow she had thought that killing the closest person she had to a daughter would fix that?
Her heart clenched as she remembered coating the comb in the same poison she had used to kill the old High Chancellor. It was a slow acting poison, allowing Elisabeth to continue on her day before collapsing in a few hours’ time. Then she had given it to her stepdaughter under the guise of a gift. She had not meant for it to be deadly when she chose to give it to her earlier that month, but then she had not intended for that dress and corset to turn deadly either. Oh how did she always end up trying to kill Elisabeth on her birthday?
But then, she supposed that went all the way back to the actual day of Elisabeth’s birth.
Fortunately, Stephan was not there to see her break down. He always tried to put up a brave front and had been with Elisabeth earlier that morning when they gave her gifts, but since then he had disappeared. Probably to visit Dahlia’s grave. This might have been the day that his daughter was born, but it was also the day that his first wife died.
A rough knock sounded on the door and Ismena whirled, her heart hammering, but instead of several guards rushing in to drag her off, Cillian, now the High Chancellor, stepped in.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded breathlessly.
“I came to inquire why I found a dead maid in my chambers.”
Ismena’s brows drew together in confusion. “What? Why would I know about a maid dying in your chambers?”
Cillian pulled out a handkerchief and opened it to reveal a silver comb with green jewels. “She was wearing this. Wasn’t this the very comb that you gave to the princess this morning?”
Ismena stared at it in shock before finally nodding. It was the very same comb that had belonged to her family for generations, such a familiar sight and yet so foreign to her now. “The maid must have stolen it...”
Cillian arched a brow. “You were trying to kill Princess Elisabeth?”
Ismena swallowed hard, unable to meet his gaze. “I hardly see how that is your business.”
“Considering that there was a dead maid in my chambers, one I can only assume was waiting for me to return, probably stole the comb to make herself look more fetching… and I must say she was rather fetching, well if she had been alive that is… but I am getting off the point, the fact is, I believe it is my business.”
Ismena pressed her lips together. “Yes, I did poison it, but obviously the maid stole it before it could reach Elisabeth.”
Cillian placed the comb on the vanity and glanced at Ismena. “There are easier ways to kill a princess. Do you want me to take care of it?”
“As if you would dirty your hands so,” Ismena said with a snort, remembering when he had forced her to do his dirty work for him.
Cillian crossed his arms, an amused glint in his eyes. “I am no longer the lowly commander I once was. Believe it or not, I actually have the means to kill a princess.”
“I have the matter completely in hand,” she replied, her tone hard, trying to contain the poison coursing through her veins. She could not show Cillian just how much she actually cared for the girl and how relieved she actually was that Elisabeth hadn’t died, or she feared he might go through with it anyway simply out of spite.
He eyed her for a long moment before finally nodding. “Very well, if you wish.” He turned to leave, but then paused. “Oh, and do not fear, I’ve taken care of the body.”
Ismena faintly wondered how many times Cillian had found himself in a position in which he would have to take care of bodies since she put him in power, but then she decided that she did not want to know.
“You owe me,” Cillian said.
“We are in an alliance,” Ismena replied, clasping her hands. “We work mutually for the other’s good.”
Cillian pointed at her. “Just be certain to keep that in mind.” Then he turned and wandered off murmuring how the maid was too pretty to die. As soon as the door had shut behind him, Ismena sagged 
Accursed tears streamed out of her eyes even though she had vowed the very night before to never cry again.
She swiped at her eyes, swearing that she would never shed another tear. It was un-queenly. It made her weak. But she felt an uncontrollable relief flow through her.
She had not killed Elisabeth after all.




Chapter Twenty-One
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Ismena stared down at her reflection, a frown pulling at her lips causing yet another horrid line to form on her face. She reached up and rubbed at the lines around her eyes, but they would not disappear, only making the line on her forehead from the frowning deepen. 
As she was studying that, she noticed a streak of grey in her hair, near her temple. Ismena gasped, forced to grip the edge of the vanity to keep from falling out of her chair. She was flawed.
With shaking hands, she fished her Nytheran Mirror from her drawer. She had neglected her use of it because Morren made her uncomfortable. And as of yet she had not discovered a way to remove him from the mirror. Morren, of course, was maddeningly unhelpful, refusing to give her any information on how to free him even when she swore she would not kill him.
He said that he could not trust her word.
And so he was trapped within a mirror and her enemy lived within her priceless heirloom. She supposed it was the price they both had to pay for what they had done.
“Mirror, mirror in my hand, who is the fairest in the land?”
The mirror glowed blue and then Morren’s voice echoed out. Ismena suppressed a shudder, missing the old familiar droning voice of the mirror before she desecrated it.
It grieves me to say what is true
For there is no one more fair than you.
Ismena released a breath, slumping against the vanity. She may be flawed, but that did not stop her from being the most beautiful.
There is one thing that gives me comfort.
And it is that your days as fairest run short.
The time is coming for a new queen to stand…
And then she will be the fairest in the land.
Ismena nearly dropped the mirror, cursing Morren’s gloating tone. He ruined everything; he always did.
So, there would be someone fairer than she?
Her stomach twisted at the thought.
She was about to demand who even though she knew she would get nothing but cryptic remarks from him. Morren always had a way of twisting his words so as to confuse her even if he could not actually lie any more. However, just then the door opened. Ismena looked up startled to find Stephan standing there. He sighed and strode to her. “You’re still getting ready? You look lovely, dear. In fact, I hardly see how you could do anything else to make yourself more beautiful, so there is no reason to spend any more time in front of the mirror. Come now. We cannot keep everyone waiting.”
Ismena arched a brow, smiling teasingly even though every word she said scraped against her like sharp blades. “Ah, now I see that you are just saying that to get me to leave.”
He took her hand and pulled her to her feet. Ismena set the Nytheran Mirror aside as he kissed her hand. “You are beautiful,” he said looking into her eyes. “And I mean it. I would take more time to tell you just how beautiful I think you are, but really there is a whole ballroom full of people waiting downstairs for us.”
Ismena released a breath at the thought of heading downstairs where everyone could see her flaws. “I don’t know if I am feeling up to it.”
Stephan chuckled. “Ah, ah, ah, there will be no getting out of this. If I have to go then you have to go as well. Together, remember we promised to do everything together when we wed.”
Ismena reluctantly laced her arm through his. “Do you really have to go down then?”
“Considering that this ball is celebrating our victory over Mooraven and our daughter’s birth, I would say that we do.”
Ismena winced inwardly as he said the birth of their daughter. She did not understand the way Stephan saw it. He acted as if Elisabeth was Ismena’s daughter by birth, and yet he had never once stopped speaking of Dahlia either or how much Elisabeth looked like her every passing year. Could he not understand that he could not have it both ways?
However, she kept the smile on her face as they entered the ballroom and joined Cillian near the thrones that had been set up in the ballroom. However, before they could exchange any pleasantries, a young blonde headed girl only a few years older than Elisabeth’s fifteen years, stopped next to them.
She smiled broadly at Ismena. “Queen Ismena! Oh how very pleased I am to finally meet you. My name is Dagmoy, I am of the Charstine family of Alain, I came down here to meet you. I am hoping that the great sorceress queen might take me on as her apprentice and teach me in the art of sorcery.”
Ismena arched her brow. What a very forward girl, simply assuming that the queen of a country had time to teach her anything. But then, she was a citizen of Alain, one of the great sorceress families of the court. Ismena supposed she owed her something.
The girl curtsied, fully using the low cut of her gown to her advantage. Ismena caught Cillian watching her out of the corner of her eyes and resisted the urge to release a very unladylike snort.
When Dagmoy rose, her eyes lighted on Stephan and a surprised, “Oh,” escaped her lips. She giggled nervously. “I’d heard rumors of the king of Havenkeep’s striking features, but I had always thought that they were just rumors. I see now that I was wrong.” She smiled slyly as she rested a hand on Stephan’s arm. Ismena bristled. Brazen girl. “I see now the sort of man who stole our queen away from us.”
“I’m still very much your queen,” Ismena said stiffly, her eyes glaring at the girl until she should have turned into ice, but she had a much stronger control of her powers than to accidentally turn someone into an ice sculpture. Even someone she was beginning to dislike as much as this Dagmoy.
“And he must be my king then,” she said smiling coyly at Stephan. Ismena’s stomach twisted.
This girl was beautiful, perhaps not as beautiful as she was but with her softly curling golden hair and blue eyes, she would make a lovely replacement for her. And she had something that Ismena no longer had. Youth.
Cillian stepped forward to speak to her, obviously eager for the young minx’s attention. As soon as he had stolen it, Stephan turned to Ismena. Color stained his cheeks, causing Ismena’s stomach to twist further. He held out his hand. “Care to dance, my love?”
She nodded, fighting to keep from bursting into tears and accepted his hand as he pulled her onto the dance floor. A new song began immediately for the king and queen. She did not say anything knowing that if she said a word it would rupture her self-control and there was no knowing what she would say then.
“She was… extremely forward,” Stephan said, his face still stained crimson.
Ismena laughed, hiding all the bitter things she wanted to say behind it. “And did it make you uncomfortable?”
“A little, yes.” Stephan’s eyes moved across the crowd before returning to Ismena. “She is young enough to be my daughter!”
“Not to mention that your wife was standing right there.”
“Yes, I’m terribly sorry about that, dear.”
But what was he sorry about? That she had to go through that or that she had been standing right there when it all happened? Reminding him of the duty that he wished he didn’t have to perform?
She didn’t bother to ask, because she knew if it was the latter, Stephan would never admit it anyway.
His eyes moved once again moved away from her and she followed them to find that he was looking at Dagmoy. “It looks as if Cillian has her attention now. I will have to speak with him later, though honestly, he should know better than to act like this. She’s just a girl and he is a man many years her elder.”
Ismena pressed her lips together. Of course, that was the reason he was displeased with the attention she got from Cillian. And not from jealousy. They finished the dance in silence. Ismena did not remove her gaze from the girl even once as she watched Dagmoy laugh and flounce through the crowds.
It was true, Dagmoy was young and she would outlast and outshine Ismena as the pressing fingers of time wrapped around her, choking her. Or would she?
A forbidden thought came to Ismena. What if there was a way for her to become young again?
The song ended as these wicked, wicked thoughts continued swirling through her mind. She returned her gaze to Stephan as she dropped into a curtsy. She would not lose him, not a second time.
Her eyes flitted back to Dagmoy who had everything she wanted, just sitting there, ready for the plucking.
Stephan stepped to her side. “Do you want to dance again?”
“Later, darling,” she replied distractedly stepping away before he could reply.
Morren had said that she would not be the fairest for too much longer. But he was mistaken.
She would not have her position as fairest stolen from her.
Ismena strode across the ballroom and came to a stop near Dagmoy who was flirting with Gerald Belton now. She grasped her arm and pulled her a short distance away. “You said that you wanted to learn sorcery?
The girl looked at her slightly startled. “Yes?”
It sounded like more of a question. Poor girl, she was youthful yes, but also lost in the uncertainties of that age. Ismena smiled knowingly. “I will teach you. We will have to slip away for a time, though.”
“What?” Dagmoy asked, her brows furrowing.
“It is a full moon,” Ismena said in a low tone, her eyes darting out the window to make certain that she was correct. “It may be the only time we can gather some of the ingredients that we might need.”
“Oh,” Dagmoy said. A smile quickly took over her face. “All right then, shall we be off then?”
Ismena nodded. “Leave through the garden gate. I shall meet you there in a quarter of an hour.”
With those words, she turned and left, not waiting for a reply. She had seen in the spark of curiosity in the girl’s eyes that she would do it. Foolish, foolish, girl.
Hadn’t her family ever taught her not to follow a monster into the darkness?
Ismena strode through the busy ballroom and toward the door she had come through only minutes earlier fretting about her flaws that she now had a cure for. She had almost made it when Stephan grasped her arm. She turned and looked at him, schooling her features and praying that he could not see the evil deeds written across her face.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
Ismena’s mind blanked for a moment before she found her smile. “I forgot my ribbons and this outfit is simply not complete without them.”
Stephan rolled his eyes, but released her arm. “Very well then, but this had better not be an excuse to escape,” he said good naturedly.
“Of course not!” Ismena said with a laugh. “You know that if I had managed to find a way to escape, I would bring you with me.”
Stephan leaned in and pressed a kiss to her temple right there in front of the entire ballroom. “You had better.”
Ismena laughed and pushed him away. “Enough of that. People would think you were a rake rather than a king.”
“I am not a man well known for hiding my heart,” he said with a smile.
Ismena returned it, but her heart felt empty inside. Because the truth was, Stephan wore his heart on his sleeve for anyone to pluck it away and Ismena hid her heart in the deepest and darkest chambers of the Skalvanian mountains. No one had truly seen her heart, not since Roskva, and she knew that no one would ever see it again. Not even Stephan.
Stephan’s gaze grew concerned and she realized that the fractures to her smile had shown. “I’ll be right back, darling,” With those quickly whispered words she turned and left the room. She hurried up to her room and pulled her invisible chest out from behind her vanity. Inside it, she opened up a side compartment where she had stored ingredients that she hadn’t used for fifteen years. The unicorn’s horn and Wyvern’s scales.
Swallowing hard, Ismena quickly crafted the potion without allowing herself to think of what she was doing.
Before she left, she pulled a knife out of her drawer. It was one that Stephan had sent to her during the middle of the war, after an assassin from Mooraven had been caught trying to break into the palace. He had wanted her to be able to defend herself. Instead she would be using this knife to destroy a person in much the same way she destroyed his first wife.
If Stephan knew the monster he had truly married...
Once she was down in the ballroom, she allowed herself to be seen by several people, so that Stephan knew that she was there. It would hardly do to have him come looking for her as she was trying to kill another.
When no one was watching her, she slipped out into the garden. She found Dagmoy near the garden entrance. The girl was flushed. “This is all so exhilarating, sneaking about the palace at night.”
Ismena huffed a laugh. “There is not much to it. Come.”
She pushed on the gate and just as she had expected, the gardener had forgotten to lock it again. The man was getting along in his years and unable to accomplish many of his tasks. Of course it was not so difficult for him now that there were no plants to tend, but she still thought that they needed someone younger to keep the grounds. Stephan of course was far too soft hearted to replace someone who could no longer accomplish their tasks.
It was why he needed a hard woman like her as his queen.
She was able to do what she needed to do. No matter how unpleasant the task.
She led Dagmoy out along the west end of the city. Everyone would be in the main square celebrating tonight. They didn’t see a soul before they slipped out of the city and into the surrounding forest.
“What are we doing out here?” Dagmoy asked, the excitement evident in her voice.
“I am going to teach you to make a healing potion.”
Dagmoy’s face fell, but Ismena ignored it. She pulled the switching potion from her cloak and held it out. “Here is one that I made. You taste it, it is always important that a sorceress knows the correct taste of the potion she is concocting because if any one ingredient is off then she will know.”
Dagmoy didn’t even hesitate as she reached for the flask. She tipped it over and Ismena quickly grasped it and pulled it away. “Do not drink it all it or else we will have to make a new potion.”
Dagmoy wiped at her mouth where some of the potion had spilled over, staining her lips silver.  “When are you going to start teaching me the difficult potions? The more interesting ones? I don’t want to return to my village as a healer, but as a...”
“Assassin?” Ismena asked, pulling the dagger out of her sleeve, she held it behind her back.
Dagmoy turned to her, her eyes sparkling in the dark of the night. “Precisely.”
Ismena pursed her lips. “That is not a common nor honorable trade for a sorceress.”
“It is now. Things have changed in the war, my queen,” the way Dagmoy addressed her, made it seem like more of an insult. “There is now just as much of a need for assassins as there is for healers. You would know that if you ever bothered to visit your old land.”
Ismena swallowed as guilt pierced through her. Alain… her home. She had not visited it in fourteen years. Not even to step one foot in it. Her thoughts turned to Eirwen, the girl she swore that she would visit, but never had.
She had written the girl letters, of course, sent her an alchemical kit as well as her favorite tome on sorcery when Eirwen turned thirteen. She’d written to one of the best sorceresses in Alain to teach her. But she had not been able to visit.
Ismena drew a shuddering breath. Dagmoy was still speaking about the market for assassins, but Ismena had heard enough. She tightened her grip on the dagger and stepped up next to her.
Dagmoy glanced at her, her mouth opening in question, but before she could say anything, Ismena swung her arm around, burying the dagger in her stomach.
Dagmoy stumbled back, clawing at the dagger now protruding from her stomach. She hit a tree and slid down it making surprised gasping noises. “Wh—why?” she gurgled.
Ismena averted her eyes as she raised the potion to her lips and downed the contents. As soon as she had swallowed the liquid raced down her throat, numbing it. Dagmoy was screaming with such agony that it made Ismena wonder what it was that she and Dahlia felt as she took everything from them. Ripped their very essence from their dying bodies. Then her vision blurred and she collapsed to her knees. By the time that she regained her vision, Dagmoy was nothing more than a withered old woman with a shock of white hair on her head.
She stared at her in horror, wondering why that had never happened to Dahlia. But then, Dahlia had been an immortal trapped in a mortal’s body. What if she had not been capable of aging? When she died, she had both beauty and youth to spare.
Dagmoy had nothing now.
Ismena swallowed against her bile as she stepped toward the girl who was once younger than her, but was now nothing more than a rotting husk, and yanked the dagger from her stomach. Blood covered it, all the way up to the handle.
She stumbled back, staring at the blood coating her hands. What had she done? It was one thing to kill an ice nymph and steal her beauty and magic, but Dagmoy had not been an ice nymph. She had been one of Ismena’s own, a sorceress. A citizen to her kingdom.
She had done what no sorceress had even dared to do in centuries. She had broken every sacred law, even more so than she had with Dahlia because she had told herself that she would never use the potion against her own. But her promises meant nothing and now she had stolen everything from Dagmoy.
She wanted to grip her hair, but her hands were still bloodied. She stepped to the stream and knelt to a portion where the ice was not clinging to the bank. Then she plunged her hands into the frigid water and washed the blood away. Then she washed her knife.
When that was all finished, she reached into her cloak with her numb hands and pulled out her Nytheran Mirror. Her gaze flitted over her features, but she could not find a flaw.




Chapter Twenty-Two
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Ismena released a breath as she stepped back into the stuffy ballroom. It was done. Dagmoy’s body would be devoured by wolves, or a wood cutter would come across it on his way to work. But no one would ever know what had become of the young sorceress from Alain. Nor would they know who the unidentified old woman found dead in the woods was. 
No one save for Ismena, at least.
“Where were you?”
Ismena startled and turned at the harsh accusing tone, not at all surprised to see her stepdaughter standing there. She did not understand why, but Elisabeth had begun growing openly hostile toward her this past year causing a strain on their relationship.
“I was getting a breath of fresh air, why are you looking at me in such a manner? You act like I am up to something nefarious.”
“Are you?”
Ismena laughed, all the while her mind raced as she tried to figure out how the girl could know of Dagmoy. “Why would you even suggest that?”
“I saw you, last year I saw you in the courtyard and you were controlling the snow.” Elisabeth’s eyes flashed dangerously. “You have control over the winter elements just as I do. You are the one who created the winter. All these years I thought it was me, you let everyone think it was me.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ismena said with a scoff. “If I controlled the winter, wouldn’t I have ended it by now? You know how much it has affected our people.”
“I don’t know,” Elisabeth said, doubt flickering in her eyes. Ismena suppressed her triumphant smile, but felt her triumph dissipate as Elisabeth continued talking. “I think I know you, and then you do something that proves that I truly do not. I know about the comb, Mother.”
Ismena inhaled sharply and glanced away.
“I know that Hannah stole it and then she disappeared. You were trying to kill me weren’t you? And if you’re willing to kill me, your own daughter, there’s no knowing what else you are capable of. Including creating this eternal winter and placing the blame on me!”
“You have quite an overactive imagination, girl,” Ismena said with a forced laugh.
“I’m not imagining things!” Elisabeth cried. “You’re a monster!”
Ismena stumbled back a step, Elisabeth’s words landing like a physical blow. “You don’t know anything about me,” she seethed as soon as she had regained control of her surprise. Except, in this one respect her stepdaughter was right.
She was a monster.
“I am inclined to agree,” Elisabeth spat back.
“What is going on here?”
They both startled and turned to see Stephan standing there.
“You two aren’t arguing are you?” he asked, placing his hands on his hips. He already knew the answer. It seemed that Elisabeth and Ismena argued about so many things these days, Ismena finally knew why. Because the girl had been harboring mistrust and resentment toward her.
Now that she knew the true reason, Ismena’s heart began beating in her chest in such a hard manner. She waited for Elisabeth to expose her.
Elisabeth shot Ismena a guilty look and bit down on her lip. Probably thinking of how ridiculous her accusations sounded. Ismena breathed a sigh of relief when the girl did not speak up. The last thing she needed was for Stephan to begin suspecting her. Especially when Dagmoy would turn up missing as early as tomorrow.
“It’s nothing, just a little misunderstanding,” Ismena said glancing at Elisabeth who had averted her eyes.
Stephan sighed heavily. “I love you both more than my own life. You know how it pains me to see you quarreling. Please, not tonight of all nights. It is a festive occasion.”
Ismena forced a smile which she turned to Elisabeth. The girl offered her a tentative smile in return, but doubt still clouded her eyes.
“Now, Elisabeth,” Stephan continued. “I promised everyone that they would hear you sing tonight.”
Elisabeth’s confusion quickly morphed to horror. “Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly...”
“It’s too late for that false modesty now. I know that you can sing well enough. The servants have already set up the platform for you to sing on.”
Ismena looked at Elisabeth, whose fair complexion was beginning to resemble green. She turned back to Stephan. “You go take your seat, I’ll join you in a second
Stephan looked warily between them before nodding. “Very well, but no more arguing.” With another glance between the two of them, he turned and left.
“What’s the matter?” she asked, stepping up to Elisabeth and reaching up to stroke at the soft hair on her temple.
“I don’t know if I’m ready to sing up there in front of… Mother, there are so many people in this room.”
Ismena grasped her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “You have a lovely voice, Elisabeth, just keep everything I taught you about singing in mind and you will be fine. If you think that you are becoming overwhelmed, look to the thrones where your father and I will be sitting and pretend that you are singing to us alone. You have done that plenty of times.”
Elisabeth smiled at her. “You think I’m ready though?”
“I know that you are ready. And I should know, I have quite a love for singing.”
Elisabeth’s smile fell slightly. “Mother… I apologize. It was wrong of me to accuse you of such things.”
Ismena placed a hand on her cheek smiling down at her kindly even though she felt empty. Because every one of those accusations were true. “There is nothing to forgive. Now go on, enjoy your night, Snowflake.”
Elisabeth smiled and wrapped Ismena in a quick hug. She closed her eyes and wished to hold onto her a little longer, a horrible feeling washing over her that this was the last time she would hug Elisabeth. But that was ridiculous. Still, she did not wish to let go, but then the girl was pulling away and hurrying to the platform.
Ismena sighed and strode across the room to the throne where Stephan was already waiting.
He smiled. “Is everything right now?”
“Yes,” she lied. Because nothing had ever been right, nor did she know how it ever would be again.
He looked her over more closely and frowned. Ismena froze. Had blood splashed onto her dress?
However instead of standing up and accusing her of murder, he simply asked, “What of your ribbons?”
“I decided that the dress looked better without them,” she replied stiffly as relief coursed through her.
Stephan laughed and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “You certainly make my life more interesting, woman.”
“Oh hush.” Ismena said as Elisabeth stepped up onto the platform. She began to sing and a stillness crept over the crowd as she enchanted them with a ballad of the doomed lovers Sigmund and Brunhilde. How they had loved each other more than life itself, but then Sigmund had been tricked into drinking a love potion from a sorceress that forced him to marry her. The ballad goes on to detail Brunhilde’s actions to regain Sigmund’s love leading to the death of all three, but finally when they reached the Otherworld, Sigmund and Brunhilde were able to be reunited.
It was a song that Ismena had taught her and she smiled at the peace offering. Or perhaps since it was one of the first songs that Elisabeth had learned, it was one that she was the most comfortable with.
She smiled, as she leaned back listening to the tale. Elisabeth’s voice was hauntingly sweet making the story seem even more tragic.
“Do you see the way Gerald Belton is looking at her?” Stephan asked, as the song ended and the applause began.
Ismena startled and looked over at Stephan. “No, why?”
“No reason,” Stephan said with a smile. “Except that I would not be surprised if she would be engaged by her next birthday.”
“She is fifteen,” Ismena said in defense.
“Didn’t your sister wed at sixteen? Just because we wed older does not mean that Elisabeth will as well.”
Yes, and her sister had led a short and tragic life. Stephan and Ismena had experienced their hardships, but they had also both survived into their fourth decade and after fifteen years of marriage, she would say that they had more than their fair share of joy as well.
“But Gerald Belton?” she said rolling her eyes, instead of speaking of the dark turn of her thoughts.
Stephan shook his head. “I don’t understand why you detest the Beltons so.”
She shook her head but instead of answering she rose. “Come, shouldn’t we congratulate our daughter on her performance?”
Stephan sprang to his feet with a grin and they made their way to where Elisabeth was standing at the foot of the platform surrounded by a crowd of people. Ismena noted that most of them were young men and at the front was Gerald Belton. How far they had come from the boys who had mocked her as a child.
Elisabeth smiled when she saw them, clasping Ismena’s hand. “How did I do?”
“Wonderful,” Ismena said with a smile, kissing her cheek.
Stephan grinned at her. “You were wonderful, my heart, your mother would have been so proud.” He rested a hand on the side of her face. “You reminded me of her so much while you were up there.”
Elisabeth beamed as if his words were the greatest praise in the world.
Neither one of them noticed the smile that slid from Ismena’s face.
Elisabeth had reminded him of Dahlia? It was Ismena who was known for her singing voice, it was Ismena who had taught Elisabeth to sing, it was Ismena who stood there now.
Not Dahlia.




Chapter Twenty-Three
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Stephan was still humming the tune of the tragedy of Sigmund and Brunhilde even after they had retired to their rooms. 
Ismena grit her teeth despite the fact that it did not help her pounding headache.
“Now, was that ball really so bad?” he asked as he untied the front of his tunic.
Ismena didn’t reply as she sat down heavily on the bed. Stephan glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “I must say, it seems to have done you good. You were looking tired before, but now you look like you’ve gone back at least five years.” He turned back to the mirror and ran a hand through his white streaked black hair. “You must tell me your secret.”
He chuckled at his own words, not realizing that there was nothing humor filled about the secret of her youth. It was bloody and dark, and unholy. It was the fruits of her wicked actions.
He turned when she didn’t reply and sat down next to her, gently placing his hand against her cheek as if to check for a temperature. “Are you all right?”
She didn’t reply. She couldn’t dare. So much swirled inside her and if she opened her mouth it would break out. Things that could never be spoken would be. She could never go back to her comfortable existence after that. Not after everything that she had done had come to light.
“Ismena? Daylight, what is the matter? Do you need me to get you the doctor?”
His old nickname for her, slipping through as it had sometimes done so during their marriage finally broke away the last shard of her heart.
It had been his name for her before Dahlia, but he had rarely called her that afterwards save when it slipped out. She was his daylight, but like the sun, she was hidden behind the thick clouds of his love for Dahlia. Her loving rays were blocked, and no longer of any use.
“Why did you choose her over me?” she said at last, her voice breaking.
Stephan paused, his eyebrows drew together in confusion. “Who, dear?”
“Dahlia,” Ismena spat the word.
Stephan pulled back as if she had slapped him.
“We were happy. We were going to be married, and then you chose her. You only came back to me after she was gone.”
Stephan squeezed his eyes shut, pain crossing his features. When he opened them again his eyes were resolved. He pushed to his feet and strode to the cord hanging from their wall. He rang the bell for servants before turning back to her, running a hand through his hair. “I realize now that this is a conversation we should have had years and years ago, but I was too much of a coward to mention it and you seemed content to pretend that it had never happened. But I see now that I was a fool. You’ve carried the pain all this time.”
The door opened and a maid stepped in, curtsying. “You summoned me?”
Stephan nodded. “Yes, please run down to the kitchens and bring us up something to drink.
“So you have an explanation?” she asked arching her brow as the servant left.
He shook his head. “I have none. I was a fool when I was younger. I did not see your true qualities. I was blinded by the fact that Dahlia was more beautiful. I lied to myself about what love truly was. You have always been there for me, Ismena, offering me strength when I didn’t have any. I don’t deserve you.”
She took a shuddering breath.
“Dahlia was… perfection. I was swept away by her beauty and grace like a man lost in a riptide. When I was with her it was as if I existed on another plane, one higher than the rest of the world. What I realized after I lost her was that I had never been swept away. We’d both been here in Illesya the whole time. She was perfect and this world was broken and bleeding… she could not survive here.”
His words tore deeply into her heart, destroying what remained layer by layer of what had grown over the broken mass of bleeding black over the years until it was all that remained.
Ismena pushed to her feet and turned to her vanity, blinking so that he would not see her tears, but she knew that he knew they were there.
“I should never have done that to you, Ismena. I am truly sorry that I hurt you. I shouldn’t have done it, but I couldn’t take back my actions, even if I had a chance though. I couldn’t give up that time, no matter how short it was, I had with Dahlia. I could not make it so that I never had Elisabeth. I wish every day that it had not come with hurting you.”
A knock sounded on the door and it opened revealing the maid. She came in with two glasses of red liquid balanced on the tray. Stephan stepped up and took the glasses. He held it out to Ismena but she didn’t accept it so he set them down on the dressing table next to her and stepped away, running a hand over his face.
“I don’t know how to make this right. I’ve tried so hard over the years.”
“Have you really?” she asked, sneering. “Because as I recall, you held tightly to Dahlia. If you were truly trying to make it right then why could you not forget her? Let her remain buried in the past?”
Stephan squeezed his eyes shut. “Because I simply cannot. Dahlia was my first love. There will always be a portion of my heart that will belong to her.”
Ismena caught herself on the dressing table as even her black heart shattered. So… Dahlia was his first love? No matter how much she had cared for him in the beginning. They were to be married… but he had not loved her.
She supposed that she had always suspected it. Why would he have left her if he had truly loved her? But the truth still tore through her.
As the contents on the dressing table shook under her, she looked down to see a small little vial sitting there. It didn’t look like much, but she knew otherwise. It was poison, from her invisible chest. She must have taken it out as she made the snatching potion earlier that night and missed it when she put everything back away.
Her hand crept across the table and she palmed the vial just as Stephan stepped up behind her. He wrapped his arms around her. “But I’ve since realized that what she and I had was not meant to last. What I had with Dahlia was borrowed time, you are my life’s companion.”
She nodded against his shoulder. She understood. Even now she was second best, the companion he had because he could not have Dahlia.
When they died, it would not be her he remained with in the afterlife. He would finally be with his beloved Dahlia. She had always enjoyed the tragedy of Brunhilde and Sigmund because she had thought herself a Brunhilde of sorts. No matter how many horrible things she had been forced to do for love, she was the one who had Stephan in the end. Now she knew otherwise. She was not Brunhilde at all, but Sigmund’s wife in life. The one he abandoned afterward.
Ismena raised her chin, staring at their reflection in the mirror. Stephan with his arms locked around her, and her cold eyes glinting in the flickering light. If she could not have Stephan fully then she did not want him. Not at the cost of what it would do to her heart.
She reached for the glasses, the vial clutched tightly in her hand. With just a flick of her wrist it was over and she was holding two inconspicuous glasses in her hand.
If he mourned his precious Dahlia so much. Then she would just have to see about reuniting them.
She turned in his grasp and pressed one last kiss to his lips. A farewell kiss. It was supposed to be a quick kiss, nothing more, but Stephan pressed his mouth against hers fervently, trying to prove his love. A love that had always been false.
Even though she knew it was not there, she allowed the illusion to last a moment longer. Let herself believe that he truly cared about her.
She would destroy the illusion later, but for now she could live in these few minutes of perfect bliss.
Because Stephan was her Dahlia, when she was with him, she existed on a different plane. However, as he had said, she had been in the world all along. Lying to herself more than anyone else into thinking that it could work. If she just tried hard enough, if she just proved her love. But now she knew that she never could.
A love like hers was too perfect for this world. And as such, it had been betrayed. Destroyed. Torn up until there was nothing recognizable left.
Ismena pulled away and held up the glass between them, smiling at him. Her final lie.
“Don’t you think that you should drink this since you put the servant girl through all the trouble of retrieving it?”
Stephan smiled and took the glass from her. He tossed back the contents without a second thought. As Ismena watched him swallow she found that she could not breathe.
He pulled the glass from his lips, frowning as he looked down at it. “What did she bring up? That tasted awful.”
Ismena swallowed and tried to speak, but her throat was too dry. Much, much too dry.
The sound of the glass shattering filled the room. Stephan had grown several shades paler as he stumbled back, holding up his hand. “I can’t feel my fingers anymore.”
She had chosen a quick death for him. It was a kindness, the last labor of her love.
His next breath came as a wheeze. “What—what?”
“I’m so sorry,” she said, the words finally making it past her lips.
He looked at her for a long moment as he tried to comprehend her words. She knew the exact moment when he realized that she was the one to poison him. His eyes shattered into a thousand fragments. “Why?” he gasped, clutching at his throat as he sat down hard on the bed.
She swallowed hard. “Because as you said, I’ve always been there for you. But you were never there for me. That’s why.”
Stephan gripped the frame of the bed gasping for breath and the full weight of what she had done settled on him. Tears streamed down her face and she found that she couldn’t breathe as she watched Stephan struggle for his own breath.
“Why couldn’t you just love me?” she wailed.
She wanted to undo it, make it so that it had never happened. Suddenly the idea of a life without Stephan was such a terrifying thing that she didn’t know how she could live. But if she saved him now, surely she would be executed for treason. She had poisoned the king and if he lived, he knew and surely she would not escape punishment.
Stephan laid his head down, clutching at his throat and she realized that she did not care. Let her die for this, only allow him to live.
She turned to her invisible chest. Her hands groping the air until she found it and yanked it open, rummaging through trying to find the cure. She did not have it already made in a vial. As she threw fire hemlock into the pot to boil everything she began tossing in the other ingredients. Pausing in her counting, realizing that she didn’t have one of the key ingredients.
Behind her, Stephan's breathing grew shallower and shallower.
She needed salt. Oh, curse her inability to prepare, she needed salt.
Ismena rushed out of the room and down to the kitchen, ignoring the surprised cries of the kitchen staff as she reached her hand into a barrel of lamb and scooped out a handful of salt. By the time she had made it back to the room, most of the salt had been left behind in a trail behind her, but she had enough. She dumped it into a pot.
Then she hurried to the bed as the contents boiled, creating the cure. She climbed onto the bed, gripping his hand and brushing back his hair. “Only a little longer. Please you only have to last a little longer.”
Tears dripped over her nose, landing on his cheek.
Stephan’s eyes were oddly vacant as he looked at her, hardly any air was passing through his esophagus. He raised his hand to brush at her cheek. Lightly like the brush of a feather, but the touch might have burned her.
She flung herself from the bed and picked up the cauldron, not caring if the potion was ready or not. She poured it into a small vial, burning her fingers as the liquid dripped over in her haste. She quickly turned back to Stephan, but he wasn’t moving. She hurried to his side, climbing onto the bed next to him. “Stephan?” she said, shaking his shoulders. “Stephan, drink this.”
With trembling hands she raised the vial to his lips, but much of the contents dripped across his cheek. He did not move, or swallow. His gaze was empty and his eyes open as he stared at the tapestry over their bed. He didn’t move at all or register her voice. His chest had ceased moving and she could no longer hear his shallow breaths.
“Stephan!” she screamed. “Ste—stephan!”
Sobs wracked her body. Her fingers moved across his skin. Already it was beginning to feel cold, void of its usual warmth. The greenish liquid of the potion stained the bed sheets around his head. She had tried and failed to fix this, but perhaps someone else could. “Help!” she screeched. “Help, somebody help me!”
She couldn’t lose him.
Not Stephan.
He was her heart. It didn’t matter to her if she didn’t have his, not anymore. As long as her heart existed, so could she.
The door burst open and guards rushed in.
Ismena raised her tear stained face as she looked at them all taking in the room. “Help me!” she shrieked.
They surged forward, but paused at the foot of the bed as they took in the king lying there. Ismena saw the shock and horror on their faces, telling her more than she needed to know. These men had fought in the war. They knew firsthand what death looked like.
“I’m sorry, My Queen,” the first guard said quietly almost too quietly to be heard over her sobs. “So, so sorry.”
Ismena wailed and buried her face in his chest. “You weren’t supposed to leave me! You weren’t—su—supposed….Why would you go?!”
There was no answer. Even his heartbeat was silent. And in that moment she knew that her own heart would never beat again.




Epilogue
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Ismena shuddered as Cillian placed the crown on her head, but she would not cry. She would not weep in front of the entire congregated court. 
As Cillian stepped back, Ismena turned to look over the people gathered in the temple. She was their queen, and was now their regent. She would rule over them until the fifteen year old princess came of age to inherent the throne.
Her eyes landed on Elisabeth, standing at the very front of the crowd, and she regretted it immediately. Elisabeth did not look like she had slept for several days. Her face was lined with sorrow and her eyes red from tears. She looked exactly how Ismena felt on the inside, but dared not to allow herself to show.
Elisabeth glared at Ismena with such hate that it caused her heart to nearly stop.
Regret laced through her. She had once loved that girl and she knew that Elisabeth had loved her. Back when they were a family. When they had a family.
Elisabeth suspected that Ismena had killed Stephan. She knew that she had but the girl had no proof. No evidence.
No one else suspected her, not after they saw the fierceness of her grief. Not when they saw the burns on her fingers she had gained from trying to save him. The blame had fallen on the maid who had brought them the wine. She had been executed yesterday, proclaiming her innocence until she could not anymore.
Ismena was their tragic queen who would have died as well if she had drunk the wine as well.
And that was how everyone would know her, even if Elisabeth knew otherwise.
Ismena held her gaze, silently daring her. But instead she was locked under the stormy blue gaze that reminded her of everything she no longer had. Those eyes. She would be blessed if she never saw those eyes again. She quickly yanked her gaze away. She would have to see about sending Elisabeth away just as she did Eirwen. She did not need the reminder of everything she had lost. Of the lifetime she faced alone now.
Without him.
She shuttered out the pain. After fifteen years as Stephan’s queen, a life without him was foreign. She regretted what she did every breath that she took, but there was no way to undo it. He was gone.
It had been his fault anyway, that he drove her to it.
But she would still never be the same again. Her heart had been buried when Stephan was, out under that flowerless mound.
However, now as she thought about it, she wondered if that was such a bad thing. What had her heart ever done but weighed her down, but shattered like the frail thing it was?
She was better off without the constant pain in her chest.
She was now the sole ruler of all three of the kingdoms that had once made up Illesya. She was the fairest in the land. The quest for power had brought Morren’s kingdom to its knees and now he lived out his days exiled in a mirror. Stephan’s love for beauty had killed him.
And here she stood before the nobles of Havenkeep in possession of the very things they destroyed themselves to have. Power and beauty were hers.
Who needed love?




[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]


Prologue
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“Snowflakes flutter in the sky,  
Let me tell you of the day you die.
The world around you concealed in ice,
All that you do comes at a price.”
Ismena paused singing and leaned over the cradle. She felt her lips pull up slightly as she watched the sleeping infant breathing deeply as if she hadn’t a care in the world. The naivety of youth... She traced a cold finger across the infant’s flushed cheeks and began the way she always did. “There were once three great kingdoms that made up the island of Illesya.”
Ismena sat back and stared out the window at the falling snow beyond. “Only one kingdom remains now, but as I’m sure you will someday learn from your tutors, this,” Ismena paused and swept her arm in a wide arch, “is not the way it always was.”
She watched in silence as fat snowflakes drifted past the window before continuing her tale. “The dark kingdom of Mooraven laid to the south, the noble Havenkeep resided in the east, and the lovely Alain to the north.” Ismena held up her finger, counting them off. “Three rulers governed these three lands. Of these rulers, one desired power above all else. One beauty. And one love. It was these great desires that would be the downfall of the rulers, and their kingdoms with them.”
Ismena sighed deeply and laid her needlework down. “Now, it came about that one winter, Stephan, the king of Havenkeep, sparred with one of his captains in the courtyard of his winter palace. As he was doing this, an ice-nymph by the name of Dahlia was blowing past on her way to freeze a river. However, she must have paused when she heard the clang of steel on steel, for instead of moving on and joining her sisters, she flew closer to investigate. This was how she came upon a king with raven black hair gracefully wielding his sword.”
Ismena stared at the wall, her hand moving to the golden locket hanging from her neck. She looked back down at the baby to see her staring at her with deep blue eyes. Ismena smiled coolly. “You recognize your father, don’t you? Well, Stephan was a handsome man, far more handsome than any human Dahlia had ever seen, and so she lingered to watch the outcome of the match rather than leaving the mortals to their business as she should have done. As was the way of the nymphs.”
Ismena waved her hand above the cradle and at her movement snowflakes began to form and flutter down. The princess laughed and grabbed at the snowflakes. “Stephan always said that at that moment, a chill fell upon the courtyard and he knew that he and his captain were no longer alone. He looked up, trying to spot the newcomer, but as he was distracted his sparring partner slashed at him, cutting his hand before he could pull back.” The infant’s eyes widened as Ismena poked her finger with the tip of her sewing needle. She held her finger above the babe’s satin sheets so that the blood dripped, marring the white.
“Three drops of blood fell from Stephan's hand, mingling with the freshly fallen snow,” Ismena whispered, staring at the red drops contrasting the white sheets, as pale as the infant’s skin. She leaned over the cradle and brushed the babe’s black hair back. “Dahlia found the colors quite appealing and was overcome with the idea of having a daughter whose skin was as pale as that of the snow around her, whose hair was as black as the king's ebony locks, and whose lips were as red as the blood on the snow. So enraptured was she with this thought that she did what was forbidden of nymphs. She took human form.”
The princess gurgled happily and reached for her hand, but Ismena pulled away, frowning. “King Stephan fell immediately in love with this maiden, clothed all in white and as pale as the snow around her. He claimed that she was by far the most beautiful maiden he had ever seen. And when Dahlia explained who she was, and declared that she wished to wed him, Stephan, overcome with the nymph's beauty, agreed.”
Ismena chuckled darkly as she adjusted a curl of pale gold over her shoulder. “Though the foolish king had forgotten one key fact.” She turned to Elisabeth and arched her brow. “He was already engaged to the sorceress Ismena, the queen of Alain.”
She shook her head bitterly and smoothed out her dress. “Before the arrival of Dahlia, Ismena had been the fairest in the land and upon their wedding they would have united two of the three kingdoms that made up Illesya.”
The babe stilled and stared at her as if in a spell. Ismena turned to the infant and adjusted her blankets. “When Stephan finally remembered Ismena, he put all thoughts of their wedding aside. Surely Ismena would not care about the broken engagement seeing as Stephan had found love.” She chuckled once again, this time amused. “He should have known that sorceresses were by nature vindictive and will extract revenge for even the smallest slights, but love often makes a fool out of even the wisest men. And I dare say that even before he fell in love, Stephan was not a wise man. So...” she trailed off and shrugged. “Dahlia and Stephan were wed.”
The princess giggled and Ismena held up her finger. “Do not rejoice just yet, little princess. That is not the end of the tale. For we shall not forget what Stephan so foolishly did to the sorceress Ismena.  Driven by vengeance and humiliated to have been scorned, she sought out the Dark King Morren of Mooraven. With him she made a deal, for her kingdom alone was not strong enough to defeat Havenkeep. Morren would provide the army and Ismena would brew them a magical concoction that would turn Morren's men into wights, therefore making them virtually unstoppable. To seal the deal, Ismena gave Morren a Nytheran Mirror, a valuable object that had the ability to tell its owner anything.”
Ismena pulled a small silver hand mirror out of her fur cloak. The flowers carved out of blue glass twinkled in the flickering torchlight of the tower room. She turned the mirror over in her hands and held it up so the infant could see. “They had once been a common commodity, until a jealous ruler of the ancient days destroyed all but his own so he alone would have the power of knowledge.”
The babe reached for the mirror, but Ismena moved it from her grasp. “This is the last mirror of its kind, and Morren, who always craved power, gladly accepted the gift. Never once did he consider that treachery was afoot.” Ismena shook her head as she slid the mirror back into the embroidered satchel she always kept the mirror in. “He was a fool as well.”
She turned back to the princess. “Meanwhile, King Stephan and Queen Dahlia were expecting a child. They invited their fellow rulers of Illesya to Havenkeep, for surely, the christening of an heir was not too far off. Morren declined a visit, but Queen Ismena arrived at the castle on the eve of the baby's birth. That night, the wights attacked the castle, at the same time the queen went into labor. While Stephan fought off the wights, the sorceress Ismena went to the queen. Dahlia, as a nymph was unaccustomed to pain, and so was having a hard labor.”
Ismena pressed her finger to her lips as she smiled at the memory. “Seeing her chance to finally extract her revenge, Ismena brewed a drink for the queen. She claimed that if the queen drank it, it would relieve her of all pain.” Ismena laughed quietly. “And it did, but not in the way that Dahlia had expected. It was a poison, a special one brewed to not only rob the queen of her life but also the powers over ice and snow that she had retained even after becoming a human. Both her life force and her powers were given to the person who made the potion. Upon drinking it, Dahlia died, but not before a baby was born. A girl, with black hair, fair skin, and lips as red as blood.”
She leaned over the cradle. “A princess born of blood and betrayal. Every bit as beautiful as her mother and every bit as doomed to be hated.”
Elisabeth began to cry and Ismena stood up. She reached into the cradle and pulled the babe out, holding her gently in her arms. “Oh, little princess,” Ismena cooed, brushing at her soft black hair. “Such a beautiful little princess. You have so much to fear. For that beauty, which your father craved so, you are cursed. For that hair, as black as ebony, so you shall have an enemy with a heart just as black. For those lovely red lips, red as the blood in your veins, so a price shall be required of you in blood. And, for your pale complexion as white and fair as the snow, it requires a death in winter.” Elisabeth stopped crying and stared up at Ismena with her clear blue eyes. Ismena swiped a tear from her stepdaughter’s cheek with a smile. “You will be as fair as day, little princess, but fear the coming night.”




Chapter One
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Elisabeth pressed her fingers to the cool glass as she stood at her window, staring out into the night at the dark winter landscape beyond. A shadowy carriage sat in front of the entrance of her palace. It was unmarked, as if that could somehow hide its occupant's identity. As if there was anyone else who would arrive at the palace in the middle of the night with an entourage of fifty personal guards.  
Outside, the wind howled. Gusts of snow and ice wrapped around each other, forming yet another blizzard. But inside, separated from the elements by a thin pane of glass, Elisabeth was warm. The winter palace had thick walls that protected her from the bitter cold. If only the walls could protect her from other things.
Footsteps thudded behind her. Elisabeth whirled to see Luk, the captain of her guard, rush into her chambers. He dropped into a quick bow, breathing hard. “It is as we feared, My Lady.”
She let out a shaky breath, but then forced herself to straighten. “So, my stepmother has come at last? I suppose we should have known this day would eventually come.” She was no stranger to death threats. Ismena had been trying to kill her since she was a young child. When Elisabeth turned seven, her stepmother gave her a corset that she had laced too tightly in a purposeful attempt to stifle the young princess. And again when she was ten, Ismena gave her a poisoned comb. Fortunately, by then she had learned not to trust her stepmother's “gifts.” A light-fingered maid had not been so lucky.
She pressed her lips together and turned back to the window. From the outside, the palace looked still and peaceful, safe from the raging storm. Anyone standing outside would not know that the true danger lay within, but already she could hear the clang of metal on metal and shouts. She turned back to Luk. “How much time do we have?”
He shifted his position, gripping his sword. “The guards are doing their best to hold her off, but they are no match for her magic. She is giving them one chance to swear allegiance to her, or be turned to ice. You are losing many guards both ways.”
Elisabeth flinched. She had known that the fight would go poorly, but to be over before it even started? And for her stepmother to be turning her guards to ice? Ismena was more powerful than Elisabeth could have thought. She clenched her trembling fingers into a fist. “I must stop her.”
“How?” Luk asked bitterly.
“I—I shall fight her. Challenge her for the crown, as I should have done long ago.”
Luk shook his head. “You know you cannot win such a battle. She is too powerful.”
“Then I will surrender myself in the hopes that she will show clemency to my guards.” Elisabeth stepped past Luk and toward the door.
“You cannot do that, My Lady!” Luk cried, grabbing her arm. “You have a duty to your people. As long as you live, you give us hope. Hope that someday the tyrant's rule will come to an end. Do not rob us of this hope. For some, that is all they have.”
“I have to do something!” she cried. “I cannot leave my guards to die!”
Luk’s expression hardened. “If they die tonight, they die in service to protect you. Do not let their sacrifices be in vain.”
Elisabeth snatched her arm from his hold and stepped away. “So what do you say I do? Hide like a coward from my stepmother until my twenty-first birthday? It is still three years away, and in that time, Ismena will continue to oppress my people.” She shook her head and pressed her fingers against her temples. “Besides, we are both fools if we believe that Ismena will simply hand over the throne because I have come of age to rule.”
Luk fingered the crest on his tunic before glancing up at her with sincere dark eyes. “You forget that the law states that you may also inherit the throne if you marry someone who is of age.”
Elisabeth snorted, not exactly a response befitting a princess, but Luk did not press the matter. “Only someone of noble blood, if the clergy is to accept the marriage and deem it binding. And how in Illesya will I find someone of noble blood to help me stand against the queen?”
“Perhaps you will have to look beyond Illesya.”
Elisabeth gasped but Luk continued speaking, his eyes shining with a fervor, “Sail to a new land and marry a prince who will fight for your cause—it should not be hard with your beauty—then return and reclaim your kingdom.” He stepped away, rubbing his chin. “Your people will help you to a port and shelter you from your stepmother until you can escape.”
“You expect me to leave Illesya?” Elisabeth's heart clogged her throat at the thought of leaving her home, the island that she had been born to rule.
A muscle in Luk’s jaw twitched as he nodded. “I expect you to do your duty, for your people.”
Elisabeth turned away. She hated to admit it, but Luk was right. She was not strong enough to defeat Ismena on her own. She may have inherited powers over the ice and snow from her mother, but Ismena somehow had them as well. And Ismena had far enhanced her power with sorcery. Elisabeth would not be able to defeat Ismena alone.
She stepped away and grabbed her cloak. “Very well then, we can escape through the catacombs.”
Luk hesitated in the doorway. “By now Ismena's guards will be combing the palace. How will we get to an entrance undetected?”
“You shall see.” Elisabeth stepped to the fireplace along the wall of her chamber. Elaborately carved engravings covered the mantel, illuminated by the dying embers of the fire. It took her a second to find the emblem of the Tree of Life hidden amongst the other carvings. She twisted the emblem to the side, and with a loud click of stones falling into each other, the fireplace rolled to the side. She scrunched her nose as the smell of dirt and rot washed over her. The signature scent of the catacombs.
“If I had known that you had an entrance to the catacombs hidden in your chamber I would have taken more care to guard it,” Luk said reproachfully, his dark eyes narrowing.
Elisabeth flashed a smile over her shoulder as she started down the stone steps that led into the dark abyss. “Now where would have been the fun in that?”
The catacombs were faintly lit by flickering torches. They had to have been enchanted, for they never burned out. They had been burning since Havenkeep was first built on top of these remains of a great civilization that fell long before Elisabeth's time.
Their footsteps echoed around them—the only sound other than their own breathing. After following a series of twists and turns, Elisabeth stopped at a section of stone wall. An exit, the fact revealed by the many pictures of their mythology carved into the wall. Elisabeth twisted another emblem of the Tree of Life. The wall crumbled to the side with a moan and Elisabeth was greeted by the icy air of night.
She stepped out into the ruins of a crumbling tower, thankful for the added warmth of her cloak. This tower was one of the few surface-level remains of the ancient cities of old. The only side of the tower that still stood faced the castle, blocking them from view from everyone within. The other three sides opened up to a forest of white, leafless trees.
Elisabeth stood for a moment considering the trees as they swayed softly.
The forest had no name, but it had been called many things by her servants.
Enchanted.
Forbidden.
Cursed.
Legend had it that it was once the home of the fae before they departed from this land leaving only their gifts of magic, bestowed upon the mortals they favored. Since then, the forest had become a dark place, a wellspring of unbridled magic, and home to creatures no longer accepted in the mortal world.
Once, a fearless king of old had built a city in the center of the forest. A century later all that was left of the civilization were the ruins of the castle and whispered warnings.
She only hoped that she would fare better than they did.
“You mean to enter the forest?” Luk asked behind her, sounding surprised.
Elisabeth lifted her chin and painted a brave expression on her face before turning to Luk. “It is the quickest way to escape. Once my stepmother learns that I am missing she will come for me. At least in the forest I can hide, since it's not her domain.” She suppressed a shudder as a hollow wind blew out of the trees. “It is no one's domain.”
Luk placed his hand on her shoulder, his face etched with concern. “But what of the people who were banished here at the end of the Seven Years War? I doubt they will take kindly to the daughter of the man who banished them.”
Elisabeth shook off his arm, despite the fact that she did not wish to lose the extra warmth. She needed to be strong now. She would fail her people if she wasn’t. She forced a laugh to hide that she worried the same thing. “You mean Morren's son? Please, Luk, it has been eleven years. I doubt he's even still alive.” The only reason her father banished the boy to the forest in the first place was because he did not want to kill Morren's son himself. Young Prince Cedric had only been ten at the time. However, her father couldn’t allow the boy to run free. He had powerful magic that he inherited from his father and would surely incite rebellion from loyal followers in Mooraven. The forest was an easy solution—banish the prince there and allow him to die on his own.
Luk licked his lips, still looking wary, but finally he nodded. “Let us hope, for your sake, that you are correct.”
Elisabeth noted his use of the word you rather than we. “You mean not to come?” Her heart faltered at the thought of entering that forest alone and she felt her facade begin to slip. She bit the inside of her lip, schooling her features before she showed Luk just how frightened she truly was.
Luk shook his head. “As you stated, once your stepmother learns of your escape she will come for you. I can buy you more time before that happens. I'll return to the castle and inform the queen that you are dead. That I caught you trying to escape and killed you. To prove that I speak truthfully, I'll kill an animal in the barnyard, cut out its heart, and bring it to Ismena, claiming that it is yours. She'll have no need to hunt you if you are dead.”
“But if she discovers your treachery...” Elisabeth trailed off, unable to finish that sentence. Ismena was capable of great cruelty. She hated to even imagine her loyal guard and friend at her stepmother’s mercy.
Luk straightened. “She will not.”
“You do not know that. Come with me—”
Luk held up his hand. “No, princess, I cannot come. I know my duty, just as you know yours.” He glanced back toward the passage. “I must go now. All this will amount to nothing if the queen finds you missing before I can return to stop her. Go, if not for me and for all the guards who still loyally serve you, then for your people whom Ismena kills daily.”
Elisabeth pressed her lips into a hard line, but nodded once, though it pierced her heart to do so. “I will see you again, Captain.”
Luk placed his clenched fist over his chest in a salute. “If not here, then in the otherworlds. It has been an honor to serve you, My Princess... My Queen.” With those words he backed into the passage. The wall moved back into place with a rumbling groan and in a second he was gone, leaving her standing alone in the crumbling ruins with an impossible task weighing heavily on her heart.
[image: image-placeholder]There was a reason that no one entered this forest.
The wind that moments ago had been howling loudly was now deathly silent. The skeletal trees reached toward the sky, their branches bone white and bare. Their twisted roots snagged at her leather boots almost as if trying to drag her to the ground with them. Her dress kept catching on dead bushes.
Elisabeth could not help but feel that she was surrounded by dead things. She tightened her cloak around her to stave off a shudder. She had no time for weakness, not now when she was required to be brave.
In the shelter of the trees, the snowfall was much lighter than in the ruins of the city she had just come from. Still, she was careful to use her magic to sift the snow back over the footprints she left in the ground. Using her power on this small of a scale was easy, but she had never tried to attempt it any more than a simple task here or there. She was afraid that if she did, she might lose control. Illesya was already plunged into an eternal winter, she did not wish to make matters worse for her land.
Something scuttled not far to her right. Elisabeth whirled, but the dark shadows of the trees blocked whatever it was from view. She wrapped her arms around herself and quickened her pace, trying not to think of what it could be. A Draugr? A Wyvern? A Giant Spider? All manners of horrible creatures could be lurking in this forest.
As if summoned by her thoughts, an eerie howl echoed through the still night. Wolves. Elisabeth’s heart froze. Or worse.
Legend had it that when the fae left this forest they assigned Garmrs, vicious hounds larger and more deadly than wolves, to guard their wellspring of magic.
And if the Garmrs had caught onto her trail… they would tear her to pieces before she even had a chance to find help against her stepmother.
Elisabeth hiked up her skirts and ran. Her feet pounded against the crusted snow.
Behind her, she could hear snarls and paws beat against the frozen earth as whatever was behind her gave chase. These creatures were too large to be wolves. They must be Garmrs, and they were gaining on her. It wouldn't be long before they overtook her. Hastily, Elisabeth scanned the dead forest for a place to hide. Perhaps she could climb a tree that didn't look like it would topple at the slightest touch. Or… there!
Just visible through the trees was a house.
Elisabeth squinted, wondering if she was envisioning it, but the house remained. It was a small structure with lanterns hanging from its walls and lights shining from its windows. Like anything she would expect to find in this forest, it was in a state of disrepair, derelict and crumbling. She shouldn't go in. Someone probably lived here. But the small chimney had a wisp of smoke curling from it indicating a warm fire, and it would protect her from the Garmrs.
Elisabeth raced toward the cottage.
It would just have to do.




Chapter Two
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“Who is the fairest now?”  
Ismena's laugh echoed through the hall as she paced past the ice statues of the guards who had remained loyal to her stepdaughter, now nothing more than blocks of frozen ice.
“Ungrateful peasants.” Ismena straightened her fur cloak. She was the queen of the land. How dare they fight against her in favor of her stepdaughter? It was not as if Elisabeth had ever proved herself a competent ruler, but they were still willing to sacrifice themselves for the girl when Ismena had ruled them for years. And yet in that time, rather than appreciating her fair reign, all they did was complain and revolt.
“The taxes are too high,” they lied.
“We can't grow crops in the snow,” they whined.
“We need warmer clothes,” they complained.
“We're starving,” they cried.
“Well then let them starve.” She would not melt her world of ice for them. As long as the world was blanketed in snow and ice, she had a never-ending arsenal at her command to use and control and bend to her will. Why would she change that for a few worthless peasants?
Ismena curled her lace gloved hand into a fist. And who would make her? She was a sorceress. She wielded the otherworldly powers of the ice nymphs. And now she was once again fairest in the land.
Ismena trailed a finger across an ice sculpture as she thought about how far she had come from the darkest moments of her life.
When Stephan had first married Dahlia it had seemed that her life was falling to pieces around her. Then when it was discovered that they would have a daughter it became even worse. However, she was able to use the broken shards of her life to cut deeply into Stephan’s. All she had to do was bide her time until she could kill Dahlia.
It was easy enough to fool Stephan into trusting her that night Dahlia died. She arrived with his daughter and said that she had done everything in her power to save the queen. She had needed to say nothing more. The king had been blinded by the memories of their years of courtship. He still considered her a close friend and confidant.
Stephan needed someone to blame, so he chose Morren. Secretly, she had sent the army of wights away from Havenkeep to attack Mooraven. They may have once been his men, but only the person to give them the potion that turned them into wights could control them.
The dark king was furious, but he should have expected such treachery from her. Both kings should have, but Stephan never once suspected her of killing Dahlia, even though he knew she worked with poisons.
He mourned Dahlia, of course, but Ismena convinced him to marry her soon after so they could unite their kingdoms and defeat Morren. Stephan was eager for revenge against the man he blamed for his wife's death, though at the time she wondered if it wasn't also so Elisabeth didn't have to grow up without a mother. All the same she didn't argue. She had what she wanted.
Or at least what she thought she wanted. It only took a few years for her victory to turn bitter. She despised Stephan for choosing Dahlia over her the first time. For mourning the nymph still when Ismena was his wife. Any regard she once felt for him quickly turned to hate. It was evident he still pined for his dead queen, so Ismena decided to reunite them.
Elisabeth she kept alive for some pathetic sentimental reason. The girl reminded her of Stephan. Which was both why she couldn't kill her and also why she had to banish her to the winter palace.
Perhaps she kept her alive to torture herself. To be constantly reminded of Stephan's faithlessness and her failing to be the most beautiful.
And so it was and she was free to rule the entirety of Illesya. Until one day when Ismena consulted her Nytheran Mirror. She had demanded it from Stephan after helping him defeat Morren. It had once been her mother’s and she had not parted with it easily. Only the promise of revenge was strong enough to sever the bonds her bloodline had on it.
She asked it the same question she asked every day, “Who is the fairest in the land?” But instead of replying in its usual manner, that she was indeed the fairest, the mirror told her that Elisabeth had grown a thousand times fairer than she.
Ismena had sworn to never lose the title of fairest in the land again, and to lose to Dahlia's daughter was too much. It was past time for her stepdaughter to meet her untimely, but long overdue death. That very day she left for the winter palace to deal with her stepdaughter permanently.
Ismena smiled at the memory of the guard, who was once her stepdaughter's captain, coming to her dripping in the princess's blood and bringing news of her death. He offered Ismena Elisabeth's heart. She locked it in an ornate box that she set on the mantel of what was once the princess's room, and was now her own for the remainder of her stay in what had once been the winter palace. Back when a winter palace was necessary, before Ismena froze the world over and made it so that there was no need for a palace for every season.
Ismena straightened her crown and looked at her beautiful reflection in the frozen face of one of her new ice sculptures.
She was queen. She was power. She was the fairest in the land.
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Elisabeth turned in a small circle, taking in the swords, long knives, axes, bows, and other drastic arts of warfare hanging from the wall of the cottage.
The cottage had only one room. On the left side was a kitchen with a long table and roaring fire. The other end appeared to be the bedroom. Well, that was if the people living here were children. Seven tiny beds laid in a row.
No one was in the cottage at present, but seven bowls of still hot soup laid out on the table which meant that whoever lived here hadn't been gone long and that they planned on returning.
Elisabeth turned back to the door, prepared to take her chances with the Garmrs, but just as she placed her hand on the latch, she heard boots crunching on the snow outside and the murmur of voices through the wall.
Someone was coming.
She looked around wildly for a place to hide, turning in a circle in her panic. There weren’t any walls that she could duck behind and she would be too revealed if she tried to hide under the table. Outside the voices paused and the sound of scuffing filled the air. Elisabeth darted toward the nearest bed and dropped to her hands and knees. Just before she slid underneath the bed she grabbed a dagger that had been hanging from the wall, still within easy reach.
The second she had rolled underneath the bed, the door burst open. Elisabeth yanked the remainder of her white skirts to her side hoping that nobody had seen them. She peered out from underneath the blankets as seven bearded men no taller than children stomped into the hut.
Her eyes widened. Dwarfs. She'd never seen any before. They didn't tend to travel too far from the Skalvanian mountains. What were these dwarfs doing so far from their home, and in this forest nonetheless? She had never heard of dwarfs residing in this wood.
“I told you I heard howling,” one of the dwarfs stated proudly.
Two of the dwarfs who looked to be brothers—though one was dark-haired and the other blond—were carrying something between them. With a start Elisabeth realized that it was a Garmr, covered in bloodstained, matted black fur.
These dwarfs had killed a Garmr? Impossible.
“And so, the hunter becomes the hunted,” the dark-haired brother said with a grin.
Whose house was she in? Elisabeth dragged herself further under the bed, but froze when a pair of well-worn boots filled her vision as a dwarf stepped up right next to the bed she was hiding beneath. She held her breath and clutched the knife so tightly that her knuckles hurt.
A dwarf thumped to the ground in front of her and reached under the bed. Elisabeth screamed and slashed the knife at him. He easily dodged the blade and grabbed her wrists. He dragged her out from under the bed with remarkable strength, considering he was only half her height.
The room erupted in chaos as the other dwarfs saw her, but Elisabeth’s captor didn’t say a word. She peered up at him as he glowered at her silently.
“What do ye have there, Florian?”
“What?!”
“It's a girl!”
“Nay, it's an intruder!”
“Looks an awful lot like a girl ta me.”
“A pretty girl, at that.”
“We should kill her. She's obviously up ta mischief,” a dwarf with a red beard growled. He snatched the knife out of Elisabeth's hands.
“Hey!” she cried.
“Me knife!” the blond brother yelped.
“Put the Garmr down before ye drop it, ye fools,” barked a dwarf with a blond beard, who looked older than the rest.
The brothers moved over to the kitchen. Two dwarfs out of the way, five to go. If Elisabeth could only get to the door she was sure she could outrun them on their stumpy legs. She would take her chances with the Garmrs. Because surely these Garmr-slaying dwarfs were something to be feared even more than the guardians of the forest.
A ginger-bearded dwarf who was larger than the others—he almost reached Elisabeth's shoulders—lumbered forward. “Och, she's naught but a wee bonnie lass. Do we really 'ave ta kill her?”
“Aye,” the redhead dwarf said. He scowled at Elisabeth like she was personally responsible for every bad thing in the world.
“Kill her,” the blond brother echoed walking back from the kitchen. “She stole me knife. She can't be trusted.”
“I didn’t steal your knife,” Elisabeth protested. “For goodness sake it didn’t even leave the cottage.”
“And what did ye have the knife for?” the older dwarf asked.
Elisabeth licked her lips. “To defend myself if it came to it.”
“Ya hear that, boys? She meant ta attack us with it!” the red-headed dwarf cried.
“No, I didn’t!” Elisabeth squeaked, pulling against the hold of the silent dwarf. If she was murdered here then no one would ever know what had happened to her. She would simply disappear. What sort of mad folly had driven her to think that she could truly survive in these woods? “It’s only that you can never know what to expect in these woods.”
The older dwarf pulled at his beard. “Tis true. Which causes me ta wonder… Tell me, lass, how did ye end up in these woods?”
She stilled. “Someone wished to kill me. The only place I would be safe from them was this forest.”
“The only place ye could be safe was in this forest?” The dark-haired brother said with a snicker. “Ye appear to have some rotten luck.”
She raised her chin. She hated to admit that she was beginning to think that he was right, so instead she put on her most regal air. “And moreover, I demand you release me this instant!”
“As if that'll be happenin'.” the red-headed dwarf scoffed.
“Don't you know who I am?” Elisabeth demanded, keeping her voice steady despite her heart fluttering in her chest like a caged bird.
The red-headed dwarf snorted. “Aye, that I do. Ye be an intruder.”
“Who are ye?” the older dwarf asked, ignoring the red-headed dwarf.
“I am Princess Elisabeth of Havenkeep, and if you harm me I will be avenged.” Elisabeth didn't know if the last part was true. Her people would mourn her, but how could they avenge her if they didn't know what had happened to her? However, the dwarfs didn’t need to know this.
“Oh really?” a dark-haired dwarf, who looked younger than the rest, asked stepping forward. He winked at her. “And how did a lovely princess like ye end up in these parts?”
“Ye don't really believe her do ye, Kenrick?” the blond brother asked scornfully.
“I don't know, Alban.” The dark-haired dwarf looked her over. “She does look like a princess.”
“Dresses like one too,” the largest dwarf added gesturing to her torn white dress.
She was dressed rather plainly, in nothing more than her nightdress, but she wasn’t about to point that out.
The red-headed dwarf shook his head. “Whether she be tellin’ the truth or not, which I find unlikely, she's still an intruder. Let's kill her and be done with it. Our soup’s gettin' cold.”
The older dwarf shook his head. “Let's not get ahead of ourselves, Gabriel. Tis not wise to go an' make enemies of royalty, if that be what she is. Let the girl explain herself. Florian, let the lass up.”
At the older dwarf’s words, the silent dwarf released her. Elisabeth struggled to her feet, dusting herself off and trying to look as regal as possible. “I am the princess of Havenkeep. When my father died, my stepmother was made regent until I came of age to rule; however, my stepmother is a wicked sorceress. I believe it was she who killed my father, and tonight she came to kill me as well. I was forced to flee into the woods for my life. I was chased by Garmrs and I entered your cottage. I don't mean any of you harm. I am telling the truth. You have to believe me.”
The older dwarf stepped forward and took her hands, pulling her over so that she was bent at the waist, looking him in the face. “Let me have a look at ye. Hmm...” He studied her face a long moment before finally nodding. “I believe ye. For only the famed princess of Havenkeep could be as fair as ye are, lass.”
He released her and stepped back, an enigmatic smile pulling at his lips. “And I believe that fortune is in yer favor tonight, for ye be standin' in the company of the greatest band of mercenary dwarfs Illesya has ever known. We can help ye get yer kingdom back.”
“Heroes for hire, we are,” the dark-haired brother said.
“For the right price, of course,” the older dwarf added.
The talkative brother nodded adamantly. “Royalty is our specialty.”
“Always pays a high price,” his brother murmured.
Elisabeth's heart skipped in her throat. If these mercenaries could aid her in reclaiming her kingdom, then she would not have to leave Illesya after all. Her stepmother would certainly not expect her to arrive with a group of mercenary dwarfs to take her kingdom back. She wasn’t sure how much help they could be, but then… they had killed that Garmr. Besides, hiring them was the surest way of making certain that they did not kill her. She licked her lips and nodded. “I promise you if you help me retake my kingdom you will be well rewarded. I will pay you a thousand gold krones.”
“A thousand gold krones?” the dark-haired brother gasped.
“Told ye they pay a high price,” his brother replied.
“With half of that we’d have a deal,” the older dwarf said, smiling.
“We shouldn't trust her,” the grumpy red-head said. “She’ll double cross us in a second.”
“Och, shush, Gabriel, I say we trust her.” The largest dwarf turned to Elisabeth with a gentle smile. “Forgive me wee brother, Gabriel, he's a little on the downer side.”
“Brother?” Elisabeth glanced between the two dwarfs. She supposed their beards were similar colors, but other than that they looked completely opposite. The ginger-bearded dwarf had a wide open face with large features. And Gabriel had small features all close together. Not to mention that their temperaments certainly couldn’t be more different.
The large dwarf nodded. “Aye, though ye could hardly tell. I be Fergus.”
The older dwarf bowed stiffly at the waist. “And I am Lucius, the leader of this company.” He nodded to the silent dwarf. “Our silent companion here is Florian.”
Florian dipped his chin.
“He don't talk much on the account that he's had his tongue cut out,” the dark-haired brother said. “Anyways, I'm Aldrus.” He elbowed the blond dwarf next to him. “And this dolt here, is my twin brother Alban. But ye should pay him no heed seein’ as I'm the interesting one.”
The youngest dwarf stepped forward. “And I am Kenrick, charmer of a thousand maidens, knight of chivalry, and your ardent admirer.” He scooped up Elisabeth's hand and dropped a kiss on it. He grinned rakishly up at her. “I am your humble servant, M'lady.”
“It's a pleasure to meet you all.” Elisabeth curtsied before turning back to Lucius. “So do we have a deal?”
The dwarfs looked at Lucius. He nodded slowly. “Aye. We have an accord. We will aid ye, but I'm afraid that to defeat a sorceress is beyond our skill set.”
Elisabeth expelled a breath. Her shoulders slumped. “Then how will you help me? If you can’t defeat my stepmother—”
Lucius held up his hands. “Never fear, just because we cannot deal with her ourselves doesn't mean that we don't know someone who can.”
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes. “Who?” she demanded.
“Our patron,” Lucius replied. He held up his hands before she could protest. “Get some sleep, Princess. We'll take ye to him in the mornin'.”




Chapter Three
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Elisabeth looked up at the ruins before her. Only one tower still stood, lying around it looked to be the remains of the others. Three crumbling, moss covered walls rose up around it. The fourth wall was completely gone. An elaborate arched doorway, covered in dead weeds, stood before them.  
“Is this the castle of that doomed civilization of legend?” she breathed. All her life she had grown up hearing of the king’s folly and the price he paid for it. And yet she had always admired his bravery and been intrigued by his fate. No one knew what happened to the inhabitants of the castle, only that they disappeared.
For many years the castle had been abandoned, left to the elements of the forest. Forever to stand as a warning against man’s aspirations.
But apparently someone lived here now.
“We're here to help ye defeat yer evil stepmother, not discuss some paltry legends,” Gabriel said impatiently. Lucius had left the cottage before Elisabeth had even woken, to speak to their “patron”. He left Florian and Gabriel in charge. Unfortunately since Florian didn't talk, that left Gabriel as the vocal part of the leadership. He had been snapping at Elisabeth all morning. She wasn’t up early enough, she ate too slowly, she walked too loudly and talked too much…
A Garmr would have been better tempered than this dwarf.
“I believe what my esteemed companion here is trying to say,” Aldrus said stepping beside her. “Is that dwarfs are not very knowledgeable of human legends. Ye'll have to be a wee more specific for us.”
“Never mind.” Elisabeth shook her head, biting the inside of her cheek. “I was just thinking aloud.”
“Don’t do that next time,” Gabriel growled.
“Right this way, lassie. In we go,” Fergus said as Florian slipped through the door and Gabriel sulked through after him. Elisabeth followed the dwarfs into a stone courtyard, her stiff back making her wish that she could stop walking and rest—though she doubted Gabriel would let her. Despite the fact that Kenrick, Aldrus, and Fergus had given up their beds so she could sleep in them, spread out across all three, it had still been uncomfortable accommodations.
Elisabeth wobbled slightly as she stepped on an uneven cobblestone and it shifted under her weight.
She looked up. The courtyard was desolate, one might even say haunted, covered in fallen snow with only broken stones and dead plants as decoration. The overcast sky did not help to make Elisabeth feel better. It was always overcast in Illesya, she could not even remember having ever seen the sun, but somehow the forest darkened what was already dark, leaving her with the sensation that she should flee while she still had the chance.
Unfortunately, she could not, her people needed her. And if this patron who the dwarfs worked with could defeat Ismena then she owed it to her people to continue on. And if she was murdered in these crumbling ruins and her body left for the Garmrs to find… well, then at least she was dying in service to Illesya.
The dwarfs led her into the abandoned keep. The entrance must have once been a grand hall. Now snow littered the ground and a harsh, bitter wind blew through the broken windows. The walls were bare and crumbling in places, and large sections of the vaulted ceiling had collapsed.
Her eyes moved over the room, her heart racing. She inhaled sharply as a shadow moved. She forced herself to hold her ground and peered more closely into the dark hall. Another shadow moved. She blinked as she realized that the room was actually filled with shadow people. She took a few more hesitant steps forward. The closer she got the more distinct they became.
The shadow people looked to be courtiers wearing expensive dresses and fancy suits, with their hair done quite ridiculously. Except they were only one color, black, and they were transparent. A deep murmur filled the air, but Elisabeth couldn't understand anything that was said.
She moved closer to a group of tittering shadow women, trying to make out what they were saying.  However, their words simply sounded like a low buzz. Something that she could hear, but couldn’t quite understand. “Excuse me, hello?” she asked, stopping next to one of the women.
Surprisingly enough, her words got the woman’s attention. She turned to Elisabeth and curtsied.
Mystified, Elisabeth extended her hand to the woman. It passed right through her torso. The shadow woman faded from view before reappearing again with a furious shriek.
“They don't like it when you do that,” an unfamiliar voice drawled.
Elisabeth whirled to find a young man with pale blond hair lounging on a throne at the far end of the room, mostly concealed in shadows until he leaned forward. He was only a few years older than her, wearing a ratted black tunic and a fur cloak. On his brow was a crown made of shadow.
What on this frozen world was he doing in this forest?
“Who are you?” Elisabeth asked frowning. How—how could he have survived in the forest when he was so young? What would have driven him to be in it in the first place? Only a matter of life and death had forced her into this forest.
The blond stranger smirked. “Welcome to my shadow court, princess. I hope you find the accommodations to your liking.”
The dwarfs who had been lingering in the entrance way strode forward and dropped into half bows.
“Me liege,” Gabriel said.
Lucius stepped out of the shadows beside the throne where he had been standing and rejoined his companions. He whispered something to them, and whatever it was, they all had a different reaction to. Fergus cheered. Florian nodded in acknowledgment. Aldrus and Kenrick shook each other's hands. Alban frowned and fiddled with one of the many weapons hanging from his belt. Gabriel walked off muttering, probably curses, under his breath.
“What is going on?” Elisabeth asked, gripping her skirt in her hand as she took a hesitant step toward the dwarfs. She couldn’t help feeling out of her element, like she was drifting on a chunk of ice in the middle of a frozen sea. Any second the ice could plunge her into the sea and even if it didn’t she still feared that she would freeze to death unless someone were to happen along to rescue her.
Lucius turned to Elisabeth and smiled as he dropped into a small bow. “Our patron says that he will happily aid ye in reclaiming yer kingdom, princess.”
“Well, that’s not exactly what I said,” the young stranger said, sounding amused.
Lucius dipped his head. “In return for ye doing something for him, of course.”
Elisabeth drew her brows together. What possibly could this person, who was powerful enough to think he could defeat a sorceress, want from her? Other than something she would surely not wish to give… “What?” she asked warily.
The stranger waved his hand. “Oh, nothing too much. Just the return of Mooraven.”
“Return of...” Elisabeth stumbled back, nearly tripping on the hem of her dress, as realization dawned. “But… you… you should be dead!”
The young man huffed a laugh. “You are so very perceptive, princess. But where are my manners? Allow me to introduce myself.” He stood and dropped into a mock bow. “I am Prince Cedric of Mooraven, Lord of Shadow Weavers, Master of Crows, and your one chance at defeating your stepmother, I'm afraid.”
Elisabeth's heart pounded in her ears, drowning out the shadow’s inaudible whispers. She should never have trusted the dwarfs. She'd hoped that the promise of a thousand krones would be enough to buy their services, but obviously not if they would bring her here to him. To the exiled son of King Morren himself. It would have been so much simpler for them to kill her back at their cottage.
“Why are you not dead?” she demanded, pressing her hand into the base of her throat. As if that act alone could make her voice not tremble.
“It is a pleasure to meet you as well,” Cedric said with a chuckle.
She whipped her head around searching for the nearest exit. The door was wide open, but could she possibly make it to it before Prince Cedric struck?
He held up his hands in what she supposed was meant to be a pacifying gesture that did nothing to calm her. “Relax, princess. If I wished you dead, you would be dead already.”
Elisabeth backed toward the courtyard. “A comforting thought, I'm sure. But do you expect me to believe the word of a trickster?”
“What a harsh title to place on someone you have only just met.” Cedric placed his hand over his heart, trying to look wounded, but only succeeding in looking arrogant. “I am hurt. Truly. Should you not count the fact that you are still alive as evidence of my goodwill? I mean I could easily use my magic to solidify my shadow courtiers. They would gladly rip you to shreds after what you did to poor Gertrude.” The prince gestured to the shadow lady Elisabeth had run her hand through. Gertrude hissed at her. “Or I could always have my mercenary dwarfs attack you if that turned out to be too much trouble.”
Lucius shook his head. “Are ye sure that killing her would be wise, my lord?”
Gabriel smiled darkly. “I would be glad to kill her for ye.”
“Why tickle me blue!” Fergus cried. “We aren't gonna kill her, are we?!”
“’Twould be an unpleasant task, for sure. We've actually grown rather fond of her,” Aldrus said.
“She's too pretty to die,” Kenrick bemoaned.
“She can't be trusted. Stole me knife, she did,” Alban muttered.
Florian said nothing, but Elisabeth was sure that if it came to it, he would choose the prince's side.
Cedric held up his hands for silence. “Thank you, gentlemen, but as you have not allowed me to finish, let me do so now. Because, as you must know, since the princess is not dead that means that I have absolutely no intention of killing her. You see, my dear, we each have something the other wants. I can help you defeat your—what was it? Stepmother, I believe? And you have the power to lift my banishment and return to me Mooraven. Which surely wouldn’t be too much trouble because what need would you have for a second kingdom when you cannot even keep track of your own? So, I'm sure if we could agree to ignore the trifles of the past—”
Elisabeth balled her hands into fists. “Your father killed my mother and you expect me to forget that?”
Cedric tilted his head as he hopped down from the dais that his throne was on. “Technically I said ignore not forget, besides I have no idea what you mean by that. My father played no part in the death of your mother. I was speaking about that dreadful war between our kingdoms.” He clasped his hands behind his back and strode toward her.
Elisabeth crossed her arms and forced herself to hold her ground. “Your father's wights attacked the palace the night my mother died.”
Cedric came to a stop a few feet from her. “That is true, but your mother did not die in the attack now did she? So why the frozen seas would you blame my father for her death?”
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes. “My mother died because no one was there to help her when I was born. Whether she died in the attack or not, it is still your father's fault. That was why my father made war with your kingdom.”
Cedric held her gaze for a moment before stepping back and strolling away. “I hope you will take no offense to this, but your father was a rash man. Your mother was a nymph. At one point she had been immortal, I doubt the birthing of a mortal child would have killed her. Did you ever once consider the possibilities of poison—which I've heard is a sorceress's preferred weapon?”
Elisabeth’s mind flashed back to the last days her father had been alive. How he had wasted away with a mysterious illness that the doctors could find no cure for. Elisabeth had tried to tell them that it was because Ismena was poisoning him, but they would not suspect their queen. She blinked that memory away and scowled at Cedric. She had never met King Morren, but she had learned enough stories of his manipulative tongue to know not to trust his son. “You are a trickster and a liar.”
“And your stepmother is a murderess, though you already know that. Just look at how she has treated the young ladies of your kingdom. Draining their beauty and youth to use as her own.” Cedric shook his head and made a tsking noise. “Shameful waste.”
Elisabeth sucked in a breath. “How do you know this?” Cedric had been imprisoned in this forest long before her stepmother came to power. He should know nothing of Ismena's reign. And even if he were not imprisoned, many of her own people did not know what happened to the young ladies who disappeared from their homes. She backed another step toward the door.
A raven’s caw pierced the air, causing Elisabeth’s heart to leap into her throat. She looked up to see a raven swoop through a hole in the arched ceiling and circle through the air before coming to land on Cedric’s forearm. He stroked the raven's head and smiled smugly. “Sorry to frighten you. But as I’m sure you know, since you appear to know so much about me and my heritage, I am not called the master of crows for nothing. Now, that you’ve had your little spat, shall we put this dispute in the past where it belongs so that we can come to an agreement?”
Elisabeth scoffed. “I will make no agreement with you.”
Cedric arched his brow, and the raven flew off. He shrugged indifferent. “Without my aid, how do you plan to defeat your stepmother?”
She actually had no plan whatsoever and not even the faintest trace of an idea for a plan, but she wasn’t about to admit that to the trickster prince. Instead she raised her chin. “I can defeat my stepmother well enough on my own, thank you.”
Cedric laughed. “Ah yes, that was made exceedingly apparent when you were forced to flee from your castle in the dead of night.”
Elisabeth schooled her features. Was there nothing that the prince did not know? Accursed crows. “If you are so knowledgeable in the ways of everything then you should know that I have found help already. These dwarfs will help me defeat my stepmother.” Elisabeth gestured to Lucius and the others. “Which means that I am sorry but I do not require your aid.” She stifled the voice inside her informing her that the dwarfs did not believe that they could defeat Ismena without Cedric’s aid. She would not work with Morren’s son.
“The dwarfs?” Cedric stepped over to the dwarfs. “You mean these dwarfs? The dwarfs who aided my father in the war against your father? Are you sure you wish to work with them when you find the thought of my help so distasteful and I didn’t even fight in the war?”
Elisabeth whirled on the dwarfs, her eyes narrowed. “You fought for Mooraven?”
The dwarfs shifted uncomfortably. Fergus blushed.
Finally Lucius nodded. “Aye, we worked for him. Many years ago he came to the Skalvanian mountains looking for warriors, promising wealth and glory to those who would serve him. We're all that remain of the company of dwarfs who joined his cause.”
“Bad man his father was,” Fergus added adamantly.
Gabriel huffed an angry breath. “Blasted man hired us at the end of the war, after he had already lost. All those dwarfs died because he simply couldn't admit defeat. We finally had enough of the bloodshed and deserted. If we hadn't we'd be amongst the dead from the battle of Moor's Keep. Not a dwarf made it out alive.”
“He was a murderer,” Alban added with a dark look.
The other dwarfs nodded in agreement. Gabriel spit on the ground.
She had heard of the carnage of Moor’s Keep, that was near the end of the war just before her father finally marched his army into Mooraven and defeated the dark king. If they had lost comrades in that battle it would give the dwarfs a reason to hate King Morren, enough that she might even trust them—save for one important fact. They appeared to be working for his son now. She shook her head. “I do not understand. If you hated the father so much, why do you serve his son?”
“For survival,” Gabriel answered simply.
“We serve him and he protects us from the darker entities of this forest,” Kenrick added.
Lucius nodded. “Your father banished us into these woods as he did the wee prince at the end of the war. He did not wish to spill anymore dwarfish blood, but he didn't trust us to continue to go free even though we only served Morren because he paid us—”
“Nothing personal at all,” Aldrus added. “Just a little business.”
Lucius rested his hand on the short sword hanging from his belt. “Well, King Stephan didn't see it that way. He decided that we were too dangerous to continue on in our line of business, taking missions when we pleased, so he banished us here—”
“Completely unreasonable of him. We're perfectly harmless.”
Lucius cleared his throat and shot Aldrus a silencing look. “As I was saying, when we were first banished to this forest, and learned that the prince had been banished here as well, we thought about killing him—”
“Bitter we were.”
There was a scuffle as Gabriel grabbed Aldrus and tried to gag him. Lucius continued like this was a regular occurrence. Perhaps it was. “But we decided against it. He was a boy, nothin' like his father. Just as much a victim as we.”
Cedric clapped his hand on Lucius's shoulder. “And I am thankful you came to that conclusion, before you killed me.”
Elisabeth pressed her fingers to her temples and paced away. “What am I to do about my stepmother now?”
“We will keep our end of the bargain, don't ye fret, lass,” Lucius assured.
Elisabeth shook her head. “How can you expect me to trust you when you fought for the enemy?”
Lucius held out his hands almost pleadingly. “Surely ye can't hold it against us when we've already paid our penance during the years of our banishment.”
“Eleven years it's been,” Fergus said sadly.
Aldrus nodded wearily. “That's an awful long time, when all we did was pick the wrong side.”
Elisabeth released a frustrated breath and resumed pacing until Cedric stepped in her path. “Have a heart, Lizzie. They're good men—well, dwarfs—but I’m sure you understand what I'm saying.”
“Yeah, we won't double cross you or nothin',” Aldrus said.
Elisabeth jabbed a finger into Cedric's chest. “First of all, do not call me Lizzie. Secondly, why would I listen to you? You are the enemy.”
Cedric clucked his tongue. “Now let's not be so nasty, love, we've only just met. I hardly think I deserve the title. I'm sure we can both agree that Ismena is the true enemy. However, you are entitled to your opinions. Believe what you will. But I think it only fair to inform you that if you refuse to make a deal with me then there is really no reason for me to keep you alive.”
Elisabeth inhaled sharply and backed up several steps. The air around her began to drop in temperature as her magic surged, wanting to protect her. Unfortunately, she had no idea how to use it in her defense. “You say we are not enemies and yet you threaten to kill me?”
Cedric stepped after her and wrapped his gloved hand around her elbow, keeping her in place. “Now, I never said I'd kill you. I simply stated that there would be no reason to keep you alive. It would certainly be very inconvenient for me to allow you to live, though. You could spread all sorts of vicious calumny about me.”
Elisabeth clenched her teeth until her jaw ached. “It would not be calumny if it were true.” She jerked her arm out of his hold and he let go of it easily with only a shake of his head.
He let out a deep sigh as if he were in pain. “You have proven my point.” He turned to the dwarfs. “You are my witnesses. You see how difficult she is being.”
Elisabeth wrapped her arms around herself and backed away further. “If you kill me, I cannot free you from your banishment.”
Cedric turned back to her and raised his eyebrows. “But if I don't kill you then I still will not be freed from my banishment, because you are so tastelessly stubborn, so I'm really at an impasse.”
Elisabeth licked her lips. She didn’t like her odds in the prince’s territory. She was truly going to end up murdered and her body would be left for the Garmrs. Unless she made a deal first. She couldn’t let Cedric see that he had the upper hand, if she was going to make a deal with the dark prince then she was going to make certain that she got an advantage from it. “Even if I were to lift your banishment, I cannot return to you Mooraven until I defeat Ismena and have freed my kingdom.”
Cedric rolled his eyes. “So, I will help you reclaim your kingdom. And now we are right back to where we started. To save us another roundabout discussion, why don't we seal the deal now?” He held out his hand. “Do we have an accord, princess? Your kingdom in exchange for mine? Your freedom for my freedom?”
Elisabeth hesitated, but what choice did she have? If she refused he would most likely kill her. Then no one would rescue her people from Ismena’s rule. If she said yes, he would help her defeat Ismena, but at what cost? His freedom? What if she unleashed a worse evil on the world than even her stepmother?
But she was the princess of snow and she would not be coerced into this. She would use Cedric until he was no longer needed. Then she would do what her father hadn’t the strength to accomplish. She would end Morren’s line once and for all.
“Deal?” Cedric prompted, his hand still outstretched. “Come now, you won't get a better offer than this. Least of all from Ismena.”
Elisabeth clasped Cedric's black gloved hand with her own pale one. “Deal.” She said with a firm jerk of his hand. She prayed that if there were some entity overlooking their deal, that they would not strike her dead for her lies.




Chapter Four
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Elisabeth squeezed her eyes shut as she leaned against the stone wall. But she quickly opened her eyes, not trusting to remain long without her vision. Not here in this dangerous place. She peered out at the bleak forest around her. There were no signs of any creatures nearby, she wondered if that was the prince’s doing.  
The prince…
Dear sunlight, what had she gotten herself into?
She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself to stave off the cold, but she knew it would be no use. No matter how cold she was outside, she was even more so inside. She hated that she planned to do something exactly like the dark prince or Ismena herself would do. To use someone simply to betray them. And yet, looking at Cedric’s satisfied smirk as she dropped his hand, she had felt almost glad that she would soon betray him. Perhaps finally that would wipe the smug expression off his face.
But how on this frozen world was she going to actually betray him? Cedric was obviously a powerful person, a force to be reckoned with. He wouldn’t have survived in this forest if he were not.
How was she possibly going to manage killing him?
Never mind the fact that as much as she despised him, she found the thought of betraying him detestable.
She raised her numb fingers to her lips and blew on them. She needed to get inside before she froze.
As she turned to go, she tripped to avoid walking into a rosebush that had not been there when she made the trek across the courtyard several minutes ago. She frowned roses were an uncommon sight in the dead of winter. She looked up to see that she was standing in the middle of a garden. A garden that had unmistakably not been there before. A garden that was made of shadows.
“I like to imagine what this world would look like if it wasn't dead,” a voice said.
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes as Cedric strode out from behind a crumbling tower. He paused and leaned against it.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded. How long had he been watching her? If he had any idea of what she had been thinking...
Cedric glanced around the courtyard as if seeing it for the first time before finally releasing a breath. “I’m going to let you in on a secret, Liz, I hope I don’t regret giving you this information but here is it...” He hung his head as if bracing himself for the impact. Elisabeth straightened wondering what he could possibly have to say. And if it would be any help in her killing Cedric when this is all over.
“Are you ready for this?” he asked at last.
“Stop stalling and spit it out already,” she snapped.
He grinned, wagging his eyebrows. “This is my castle.”
She furrowed her brows. “Excuse me?”
His smile grew wider as he strode toward her. He came to a stop only a few feet away. “You asked what I was doing here. That was my answer. This is my castle. I’m free to roam where I may. Though I would like to know what you are doing here?”
“I wanted some solitude,” Elisabeth said, crossing her arms, but she quickly dropped them fearing that she was being too defensive with her body language.
“Yes, because it’s not like you were raised in solitude. I would have thought that you would have appreciated some company after having spent most of your life lacking it.” He leaned closer, his lids lowering. “Especially the companionship of a peer.”
Elisabeth shook her head. “I would not wish for your company.”
Cedric placed his hand over his heart as if he had been wounded. “Such abject cruelty.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. “Besides, I actually enjoy being alone.”
Cedric clasped his hands behind his back as he stared out over the forest in the direction she had just been looking. “You’re rather fortunate then. Because solitude is not too hard to find here.”
She could imagine that it was not. “Is it only the eight of you?”
Cedric dipped his chin. “Not counting the Dragrs or Garmrs or overly friendly Giant Spiders? Yes, well, actually it’s nine now I’d say.”
“Well, I have no intention of remaining in this wood very long,” Elisabeth replied quickly.
“Nor do I,” Cedric said, turning to her, his ice blue eyes seeming to peer into her soul. “And if you keep your end of the bargain. I shan’t have to.”
Elisabeth licked her lips and forced herself to nod. She needed to be better at deceiving. She would not fool the trickster prince if she was not.
Cedric continued to watch her for a long moment. Her mind grappled to find something else to say that would change the subject. Distract him. However, instead, it was Cedric who changed the subject.
He tilted his head and the corner of his mouth turned up as he plucked a shadow rose from the bush and handed it to her. “The dwarfs are quite distraught at the fact that they may have angered you. I don't know how you did it, but somehow you've managed to entangle each and every one of my supposedly merciless mercenaries around your dainty fingers. Even Gabriel, though he'd probably rather die than admit it. And you've barely known them a day. You work fast. I will give you that.”
Elisabeth arched her eyebrow, keeping her hands firmly at her sides. “Flattery and a flower. Tell me, noble prince, what more do you want from me?”
“Nothing.” Cedric twirled the flower between his fingers before flicking it over his shoulder. “I'm simply trying to have a conversation. Is that not how you people outside the woods generally get to know each other?”
Elisabeth finally gave in to the urge to cross her arms. “All you want is to converse? The moment I believe that is when the winter ends.”
“Then do believe it. It would be splendid to feel the sun again.”
Elisabeth looked up at the thick, grey clouds which had hid the sun from her view the entirety of her life. She didn't even know what it looked like, though she had read in her novels that it was bright and warm. Like a large furnace in the sky. She turned her attention back to Cedric. “Once the sun comes out you will scurry for cover like the creature of shadows you are.”
The corner of Cedric's mouth turned up showing that she had failed to insult him. “Such unjust words, Princess. Don’t you know, shadows cannot exist without light.” He released a breath that was half a laugh. “Come now, just because our parents were enemies does not mean that we have to be. Let us put our disagreements behind us. And perhaps we can be friends as well as business partners.”
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes. “I think that’s exactly what that means. And we will never be friends.”
“Never is a word that extends into eternity, I would steer clear of using it overly often if I were you.”
“In this case, I believe that it can be used without much fear of it proving untrue,” Elisabeth replied stiffly. “We must work together, because it benefits us both.” Until she no longer needed him that was… “But any other amicable relation between us, I fear, is impossible.”
“Posh, if you really look at it, there’s nothing actually holding us apart.” He spread out his arms. “In fact, if you look closely enough, you would see that we are very quite similar.”
Elisabeth stiffened. “There is no similarity between us.”
“We are both royalty, banished from our homes to this forest. We’ve both lost our families, our kingdoms, our lives as we knew it to Ismena… that seems awfully similar to me.”
“But you are missing a very key fact in all of this. Your father deserved what happened to him. Mooraven deserved to fall. And you deserved your banishment.”
Cedric placed a hand over his heart and shook his head. “Nasty, nasty accusations. I could very well say that your father deserved to be killed since he was responsible for destroying my life, but I am, it appears, far more forgiving than you.”
Elisabeth tapped her finger against the crook of her arm and arched her brow. “You have proven my point. Our families are enemies, Prince Cedric, your father is responsible for the death of my mother. That is a tarnish on your bloodline that I fear I could never—nor would I ever—look past.”
Cedric ran his hand through his hair, before turning back to her and leaning back against the wall completely at ease. “Look, Liz. Even if your mother died because of the wight attack, my father did not create the wights. Therefore, he had no control over them.”
Elisabeth frowned. She did not know much about wights, they had all been wiped out in the beginning of the Seven Years War. But it was odd that Cedric would know this much about them.
As if having decided to once again abruptly change the subject, Cedric held out his arm. “But enough of this dreary subject. Come, join me for a turn around the courtyard.”
Elisabeth remained where she was.
“Do not forget that once you uphold your side of the bargain, we will be neighboring rulers, so we should learn to get along now while neither of us have armies at our disposal.”
Elisabeth sighed and accepted his arm. Even if she had no intention of them being neighboring rulers, she could not allow that to show.
It was true that the people of Mooraven were close to revolting anyway. They had always remained loyal to Morren, even after his defeat, but then Ismena had taken command and they had bucked under her tyrannical rule. In fact, it would be much easier to simply pass off Mooraven rather than deal with its dissatisfied citizens. If only the person she was giving Mooraven to was not Cedric.
With a self-satisfied smirk, Cedric turned and began strolling through the garden. After a moment of silence, he leaned closer and whispered in her ear, “I'm going to tell you another secret.”
Elisabeth shuddered, but refused to step away and show to him how much he was affecting her. It was probably his goal to make her as uncomfortable as possible.
“I cannot actually make my shadows solid. You were not in any danger of dear Gertrude,” he continued in a low tone as if they were co-conspirators.
She turned to him and arched her brow. “So, you lied? Why does that not surprise me?”
He shrugged. “I like to think of it as embellishing the truth.”
She snorted. “You would.”
“Pray tell, what is that supposed to mean?”
“Only that the likes of you never admit to what you do wrong. You lie and you are embellishing the truth. You steal and you are simply helping someone to be generous. You break your word and you are only modifying it. You murder and you are naturally aiding another soul in their journey to the otherworlds.”
Cedric laughed. “Ah, Liz, you've hardly known me more than a half an hour and already you are forming all sorts of unfavorable opinions of me. I shall miss you while I am away.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Elisabeth pulled her arm from his. “Away where? And do not call me that.”
“When I am storming the castle, with the dwarfs. You, of course, shall remain here while we—how did you put it? Aid your stepmother in her journey to the otherworlds?”
“I will be doing no such thing. When you leave, I shall join you.”
“You will be doing no such thing,” Cedric mocked. “You will be staying here. We have no need for you. You would simply get in the way.”
“I know the palace. You will need me as a guide.”
Cedric shrugged, unconcerned. “You could draw us a map then.”
Elisabeth crossed her arms. “The map could get lost.”
Cedric's lips lazily turned upward as he continued sauntering down the path. “I'll be sure to take good care of it.”
Elisabeth hiked her skirts and hurried after him. “You mean to double cross me. You plan to slip off the second you are free of the forest, and it would be easier for you to do so with me no longer there.”
“You insult me so, princess. I like to consider myself a man of my word. I made a deal and I intend to see it to its end. And I don’t tend to modify it either.”
“Why are you so insistent that I not join you then? I know it is not because of care for my safety.”
“Quite the contrary, princess, that is exactly why I wish for you to stay here. I would rather you not die before you had a chance to become expendable. It wouldn’t do me any good to defeat your stepmother and have you perish anyway. I'd be just as trapped as before.”
Elisabeth drew to a halt. “Why are you so certain that I would die? I hardly find that flattering.”
Cedric also stopped walking and looked her over. “Maybe not, but it's realistic. I mean, just look at what you're wearing!”
Elisabeth glanced down at her torn white dress. “What do you mean? What's wrong with my dress?”
“I believe you answered your own question. It's a dress. You cannot wear a dress into battle.”
Elisabeth jammed her hands on her hips. “A woman can wear whatever she pleases into battle.”
“Not if she wishes to remain alive.”
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes. “I would manage just fine. Besides, it is not as if I am defenseless.”
Cedric had the audacity to laugh.
Elisabeth huffed. “I will have you know that I have magical powers over ice and snow that I inherited from my mother, who was an ice nymph.” Not that she knew how to use them to her best ability.
Cedric tilted his head. “Indeed? So, are you the person I have to thank for this dratted winter?”
Elisabeth gasped. “How dare you say such a thing! Of course, I have nothing to do with this winter. It is because of this never-ending winter that my people suffer. Why would I do that to them?”
“Perhaps not willingly, but what if this winter is because you do not have complete control of your powers?”
“My powers are not the reason for this winter,” Elisabeth repeated slowly, past her clenched teeth.
“And how old are you, I wonder?”
Elisabeth blinked, taken aback. “'Tis rude to ask a lady her age.”
Cedric sighed and glanced up at the heavens. “Let's see, my father lost the kingdom eleven years ago, and that was after a seven years war that started the day you were born. So that would make you what? Eighteen? The winter started eighteen years ago, if I remember correctly. Of course, I was only three at the time so my memory may be faulty, but I distinctly remember the feeling of the summer sun.”
“My magic did not create this winter. I’ve barely ever used it. However, I believe I know whose did. It is not well known, but my stepmother shares my powers over ice and snow. She is probably the one behind this.”
Cedric raised his eyebrows, a triumphant smile pulling his lips upward. “And I wonder how she got these powers? I thought you inherited yours from your ice nymph mother?”
“I—”
“Mayhap my father did not kill your mother as you believe?”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing, everything, whatever you take it to mean.” Cedric released a breath. “Well, your powers are still not enough to entice me to bring you. You admitted yourself that your stepmother shares the same powers, and she must be more powerful than you if she is able to create an eternal winter that you cannot end. So even with your magic you are still at a disadvantage. And I do not care for disadvantages.”
“I am going and you cannot keep me here,” Elisabeth replied hotly.
“I’m certain that I could. And that I would, if need be.”
She inhaled sharply. Cedric offered her a friendly smile, it was a complete contrast to his dark words. “You’re in my territory now, princess, I would be careful where I step if I were you.”




Chapter Five
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Elisabeth blew out a breath. What had she been thinking? Cedric couldn’t be trusted, not even long enough to defeat Ismena. He was a wild card, one that if she played she feared would kill her.  
Assuming this frostbitten cold didn’t kill her first.
Elisabeth sat up, wrapping her cloak further around herself. She was in one of the old chambers of the palace. It could very well have once been the queen’s chamber—Cedric claimed that it was—but now it was nothing more than four crumbling walls, and a ceiling that was only half there. She would freeze in this room if she spent the entire night here.
Perhaps that was the prince’s plan all along.
She should have listened to Luk’s words all along. Now she could only hope that she wouldn’t pay the ultimate price for her folly.
She could still make this right. She could continue on with her quest to free her people, with only a small setback. But first she had to get away.
Elisabeth groped the floor seeking her boots in the dark. After she had found them and put them on, she slipped across the floor that was covered in worn carpeting and snow that had somehow managed to make it through the holes in the ceiling.
She slipped out into the dark hallway. She didn’t know where Cedric or the dwarfs were staying, so she crept quietly. She slipped down the halls that Lucius had led her down earlier on her way to the bedroom.
The halls were dark. She hoped that was a good sign that meant that Cedric and the dwarfs were nowhere nearby and were actually sleeping.
“I would prefer it if you didn’t step on me.”
Elisabeth skidded to a stop, just as a shadow dropped away from the fireplace and the roaring fire within cast light upon the room. Two shadow people sat at a shadow table, playing some sort of shadow game. They looked to be completely engrossed in it.
But they were not ones who had spoken. Lying sprawled out in the middle of the floor just inches from her feet, was Cedric.
He grinned, his eyes glinting in the firelight as he sat up on his elbows. “Did you really miss me so much already that you just had to come find me?”
“What are you doing out here?” she demanded.
“Well, as you seem to keep forgetting—this is my castle I have a right to be wherever I choose to be. But if you really must know, the center of the castle is warmer. So, to answer your question of what I am doing here.” Cedric sighed and lay back down, placing his hands behind his head. “Well, my dear, I am not freezing to death, that’s what I am doing.”
“Oh.” Was all Elisabeth could think to reply. His being here certainly ruined her plan to slip off in the night, never to be seen by Cedric or the dwarfs again.
He slid his gaze to her. “It looks like you’re not doing a very good job at even that. For someone who has control over ice and snow, you would think that you would be able to handle it better. Or to even be able to make the cold leave you, to create your own bubble of warmth where the cold is forbidden to enter.”
Elisabeth snorted. “Ah yes, what a simple way to use my magic.”
“Who says it isn’t? I do the same thing with my shadows, but very well, if you want to continue setting limitations on yourself then by all means keep doing what you’re doing.”
His eyes shifted back to the ceiling as if the conversation was over. Elisabeth glanced up to see what he was looking at. He was actually lying right under a hole in the ceiling, snowflakes drifted down around them.
“I miss the sun,” he said, breaking the silence. “I miss being warm, I miss the light it gives, but I would say that the thing I probably miss the most are the stars.”
Elisabeth planted her hands on her hips. “I already told you, I didn’t cause this winter.”
“I wasn’t saying that you did,” Cedric replied, still staring at the dark clouds above. “You say that your stepmother is responsible for it, and if that is true… well, you can be assured that I will do everything I can to stop her. I wonder if these ice-crusted clouds would finally leave if she died.”
Elisabeth shifted her weight and glanced at the door leading from the room.
While she wasn’t looking at him, Cedric sat up enough to grab her hand, before lying down pulling her down beside her. “Now that I have appeased your suspicious nature, come join me. There’s no need to slip off tonight. I told Gabriel that he wasn’t allowed to slit your throat while you slept.”
“How comforting,” Elisabeth said trying to sit up.
Cedric pulled her back down. “It is. Which is why you now have no reason to leave.” He slid his gaze to her and lifted his eyebrows.
“I wasn’t leaving,” Elisabeth said, but she couldn’t hold his gaze as she murmured it. She studied the worn red and gold inlaid carpet instead.
“Very well, if you would like for us both to pretend that you weren’t trying to slip off then I suppose I can humor you.” He nodded his chin toward the shadow figures sitting at the table. “Never fear, Harris and Reginold won’t tell anyone.”
Elisabeth shook her head, but she wasn’t exactly sure what else she was going to do. He knew what she had been planning. What was the use of denying it?
Cedric sighed deeply and turned his gaze back to the sky. “You know, my father used to teach me the constellations. He would take me to the palace observatory every night and we would spend hours in there going over our star charts and gazing up at the sky.”
Elisabeth snorted a breath. “Ah, yes, what a wonderful father. After wreaking havoc on the known world and fighting his wars, he spent his nights looking at stars with his son.”
Cedric shrugged. “I never said that my father was a good man. I never even said that he was a good father. But he had his moments. Everyone has their moments.” He stretched his legs languidly before crossing his ankles.
Elisabeth began to push herself to her feet. “Well, I shall be going to bed if you don’t mind—”
Cedric shook his head and made a tsking noise, she stilled but he didn’t even glance at her. Instead, he said, “Ohh, Reginold, bad move, my man. Bad move indeed.”
She huffed a breath. He wasn't even listening to her—the insufferable man! Cedric lazily turned his gaze back to her. “He’s been trying to beat Harris for some time, but somehow he always ends up losing.”
“How fascinating,” she said dryly.
Cedric sat up with a clap. “It is, in fact, but not half as fascinating as actually playing ourselves.” He twirled his hand over the space between them. Reginold and Harris melted and the shadows slid across the floor, coming to a stop between them and taking the form of a board with pieces.
Cedric waved his hand. “First move is yours.”
“I’d rather not,” Elisabeth said. She had enjoyed this game plenty of times with her guards, namely Luk, and while she wouldn’t mind playing, she would not do so with the likes of him.
Cedric dipped his head. “All right then. I suppose I shall take the first move.” He grasped a shadow piece and moved it across the board before he looked back up, tilting his head so that a shaggy lock of hair fell into his face. He grinned. “Have some sort of strategy worked out that makes it so you don’t need the first move?”
“No. I mean, I don’t want to play with you.”
“Nonsense. It’ll be fun. It can be a bonding experience. A way that we can destroy each other’s pieces without actually involving any armies.”
Elisabeth crossed her arms. “It will not be fun,” she scoffed. “You’ll cheat.”
Cedric blinked, pulling back with a look of surprise on his face. “Of course I will! What would be the fun if I did not?”
She gestured down at the board. “I don’t even have a queen!”
“If you want a queen,” he said picking up one of her pawns and placing it at the end of the board where it grew, becoming a queen. “Then make yourself one. Don’t complain about not having the power to do something when, in fact, you’ve always had the power to do it yourself. Because that means it’s either fear or insecurity holding you back and I cannot abide either of those.”
Elisabeth pushed to her feet, glaring fiercely at Cedric. “I think that I shall retire now.”
Cedric rolled onto his back, blinking up at her. “What? Did I say something to upset you?”
“Goodnight,” she said curtly before turning and hurrying back to her room.
“We’ll have to finish our game sometime!” he called after her.
Elisabeth had absolutely no intention of playing chess with him, though as she swept into her room and pushed the old wooden door, that barely fit in the doorway anymore, shut behind her, she half wondered if he was speaking of chess. Or if he was speaking of their bargain. Because, from what she knew of Cedric, it seemed that to him, everything was a game.




Chapter Six
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Elisabeth strode into the grand hall. She released a breath as she saw Cedric sitting on the throne there. She had searched the ruins of the castle since she had woken, for him. First she had looked where she had seen him last night. But he hadn’t been there or anywhere else she searched.  
Because apparently he had been at his shadow court residing over the affairs of his “kingdom”.
She shook her head as she strode forward. “I need to speak to you.”
Cedric glanced at her and waved aside some shadow figures who had been speaking to him with the garbled voice of his shadow courtiers. She noticed that he was wearing his shadow crown again. He was following right in the steps of his father, craving power. Elisabeth faltered her step. What was she doing dealing with the likes of him?
Cedric tilted his head and nodded toward her. “Your apology is accepted.”
Elisabeth blinked, snapped out of her tumultuous thoughts. “I beg your pardon?”
Cedric flicked his wrist dismissively. “You already have it. I accepted your apology, you can run along now and do whatever it is exiled princesses do.”
“Why in Illesya would I be apologizing to you?” Elisabeth asked, scrunching her nose at even the thought.
Cedric shrugged. “I wouldn’t know why. You must know I held no ill feelings toward you about the way we parted last night—or more the way you stomped off in a self-righteous fit. But I understand how delicate a woman’s conscience can be so I forgive you.”
“Delicate?!” she demanded. “My conscience is most certainly not delicate!” Though even as the words left her lips, her conscience decided to suddenly pang her, informing her that it was not as okay with the task she had given it of reconciling that she would have to kill Cedric, as she would have liked.
“Careful,” Cedric said, holding up one finger. “Or you might just start sounding like a calloused dark lord such as myself.”
She was nothing like him! Why did he have to keep insisting on their similarities?!
She shook her head, swallowing her bitter retort. She didn’t come here to argue with Cedric, though that appeared to be exactly what he wanted to do. Which gave her the strength to ignore his jab. If doing so would disappoint him, then she would do everything in her power to rein in her temper.
She forced a smile and said as sweetly as she was able, “When are we planning on leaving?”
Cedric stretched his legs in front of him, crossing his ankles. “I suppose before I answer that question, it would be best if you tell me where we are going?”
“Remember?” she asked through gritted teeth. “Our deal?”
“Of course I remember. I was wondering if you did, considering that you were trying to leave last night.”
Someone behind her gasped and she turned to see the dwarfs congregated there. Fergus blinked at her with a hurt look on his face.
Elisabeth quickly turned back around. She shouldn’t care. They had fought for Mooraven, they were her enemies, just as much as Ismena was. It was simply to protect herself from what would happen if they decided that she was no longer necessary that she found herself glaring at Cedric and saying, “I did not try to leave.”
“Oh right. That was our secret wasn’t it?” Cedric smirked. “My bad. But back to the conversation at hand. I will play your game. Suppose we leave this very second. Where exactly would you want us to go?”
Elisabeth crossed her arms. “To the winter palace. To kill Ismena.”
“Well, if that’s where you think we are going then you had better change out of your traveling cloak because we aren’t going today.”
“Whyever not?” Elisabeth demanded.
“Today, I tasked my ravens with the job of scouting it out. I thought it would be best if we knew what was waiting for us before we blindly got ourselves killed. I would rather not walk right into her waiting arms so to speak.”
“So we wait till tomorrow?” Elisabeth asked slowly. Tomorrow might be too late. Ismena might have already escaped by then. Or discovered that Elisabeth was still alive, and what would she do to Luk if she did?
Cedric shrugged looking bored. “Perhaps, perhaps not. Depends, I suppose, on the weather.”
The weather?! What of the weather?! It never changed! Either it was snowy, icy, or cold. Most of the time it was all three.
“If we wait much longer, my stepmother might choose to return to the capitol and our opportunity would be lost,” she spat out.
“And wouldn't that be unfortunate,” Cedric said dryly.
“If my stepmother leaves before we can strike then there's no knowing when we will have another chance to strike.”
Cedric pushed himself to his feet and strode down the steps that led down from the throne, glancing at her over his shoulder as he went. “I have spent the last eleven years banished in this forest. If I have to wait another few years to be rid of it, rather than recklessly getting myself killed because I rushed into things, so be it. I am nothing if not patient.”
“Cedric, my people suffer.” Elisabeth surged forward, grabbed his arm, and pulled him to a stop. She looked at him pleadingly. “Please, they cannot wait any longer to be free of Ismena.”
Cedric stared at her a moment before shaking his head and turning away. He roughly yanked his arm out of her grip. “Now don't try to pull that one on me. I'm sure that your beauty has worked as a powerful tool in the past, but it will not be working on me.”
“Whatever do you mean by that?” Elisabeth asked.
Cedric turned back to her, sizing her up with his eyes. “You will find that I am far harder to persuade than anyone you have met in the past.” His eyes darted down to her lips then back up to her eyes as the corner of his mouth turned up in amusement. “Although, you're welcome to try.”
Elisabeth shoved him. “How dare you insinuate such a thing, you cad! That I would stoop so low as to—to—why, to even imply such a thing is obscene!”
Cedric shrugged. “It was only a suggestion. No need to get so high and uppity. It's not like it would have worked anyway. I'm not like the other men you have met, Liz. I will not be swayed to your opinion via the batting of eyelashes or a strategically placed pout. I am immune to your charms, and will not be changing my mind. We will not strike today.”
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes. “You offend me, sir.”
He had the audacity to laugh. “I'm sure I did. It must be hard to have one person deny you, but never fear. I hear it's good for you. It builds up character.”
Elisabeth clenched her fists and fumed. “I would never try to charm you! It would be safer to charm a snake.”
Fergus gasped and glanced between the two of them. The other dwarfs looked on amused. Cedric continued to smile his lazy, infuriating smile. “I'd be careful doing that. I hear they have a nasty bite.”
“My point exactly.” Elisabeth turned her attention to smoothing out the wrinkles in her skirt, trying to regain her composure. She couldn’t believe that she had actually stooped to begging to that snake. “Very well, if you will not help me and uphold your end of the bargain, then I will go myself.”
She didn’t know how she would manage to defeat Ismena on her own, but it was better than continuing to trust the trickster prince and being prey to his whims.
Cedric snorted. “I wouldn't let you.”
Fury flared through her. She whirled and glared. How dare he keep suggesting this as if he had power over her? She was not his prisoner, their only tie was a deal. A deal which she never intended to keep. She had always had the upper hand. “You couldn't stop me.”
“Me money's on the princess,” Kenrick whispered loudly to the twins.
“Then ye'll be losin' it,” Alban told him gruffly.
Aldrus shook his head. “Nah, I'd wager nine month's wages on the princess any day. Ol' Cedric doesn't stand a chance.”
Cedric glanced back at him, his lips pressed together in a hard line. “I thank you for your confidence.”
“Me money's on the prince,” Gabriel called.
Lucius shook his head. “Yer bein' ridiculous.” But Elisabeth noticed him exchanging money with Florian.
Cedric turned back to Elisabeth and crossed his arms. “I'm sure that I could and that I would, princess.”
“You are mistaken, prince.”
A slow smile formed on Cedric's face. “No, I am not. As I stated yesterday, I could easily kill you—I still can. Instead, I made a deal with you. A deal that I intend to keep. I will uphold my end of the bargain, but I shall do so on my own terms. And I will not allow you to get yourself killed before you can uphold yours.”
“Is that really why you insist that you won’t bring me when you do strike?” Elisabeth asked, narrowing her eyes.
Cedric clapped. “As ever, you are so astute.”
“I wouldn’t die,” she spat, rankled.
“I believe that we’ve had this conversation before,” Cedric muttered in a bored tone.
“I could be of some help.”
“Yes, we’ve definitely had this conversation.” He leaned closer to Gabriel and dropped his voice to a whisper. “Next she’ll mention something about being our guide.”
“I could! I know the way, I’ve lived in that palace for three years.”
“As I stated, when we previously had this conversation, simply draw me a map.”
“But I could help with fighting.”
Cedric huffed a little laugh. “We already decided that your magic that you are too afraid to use will be no help. Besides, I have seven mercenaries to help me with that.”
Elisabeth tapped the toe of her boot against the broken tile of the floor. “And with me you could have eight extra swords.”
“You don’t even have any experience whatsoever with a blade.” He smirked and raised his eyebrows. “Do you?”
Elisabeth bit down on her lip and glanced down at the ground. “Perhaps not. But… you could always teach me.”
Cedric scoffed, but then he seemed to consider it. “I suppose I could, but why would I?”
“It would certainly aid me in not dying.”
“Or it could lead to you dying more quickly.”
“Not if you were a good teacher,” Elisabeth said, jutting her chin. She saw it then, the spark in his eye. A challenge. She had struck the right chord.
Cedric strode forward slowly, before drawing to a halt and looking her over. Finally he shrugged. “What could be the harm?”
“A sword through the heart,” Gabriel muttered.
Cedric chuckled and slapped a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder as if he had said some joke. “Alban, I’ll need a sword.”
Wordlessly, Alban drew a sword and tossed it to Cedric. There was something practiced about the movement as if it was an everyday occurrence. Elisabeth noted that Cedric didn’t carry a sword. Was that because he made the dwarf carry it for him? She could believe that.
Cedric pointed the sword at the youngest dwarf. “And Kenrick, why don’t you give the princess your sword.”
Kenrick placed his hand protectively over the hilt of his sword. “Why does it have to be my sword?”
“Because I asked you. That's why. Now hand it over.”
Aldrus elbowed him. “Come now, you did say you were her humble servant.”
Kenrick grumbled under his breath, but unsheathed his sword and tossed it to Cedric. Cedric caught it mid-air. He turned to Elisabeth, holding the hilt out to her. “Now, Lizzie, prove yourself. Swing at me.”
Elisabeth hesitantly accepted the sword and held it awkwardly, the weight pulling at her wrist. “That's it? No introduction?”
Cedric held his arms out, leaving his torso exposed as if welcoming any strike that she would land. “You should take the fact that I'm offering you the first swing as your introduction. Normally I don't allow anyone who is armed in my proximity to remain armed for long.”
“He doesn't!” Aldrus cried, jumping back as the other dwarfs all stepped out of reach.
Elisabeth licked her lips as she watched them before turning back to Cedric and holding the sword up so that it pointed at him. “Fine, but do not blame me if I hurt you.”
“Believe me, I won't,” Cedric said with a smile.
Elisabeth slashed her sword at him. Cedric easily jumped out of the way. “Is that the best you have?”
Elisabeth pulled back and swung again, but she lost her balance when her legs became entangled in her skirts.
Cedric deflected her blow with a laugh. “You're worse than I'd thought you would be, and that is saying much. Ismena would have killed you by now, you know.”
Elisabeth swiped her sword at him, but she pulled back when she thought that she might hit him. He smacked the side of his sword into her stomach lightly, insultingly so. “Just like a princess, afraid to get her hands dirty—”
Elisabeth blew out a frustrated breath and lunged at him. Cedric jumped to the side, but too late. Her sword caught him in the side and a dark area soaked through his tunic.
Cedric cried out and fell to the ground. He did not move to get back up.
Elisabeth dropped Kenrick's sword and hurried to his side. “Oh, goodness! I didn't mean to—please don't die!” She knelt next to him and pressed her hand to his side. She was surprised not to feel any wetness. She pulled away to see that the dark spot was not red, but black, and oddly mist-like.
Cedric suddenly grabbed her arm and yanked her to the ground next to him. She struggled to rise, but he pressed his blade against her collar.
“Rule number one in swordplay, princess; never let your guard down. Rule number two, never fall for your enemy's tricks. You broke both those rules.”
Elisabeth pulled away, feeling a blush wash over her pale skin. “That is not fair. You tricked me.”
“Do you think that Ismena or any of her lackeys will play fair?”
Elisabeth pressed her lips together.
“I didn't think so.” A smirk stretched across his lips as he pushed himself to his feet. He held his hand out to her. “That's rule number three. Never expect your enemy to play fair.”




Chapter Seven

[image: image-placeholder]

“Mirror, mirror,” Ismena murmured absently to herself as she stared at her reflection in the full length looking glass that had been Elisabeth’s. She raised her hands to arrange her golden curls until they were perfect, but she froze when through the mirror she spotted a small chest that wasn’t completely closed. Something was protruding from it.  
She frowned as she turned and strode toward it, but she didn’t reach for the chest. She hesitated a second, before cursing her fear and opening it. She gasped at what she saw.
Inside was a small doll with dark yarn for hair and white cloth for skin. Ismena’s heart stuttered as she picked it up. She remembered when her stepdaughter had come crying after being teased mercilessly by the children of some nobles. Elisabeth had asked, “Why do I look different from everyone else, mother?” Something about that pitiful expression had spurred Ismena to sew her this doll, one that would look like her.
Ismena lurched back, as if she could put some distance between herself and the doll, but her hand refused to release it.
She turned in a flurry, but froze when she saw her reflection staring back at her with wide eyes. She looked panicked, scared. Her eyes were beginning to turn red. For the first time since she had taken the throne Ismena no longer looked immaculate.
It was that girl’s fault, Ismena reminded herself. Always that girl’s fault. If it hadn’t been for that girl, perhaps Stephan would have loved her rather than mourning so deeply for his first queen. It was the girl’s fault that she had become the fairest in the land. That in itself was her death sentence.
Ismena clenched the back of her teeth so hard that the searing pain shot up her skull in the beginning of a headache, but she didn’t stop. She needed to remind herself of all that she had worked for. She held up the doll, staring at it one last time before she stepped toward the roaring fire and tossed the doll in. “All must fall,” she spat as she watched the doll crumble away into dust. “Till I’m the fairest of them all.”
She reached into her small satchel and raised the braided flap, pulling out her Nytheran mirror. “Mirror mirror in my hand, who is the fairest in the land?”
The mirror glowed blue before a masculine voice intoned in a bored voice.
My queen, you are beyond fair—that is true.
But the princess Elisabeth is a thousand times more beautiful than you.
“Lies!” Ismena screamed. She flung her arm out and came very close to smashing the mirror against the wall. “Elisabeth is dead! Dead, I say! I have her heart.” Ismena stomped over to the wooden box where she had put the princess's heart and flung open the lid, revealing the revolting organ.
Indeed, you have a heart—that is true.
But the princess’s heart doesn’t belong to you.
“What do you mean that I don’t have her heart? The captain of the guard brought it to me just yesterday. Explain yourself! And confound it all, stop speaking in those ridiculous rhymes.” Ismena glared at the mirror. He was too lazy to come up with proper rhymes so he always did the same rhyme over and over. Simply to aggravate her, she supposed.
You have been falsely informed, you foolish queen. Do you think that loyalty is so lightly bought? The guard brought you the heart of a pig. His loyalties lie with the princess still.
“What?! If my stepdaughter is alive then where is she?!”
The princess escaped into the dark forest in the night. There she found the aid of seven dwarfs. She now conspires to retake her kingdom with the son of Morren, whom you betrayed.
“Constantly reminding me of that betrayal is not going to make me feel any guilt. Now… Guards!” Ismena shouted.
One of her guardsmen hurried into her chambers with a quick bow. “Yes, Your Majesty?”
“Go fetch the guard known as Luk, and do be quick about it.” The guard bowed again and exited the room.
A few minutes later, the guard entered with Luk.
“You wished to see me, my queen?” he asked with a small bow.
“You lied to me,” Ismena said, stepping in front of him. She fingered the mirror as she spoke. “Or so my Nytheran Mirror says.”
Luk glanced down at the mirror. He trembled slightly, but raised his chin in defiance. “And I would do it a hundred times over,” he spat.
Ismena slapped him. “Is that any way to speak to your queen?”
“You are not my queen.”
“Your insolence will cost you dearly,” Ismena seethed as the air grew cold. She directed an icy gust of wind to wash over Luk, turning him to ice.
Ismena forced herself to take a deep, calming breath. She should have waited till she was elsewhere. Now she would have to make her guards remove the sculpture from the room. She would not have the face of such betrayal in her bedchambers.
“I am the fairest in the land,” she spat at Luk's frozen form.
You are not, the mirror annoyingly replied. Elisabeth is a thousand times more fair than you, just as her mother before her.
Ismena slipped the mirror back into the folds of her gown with a disgusted sneer. “We shall see.”
She turned her icy gaze to the nervous guardsman standing behind the statue of the frozen captain. “Summon the princess's remaining guards.”
He bowed quickly and rushed off.
Ismena swept to her box of vials. She had not made this type of potion for eleven years, but her skilled hand still knew its way. Soon she was holding a large flask of dark, seething liquid. She clutched the vial and the contents became frigidly cold. Thanks to her powers over the winter elements, it would now be more powerful than ever before.
The guards entered as Ismena was pouring a drop of the liquid into glasses for them. She turned to them. They shifted uncomfortably, avoiding looking at the statue of Luk.
“Now that you have sworn allegiance to me, all I require of you is to drink this and prove that you indeed serve me and me alone. Or… I suppose you will have to join your comrades in arms.”
Ismena stepped forward, holding out the cup to the first guard. He accepted it with shaking fingers. “What do you have in here?” he asked.
“Just a potion to inspire your utter loyalty.”
The man trembled as Ismena turned and summoned an icy wind to blow the other cups to the remaining fifty or so guards.
“Tush, tush, you will not die, I swear it. You have nothing to fear.”
The guards glanced nervously amongst themselves but downed the drought. The second they did so, they dropped to the ground convulsing.
“But—but, we swore allegiance—” the first guard choked off and collapsed, clutching his head in his hands.
“I have no need for disloyal guards,” Ismena spat. She raised her chin and watched the guards writhe on the ground until they stilled. Their transformation was complete. Silently the guards rose to their feet, their skin now an ashy blue and their eyes glowing as they awaited her first command. An army of wights. “Find my stepdaughter,” Ismena said, her lips curling up into a cruel smile. “And end her.”




Chapter Eight
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Elisabeth sat staring at her hands. She couldn’t believe that after everything that happened, she had balked at the thought of killing Cedric. She had panicked. She had felt sick and weakened to think that she had drawn blood.  
When she was supposed to kill Cedric.
She told herself that she was only surprised because she needed to keep him alive to help her defeat Ismena, but she knew that wasn’t the case. The very second that she saw the darkness soaking through his tunic, she panicked. Her heart had seized and guilt had crashed into her. Cedric was right, her conscience was too soft.
And she was going to make the same mistake as her father. Morren’s heir was too dangerous to live. Weak or not, her people relied on her. Already she had allowed Ismena to rule over them. She would not leave them to Cedric’s mercy as well.
She clenched her fingers into fists. When the time came, she would do what needed to be done.
Elisabeth looked up at the dark prince where he stood speaking to Kenrick, Alban, and Aldrus near the front end of the hall out of ear shot. She narrowed her eyes as she watched him, reminding herself of all the reasons she had to hate Cedric. Why she should relish it when she was finally able to strike that final blow.
He was arrogant.
A power monger.
A liar.
A trickster.
…And had yet to do anything truly evil. He was mischievous not malevolent. Elisabeth shook that thought out of her head. No. He was dangerous. He had to be stopped. When the time came she couldn’t hesitate.
She looked back at Cedric.
He was Morren’s son.
He was a dark lord.
He was… leaving?
Elisabeth frowned and pushed to her feet. She glanced down at the nearest dwarf, Lucius who was standing to her right. “Where is he going?”
“Probably somewhere to be up ta no good,” Lucius replied, stroking his beard and glancing up at the sky through a hole in the ceiling.
Aldrus glanced over to her and strode to her side. He dropped into a quick, playful bow. “The Lord of Mooraven said that if the princess asked where he was going, I was to reply that he was going off ta scout out the palace.”
“Doubtful,” Lucius muttered. “He would ‘ave just sent his crows. He’s up ta mischief, I tell ye.”
Aldrus turned to him, his hands clasped behind his back. “The Lord of Mooraven said that if you asked, I was to inform you that he was up ta no good.”
Lucius nodded and harrumphed. “I knew it.”
“No need ta look so pleased with yerself,” Gabriel muttered. “The boy is predictable.”
“He had better not go after me weapons again,” Alban growled through clenched teeth.
Aldrus laughed and slapped his brother on the back. “Ye’d better hope not. Ye still have to find the other weapons he hid.”
Alban grew doleful as he turned his gaze to the window. “Me favorite sword is still out there somewhere. I swear if it gets even a speck of rust on it I’ll feed his insides to Garmrs.”
“You could try!” Fergus cried, laughing loudly.
Kenrick grinned and turned to Lucius. “Could I have his bed when Cedric is done with him?”
Aldrus shoved Kenrick. “Nah, me brother, me bed.”
Lucius cleared his throat loudly. “Lads, enough of the bickering.”
“I think ye would have better luck tellin’ a Garmr not to howl,” Gabriel muttered.
Lucius scowled at him. “Anyway, a storm’s a brewin’. We’d better head back ta the cottage to wait it out.”
Elisabeth glanced around her. The cottage, little as it was, would certainly be much warmer than this derelict castle. At least it had all of its walls.
“Come along, princess,” Fergus said, smiling gently in her direction.
Elisabeth turned her gaze back to the dwarfs as they tromped single file out the door. She stepped after them. Once she stepped outside, she waited in the doorway a minute as they moved several steps ahead.
None of them glanced back at her, they were too busy arguing.
Elisabeth turned and glanced to her left, the direction Cedric had gone. She waited the length of three breaths and when still the dwarfs hadn’t noticed that she wasn't following them, she hiked her torn skirts and plunged deeper into the forest.
This was a section of the forest she had never been before. She didn’t know if it was possible, but it was darker here than the section of forest she had just left.
She glanced over her shoulder at a flapping sound. A large bat-like creature was swooping down from the sky toward her. It was too large to actually be a bat, with glaring red eyes and fangs. She let out a little shriek and ducked her head. Her foot hit a root and she fell to her knees. Her hand burned with a sudden pain.
She held it up to investigate. She must have landed on a sharp stick because her palm was bleeding.
Above her the bat creature shrieked.
“I’d be careful of those if I were you. They like to drink blood so it might be wise not to bleed in front of them.”
Elisabeth inhaled sharply and looked up. Cedric stood, leaning against a tree
He stepped forward, waving his hand toward the bat. “Shoo, shoo. Go find your meal elsewhere.”
The bat shrieked again, but flew off. Clearly it knew better than to cross the dark prince. It was far more smart that Elisabeth.
She pushed herself to her feet just as Cedric drew to a halt right next to her.
He lifted her hand and inspected her bloody palm. He shook his head and make a clucking sound with his tongue. “And this is why you can’t come with us. You can’t even survive a stroll through the woods without bloodshed.” He sighed and pulled a torn piece of cloth out of his front pocket and wrapped it around her hand. Before he could tie the bandage, Elisabeth yanked her hand out of his.
“I can take care of myself just fine.”
Cedric backed up, holding up his hands. “Well, you might have fooled me.”
He settled back, leaning back against a skeleton tree as he watched her sloppily try to tie her bandage with one hand. “Is there a reason you were trying to follow me?”
Elisabeth glanced up at him, but then turned her gaze to the rest of the woods. “You said that you were going to scout. But that’s obviously not true since the palace is in the opposite direction as you were heading. I knew you were lying and I wanted to know what you were actually up to.”
Cedric held up a finger. “Actually, I told the dwarfs to tell you that I said I was going to go scout. I didn’t actually say that I was going to scout. I actually have no intention of doing anything against your stepmother today.”
Elisabeth clenched her teeth as she regarded him. This was the second day he had decided to do nothing. “Do you even plan on attacking Ismena any time soon?”
“Not at the present moment, no.”
“And what are you waiting for?” she spat. “My people are suffering, Cedric! We don’t have time to wait.”
Cedric rolled his eyes heavenward. “As you have stated before. Numerous times. And as I have stated each time you stated that, I do not care.”
“You agreed to help me defeat my stepmother.”
“As a matter of fact, I did. I kindly thank you for reminding me of that for the hundredth time. I don’t know what I would do without you reminding me about everything that is going on.”
“You have no intention of fulfilling our agreement,” she snarled.
“I have every intention of helping you defeat your stepmother. Just not at the present moment. I don’t care for the weather. It is not good weather for storming a castle.”
“You are a liar! A double crossing liar!” Her voice echoed in the still forest. “I should never have made the deal with you.”
“Do you really wish to speak to me about double crossing, princess?” Cedric demanded, his eyes flashing. “When you’re secretly planning to kill me?”
Elisabeth’s breath faltered and she glanced down. How in Illesya could he know?
“You’re an open book, Liz. I knew that you planned to betray me the second you took my hand.”
“If you knew I planned to kill you then why did you continue to work with me?”
“Because I knew the likes of you could never kill the likes of me. Even if your conscience wasn’t as soft as it was.” Cedric laughed. “Though to make certain I did stage that little accident while we were sparring. For a killer, you are not overly ruthless. You should probably work on that before you next decide to kill someone.”
Elisabeth blew out a breath and turned away. “So then what do you say we do now?”
Cedric released a breath. “The fact that you wish to kill me doesn’t change anything. I still need your help. I’m still stranded. Besides, like I said, I know you’re not going to do it.” Cedric leaned closer, close enough that he lifted a strand of her black hair from her shoulders. “Though if you do go through with it, I will be the first person to congratulate you on your newfound strength and ruthlessness, even as I bleed out before your eyes.”
Elisabeth stepped back, yanking her hair from his hold.
Cedric was in the same situation as she was. He couldn’t kill her, because he needed her. But nothing was going to stop him the second she freed him. It would be a race to see who would be the first to betray the other. A race that Elisabeth had absolutely no intention in participating in.
Because Cedric was right. She would hesitate, and that hesitation would cost her her own life. That would be a price she may be willing to make simply to claim the moral high ground over the likes of him, but not when the lives and happiness of her people rested on her. She turned and began picking her way back through the forest.
“And where are you going? Has no one taught you how rude it is to just go wandering off in the middle of a conversation? Because you are notorious at it.”
“I’m leaving!” Elisabeth called back. “Don’t try to follow me.”
“The forest is an awful dangerous place. Perhaps a bit too dangerous for a helpless maiden such as yourself.”
Elisabeth glanced at him over her shoulder. “I’m not helpless. And I consider the forest less dangerous than you.”
Cedric placed his hand over his heart. “You flatter me too much.”
Elisabeth gritted her teeth and turned back around. She began walking again.
“Try not to get yourself killed off, will you?” Cedric called after her. “Because it would certainly make it an icestorm of a lot harder for you to return me Mooraven if you are dead.”
Elisabeth ignored him and hiked her dress, hurrying faster. She glanced over her shoulder once to make certain that he was out of view before she broke into a full-out run. In the distance she heard a howl, but she’d sooner take her chances with a Garmr than return to the dark prince’s side.
A raven cawed and swooped in front of her, forcing her to draw to a halt lest she run into the bird.
“Shoo!” Elisabeth cried, glancing over her shoulder.  Where his minions were, the dark prince couldn’t be too far behind. She’d known that it was too much to hope that he would just let her go.
She moved to take a step further, but the crow fluttered frantically, blocking her path. She heard the howl again. It was drawing closer. She needed to get out of there.
Elisabeth looked around for an escape. Her eyes landed on an outcropping of rocks that led into a dark pit. It would help her get away from the crow and hopefully without them constantly observing her every movement, she could get away from the dark prince.
Elisabeth turned and darted toward them. The crow cawed loudly behind her, but she ignored it, plunging forward. She ducked into the cave, keeping her head down to keep from banging it against any low hanging rocks.
There was a loud flapping behind her. She looked behind her to see the crow flapping there. It cawed once, before turning and flying off.
Elisabeth breathed a sigh of relief, turning, only to have her face meet a sort of sticky string. Elisabeth struggled to move, but it appeared that the rest of her body had become entangled in the string. She couldn’t move anything. She was trapped.
She heard a scuttle from farther in the cave. Her heart began pounding loudly against her rib cage.
She must have wandered into a Giant Spider’s nest. And the spider was coming. She pulled against the web, yanking back with all her might but she was stuck fast.
The scuttling sound grew louder.
“A cave? Really? That was your best option?”
Elisabeth tried to look behind her, but her head was stuck looking forward. “Cedric?”
She heard someone walking toward her casually, even as the dark form loomed closer. “I mean, everyone knows that a perfectly good cave such as this will naturally already be inhabited. And in a place like this, of course the creature inhabiting it will be a nasty one.”
“Cedric!” she cried as the spider loomed closer. She wasn’t exactly sure why she thought he would help, considering she had been trying to break their deal and leave. He was probably only here to gloat. But he was the only person there who could help her, and she was not about ready to blindly accept her fate. Even if it would be her fate.
Cedric sighed as he stepped into her view. He sidestepped where the web hung from the ceiling of the cave to the rocks beneath her feet. He knelt and pulled something from under a rock. Elisabeth squinted as she caught sight of the gleam of the faint light filtering into the cave reflect off of a metal surface. He was holding a sword.
He held up the sword. “Let’s make quick work of this before behemoth makes her way past the darkness, I wrapped around her. Garmrs are easy to fool, but spiders—particularly cave spiders—can actually cope remarkably well in the darkness.”
As he spoke, he drew the sword back before swinging it toward her. Elisabeth flinched, closing her eyes, waiting for the blow, but it never came. She opened her eyes to see Cedric hacking at the web holding her in place.
He clucked his tongue. “Come now, you are skittish.”
“I was about to be eaten by a Giant Spider,” Elisabeth retorted stepping back as she was freed. She struggled to pull the pieces of web off of her and out of her mouth.
Cedric shook his head. “Nonsense. I doubt that our friend would have eaten you. She probably would have found you too sour. Now I on the other hand would make a tasty morsel, so why don’t we leave before she decides to eat me.”
Cedric turned and strolled out of the cave. As he walked, he turned tossing his sword from hand to hand. He pointed it at Elisabeth and she stumbled to a stop to avoid running herself through on it. She stepped out of his reach, narrowing her eyes.
Cedric chuckled as he turned back around and strolled out of the cave. “Really, Lizzie, you ought to start trusting me. Us working together isn’t going to work if we don’t trust each other.”
Elisabeth followed him out of the cave, glaring at his back. “Then tell me why I should trust you.”
“Besides the fact that I just saved your life?” he asked, sounding amused.
“What does it matter if you save my life now only to kill me later? The only reason you saved me was because you still needed me alive.”
Cedric turned, holding up his finger. “Ignoring the fact that that accusation is true… why do you always have to paint me as such a rascal? Why couldn’t I have simply saved you because I wished to? Which believe me, I wouldn’t have saved you that wasn’t the case, whether I needed you alive or not. You’ll find that I rarely ever do anything that I don’t already want to do.”
Elisabeth crossed her arms tightly. “Fine then, prove to me why I should trust you. Tell me the true reason we aren’t striking against Ismena today?”
Cedric blew out a frustrated breath. “I already told you, I didn’t find the weather to my liking.”
Elisabeth stepped back. “Then I suppose we should just go our separate ways.”
“I am telling the truth. Very well then, if I really must elaborate, that cloud bank, that surely you could not have failed to notice for it is currently bearing down on us, is not natural. Something is coming. I'm not quite sure what. But I would bet my crown on it having something to do with your wicked stepmother who can control the winter elements. She has something planned. And quite frankly, I would prefer not to attack your stepmother till I knew what we are up against.”
“That’s it?” Elisabeth scoffed. “That’s the reason we aren’t striking now? Because the great Prince of Mooraven is afraid?”
Cedric pulled back his head, narrowing his blue eyes. “You mistake fear for caution, love.”
“I mistake nothing.”
A crow cawed loudly overhead. Cedric glanced up. “Insulting my ego will not convince me to prematurely risk my life any more than your failed charming attempts did.”
Elisabeth crossed her arms. “Oh, go talk to your crows, you coward.”
“I already did. They're the ones who first warned me of the coming storm.”
“Stupid birds.”
“You are offending everyone today.” Cedric held out his arm and the crow landed on it. He listened to it caw loudly before nodding. The bird flew off. Cedric turned to the coming storm with a dark expression.
“What did it say?”
“Why should you care? You just claimed it had no intelligence.”
Elisabeth arched her brow. “I'm not about to apologize to a bird.”
“I never asked you to. But you should know that you hurt his feelings greatly. He was quite an admirer of yours. It seems that you can charm animals, as well.”
Elisabeth felt an unprecedented pang of guilt. “Fine, I apologize. I did not mean what I said. I am sure that your birds are very smart; it is only their master that lacks intelligence.”
Cedric nodded once, satisfied. “Now that is better. Never attack anyone simply out of anger, whether they have a part in the argument or not. I do not like collateral damage.”
“Well? What did he say?”
“He said that he could not fly close enough to the storm to see what was coming.” Cedric turned back to the horizon. “But I do not like how close it is getting. We’d better get back to the cottage. I would hate to have to take shelter with our hungry friend the spider, and I would hate even more to be killed by whatever machinations your stepmother has come up with for us.”
He grabbed her arm and pulled her along beside him. “The cottage is this way. Perhaps if we walk fast enough and you don’t lollygag or decide to make any more friends, we might be able to make it to the cottage before the storm does.”
Elisabeth struggled to keep up with his fast pace, but she didn’t fight him. Already she was half frozen and she didn’t like the idea of freezing to death. She would know that fate was laughing at her if the princess of snow were to have her downfall be due to snow.
Besides, she ought to trust Cedric. He had saved her from the spider. Of course, he had everything to gain from such a noble deed, but still she did owe him her life.
As they walked, the wind howled, whipping her hair around her, it made speaking impossible which she was fine with. The less she had to hear from the trickster prince, the more she could actually pretend that she enjoyed his company. Finally they made it to the cottage. By then she was practically blinded by large, fat snowflakes.
Cedric shoved the door open and they fell into the building. Elisabeth blinked, shivering as she glanced over her shoulder at the storm raging behind her.
Lucius and Fergus rushed forward. “There ye are!” Fergus cried.
“We’d feared we’d never see you again,” Aldrus said, stepping toward her.
“Where’d ye go?” Lucius demanded.
“Och, look at that, the lass is half frozen,” Fergus hurried to a bed and pulled a red and black blanket off of it which he flung over her shoulders.
Elisabeth clutched the blanket with her trembling fingers and gave Fergus an appreciative smile.
“Is that me favorite sword?!” Alban cried, drawing her attention to Cedric.
He looked down at his sword before smiling mischievously and holding it up. “I think you are mistaken—this is my favorite sword.” He turned and glanced out the window, the smile sliding from his face. “And it looks like I may be needing it… Florian, Gabriel, grab your own favorite swords. You are coming with me.”
“And just where are you going?” Elisabeth demanded, past her clattering teeth as she stepping toward him.
Cedric pointed toward the door. “Outside. To investigate the storm, if you must know.”
“I’ll go with you,” she said, wrapping the blanket around her shoulders more tightly.
Cedric reached out and grasped her hand, rubbing his thumb across her knuckles. “Actually, about that...” He turned to Lucius. “The rest of you, keep Her Royal Highness in this passage until I return. Can’t have her trying to wander off again.” Cedric smirked and brought her hand to his lips. Elisabeth snatched it away before he could kiss it, glaring at him.
“And if you don't return?” Lucius asked tentatively.
“Then I guess you're in charge,” Cedric replied almost jovially as he stepped toward the door. He pulled it open and saluted them. “Good day, princess!” And with that he slipped off into the storm, followed by Gabriel and Florian.




Chapter Nine
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A steady crackle from the fireplace filled the air of the otherwise quiet cottage. Elisabeth paced back and forth, her dress swishing softly against her legs with every frantic step. It had been nearly an hour and still no sign of Cedric or the other dwarfs. The wind howled loudly outside. “He's going to get himself killed!” she cried, stepping toward the door.  
As one, the dwarfs surged in front of her, blocking her path.
“He's not going to get 'imself killed. The prince knows what he's about,” Lucius said patiently.
Elisabeth sighed and stepped away. The dwarfs broke up and returned to their previous positions.
“Why are ye even so concerned about the prince anyway?” Alban asked darkly as he knelt nearby sorting through his various daggers, making sure that they were easily accessible.
“Aye, I thought ye didn't like him,” Aldrus added looking a little hurt. He turned to Kenrick and whispered, “Didn't she not like him?”
“She didn't.” Kenrick frowned.
“That's what it seemed to me too, but why… why I think she actually does like him, and more than that I think she has… affection for him,” Aldrus whispered loudly.
“I don't,” Elisabeth said, but her voice lacked the conviction she needed to feel. “And I'm not concerned.”
Alban raised his eyebrows as he watched her pace. “Oh, really now?”
She crossed her arms. “Well, I'm not concerned for his welfare anyway. I would rather he not die before he can help me defeat my stepmother, that’s all.”
“You are more powerful than ye give yourself credit, princess,” Lucius said, staring at her with his unsettling grey eyes.
Elisabeth snorted derisively and rolled her eyes. “Well then, how do you suggest I defeat my stepmother?”
“Learnin’ to control yer ice powers would be a start,” Lucius replied, pulling at his beard.
“You know I can’t do that.” Elisabeth gestured around her as the house creaked in the howling wind. “I could make things worse.”
“Things can’t get much worse,” Alban murmured.
“And that is where ye fail to give yerself credit. Ye allow yer doubts to hold ye back.”
Elisabeth turned away, staring at her clenched fists, unsure of how to respond. Before she could think of anything, the door burst open.
She whirled to see Cedric step in, followed closely by Gabriel, who had Florian propped over his shoulder. They were all covered in blood, but Florian seemed to be the worst off.
Cedric slammed the door shut and wiped at his face with the sleeve of his tunic. His sword which he held at his side was dripping dark liquid.
“What the frost happened?” Elisabeth demanded, hurrying to their side. She knelt next to Florian. He was pale, disturbingly so.
“I knew your stepmother had something planned,” Cedric spat, wiping blood from his lip. “Wights. They’re everywhere out there, hunting for you no doubt.” He nodded to Elisabeth. “I knew you were trouble.”
“As did I,” Gabriel muttered as Fergus rushed forward with bandages.
As he knelt Elisabeth stood and turned to Cedric, frowning. “Wights?”
Cedric nodded. “That’s what I said. They shouldn’t be too far behind us.” Just as he finished speaking, the glass broke. Elisabeth screamed and jumped back as a horrific creature that had ashy blue skin and protruding icy blue veins covering its body began trying to drag itself through the window.
“Well, now they’ve found us,” Gabriel said.
“Oh no you don’t, you naughty little creature,” Cedric said in a condescending tone as he slammed the hilt of his sword into the wight’s face, knocking it back outside.
“They’ll tear down the cottage to get inside,” Lucius said, glancing around as the cottage groaned, though whether from the wind or the creatures outside, Elisabeth had no idea.
Cedric turned to Elisabeth, smiling, a ghastly sight with his split lip. “I guess you get your wish after all, Liz. We’re attacking Ismena today. Because we won't survive till morning if we don't strike now.”
“The wights will tear us limb from limb, they will,” Gabriel muttered.
“Fergus, help Gabriel with Florian,” Lucius said. He turned back to Cedric. “We’ll have to escape through the catacombs.”
Cedric nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”
“Catacombs?” Elisabeth asked numbly.
“Of course. Why do you think the dwarfs built their cottage here?” Cedric replied in a strained voice as he shoved the table aside. “I can assure you, it wasn’t for the scenery.” He knelt and turned an engraving of the tree of life that protruded from the floorboards and with a groan a circular area of the floor rolled away.
“I didn’t realize that the catacombs extended this far,” she murmured, leaning over to peer into the dark expanse.
“Well that was silly of you,” Cedric said, jumping down the hole.
Elisabeth huffed a breath.
“These catacombs were built in the time that the fae still walked the earth. They wouldn’t have shied away from the forest then,” Lucius explained.
“Are you coming, Liz?” Cedric called. She glanced down to see him standing below the mouth of the passage his arms held out. “Or would you rather be torn to pieces?”
Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder at the house that appeared to be being torn apart from the outside. She caught sight of a wight’s piercing blue gaze before she sat down and dropped into the dark passage. Cedric caught her around the waist and set her down. He hollered up. “I hope none of you expect me to catch you, too.”
She heard the dwarfs muttering as they dropped down one by one behind them.
“I see how it is,” Gabriel growled as he hit the ground hard, losing his footing. “We’re not pretty little lasses so ye just leave us to fend fer ourselves.”
Cedric dipped his chin. “Precisely.”
“We didn’t buy ourselves too much time,” Lucius said, dropping down and glancing up nervously as the passage door rolled back into place. “It won’t be long before the wights realize where we went.”
“Then we should get going,” Cedric said, hurrying down the passage. Elisabeth hiked her skirt as she followed Cedric down the passage, the dwarfs trailing behind them.
As she followed, Elisabeth heard a scuffling sound above her and glanced up as a spray of dirt fell in her face. She coughed and wiped at her eye, to dislodge the dirt. Suddenly a hand burst through the ground above her head. It groped the space near her ear, the fingers snagging on her hair.
Elisabeth screamed and ducked her head, pulling her hair in the process. Cedric whirled and muttered a word that he probably learned growing up surrounded by a group of mercenary dwarfs as he grabbed her shoulders and pushed her head down further. He ducked as another hand burst through the ground.
“Pays being short, it does,” Aldrus said with a small chuckle, but even he sounded nervous.
“They found us faster than I thought they would,” Cedric said as more hands burst through the ground. “I suggest we run, because if they catch up with us that would be… well, I'm not going to lie—that would be most unfortunate.” He grabbed Elisabeth's arm and propelled her further into the catacombs.
“Can't we kill them?” Elisabeth gasped as she glanced over her shoulder at the hands protruding from the ceiling. It appeared that they were trying to dig their way in. Frozen as the ground was, it wouldn’t hold up against them for long.
“Not without difficulty,” Cedric replied, his voice strained. “I suppose we could dice them into little pieces, but other than that we won't stop them. Mortally wound one?” Cedric shrugged. “He'll walk it off. They are berserkers, ones who cannot be killed, at that, because they are already, in a word, undead.”
“How do you know so much about wights anyway?” Elisabeth gasped as she struggled to not trip over the ancient uneven stones that made up the floor. Behind them, the dwarfs huffed and puffed trying to keep up with their long legs.
“Did you think the wights just disappeared that night you were born?”
Elisabeth spluttered, how was she supposed to know what happened to the wights? She had only just been born!
Cedric shook his head. “Nay, your stepmother simply diverted their attention elsewhere. To Mooraven, actually. They lay into our defenses until we finally managed to tear them apart. But even after that, it took a whole army to do so, and we lost many men in the effort. Do you really think that Mooraven would have been so easily defeated if our forces had not already been weakened?”
“Easily defeated! The war lasted seven years.”
“It should have lasted a hundred, or more. My father hoarded power like a dwarf hoards gold.”
“Ahh, gold,” one of the dwarfs sighed behind them, followed by a general murmured consensus from the other dwarfs.
“But then how did you defeat them? Is there a way to stop them?” Elisabeth glanced back over her shoulder. The wights were no longer visible, but the passage was eerily chill.
“Nay, only the person who created them has the power to halt their progress. Not even my father could stop them from attacking our lands, and they had once been his men.”
“But could my magic...” Elisabeth swallowed her distaste at the word, but after what Lucius said, she was beginning to wonder if embracing her powers over ice might be the only way she would live to see the morrow. “Could that not do something to slow them down?”
“I doubt it. These wights are different from the ones who attacked that night. I may have been only a child at the time, but I don't think I'll ever forget what they were like. And these wights… well they’re not the same. These creatures are cold to the touch and from the way they flourished in the blizzard, mayhap even caused it, I'd wager that your stepmother probably already imbued some of her ice magic in them. Using your magic on them might actually help them.”
“What do you suggest we do then?” Elisabeth gasped, tripping over her skirt.
Cedric, pulled her along, not bothering to pause for her to catch her footing. “I suggest running.”
A crash echoed through the catacombs as the hallway filled with a cloud of dirt. Elisabeth coughed.
“They're in the catacombs!” Lucius said between coughs as Florian signed frantically.
“They'll be on us faster than we can run, and then it will be the end of us.” Gabriel glared at Elisabeth like she was responsible for that.
Cedric shook his head. “There is a junction ahead. We can break into two groups. That way the wights will have to divide their numbers in order to hunt us all. Or perhaps—which would be lucky for some of us but quite unfortunate for the others—they will all decide to converge on one group.”  Cedric slowed and glanced over the dwarfs. “Lucius, you take Florian, Gabriel, Fergus, and Aldrus down the tunnel on the left. The rest of us will go down the tunnel on the right. Don't stop unless you make it to the palace, or you're dead.”
“Well that's motivational,” Aldrus mumbled.
“I try my best,” Cedric said, shooting him an aggravating smile.
Both the passages were partially collapsed, and so low that a grown person would have to crawl through. Fortunately the dwarfs did not have to crawl. Unfortunately Elisabeth and Cedric did.
Elisabeth got down on her hands and knees while Alban stepped into the passage followed by Cedric.
“Why did you group yourself with me?” she asked, crawling in behind him. Kenrick followed close behind.
“Because you're the person they'd be most likely to converge upon,” Cedric called back. “Watch it, there's a sharp rock.”
Elisabeth crawled around the shard of stone. “Then I would think that you would want to stay as far from me as possible.”
Cedric sighed and glanced back at her. “Princess, when have I ever shown myself a coward?”
“I've barely known you more than a day.”
“And in that time, I've never proved to be a coward. Why can't you admit that?”
Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder at Kenrick. The catacombs were deceptively silent, as if there was nothing hunting them whatsoever. “I'll admit it when you get me out of here alive.”
“As you wish.”
Suddenly the temperature dropped. Elisabeth glanced back over her shoulder to see several figures dragging themselves through the tunnel after them. She gasped. “The wights have caught up with us!”
“Yes, they are exceptionally fast, did I mention that?” Cedric crawled faster and Alban broke into a run.
“Could you perhaps move a bit more quickly?” Kenrick asked, his voice strained.
Elisabeth struggled to crawl faster, but she could hear the clawing scrape of the wights gaining on them.
Finally, the tunnel opened up again. Cedric stood and quickly pulled Elisabeth to her feet. Kenrick stumbled out behind her. They raced forward, but as they rounded a bend they came face to face with more wights.
“Garmr’s teeth,” Cedric cursed. “They must have found another way around.”
Alban and Kenrick echoed Cedric's sentiments.
Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder to see the wights dragging themselves out of the tunnel behind them. “We can't go back the way we came.”
“Then we'll make a way through.” Cedric drew his sword—or at least Alban’s old favorite sword—and sliced at the nearest wight. Alban and Kenrick also drew their swords, but even with them fighting the wights ahead, they were still surrounded.
If she didn’t do something they would all die. Gabriel was right, things couldn’t get much worse than this. With shaking hands Elisabeth summoned the cold from the air to make a wall of ice between her and the wights coming up from behind. She had never tried to control her power to this scale before, but the wall formed easily.
She let out a sigh of relief, one that quickly morphed into a scream as a wight smashed its hand through the wall of ice.
Cedric turned at the sound of her scream. As he did a wight lunged forward, its weapon burying itself in his shoulder. Elisabeth's hand flew to her mouth to stifle another scream as Cedric collapsed to his knees.
Alban let out a cry that echoed through the passages and launched himself upon the wights with a renewed vigor.
Elisabeth rushed to Cedric's side. “Are you all right?” she breathed, examining his wound. He was bleeding heavily, but it did not appear that the blade had pierced his lung or heart. Cedric managed a jerky nod, but his skin was paler than her own.
“I'm so sorry.” She pressed her hand to his shoulder. Warm, sticky blood oozed against her fingers. “This is my fault.”
Cedric shook his head. “My fault,” he gasped. “I broke my own rule. I let my guard down.”
“We need to get you out of here. Kenrick, help me!” Alban's assault was keeping the wights back for now, but there was no knowing how long he could keep it up.
Kenrick hurried to her side and helped her lift Cedric. Together they dragged him down the passage away from the wights. After a few steps Cedric regained enough of his strength to walk with them.
“Alban!” Elisabeth cried, looking over her shoulder.
Alban turned and raced after them, but he stopped halfway to them and flung his sword into the ceiling. Huge chunks of stone collapsed to the ground, burying the wights and blocking the passage.
“Excellent work, Alban!” Kenrick said.
“It won't hold them for long. We must keep going,” Alban said grimly.
Elisabeth shook her head and began trying to tear off a strip of fabric from her skirt to use as bandage. “We must tend to Cedric's wounds first.”
Cedric stilled her hands. “No, we need to keep going. I'm fine, really. It's only a scratch.”
The blood soaking through his tunic said otherwise.
However, they really didn’t have any time to argue. Alban was right, the collapsed passage wouldn’t hold off the wights for long.
Elisabeth wrapped her arms around Cedric's waist to help support him. “I'm sorry,” she said again.
“It's no one's fault but my own.”
Elisabeth struggled to walk at a faster pace, but even with Kenrick's help they were still traveling too slowly. She kept glancing over her shoulder, wondering if the wights had broken free of the cave-in yet, or if they had found another passage altogether.
Finally they made it to a branch in the tunnel. Elisabeth drew to a halt. “Which way do we go?”
Cedric pulled away from Elisabeth and Kenrick's hold and collapsed against the wall, gasping for breath. “Take the passage to the right. I'll veil it behind you and lead the wights down the other passage.”
It took Elisabeth a long moment to understand what he was saying. She grabbed his arm. “What? No! We can’t leave you here.”
Cedric waved her away. “I'm only slowing you down.”
“No!” Elisabeth cried again. Kenrick looked on, stunned, but Alban's expression was unreadable. “You'll get yourself killed, you fool!”
“And I'll get us all killed if we stay together!”
“I'm not leaving you!” Elisabeth clutched his hand.
“Alban, Kenrick,” Cedric said, his voice becoming uncharacteristically hard. “Get her out of here.”
“But—” Kenrick stammered.
“If our years of friendship meant anything to you, then you will do as I say.”
Kenrick still looked indecisive, but Alban nodded once. “It has been an honor.”
“Yes it has,” Cedric said with a small nod.
“Cedric!”
“Take care, Lizzie.” He smiled weakly and released her hand.
Alban grabbed Elisabeth's wrist and pulled her away from Cedric.
“Alban, let me go!”
Instead of letting go, Alban tightened his grip. “Come on, Kenrick.”
Kenrick looked close to tears as he grabbed her other wrist. Together they managed to drag Elisabeth down the passage to the right. She fought against them, screaming at them to let her go.  But for being only half the size of an ordinary man, they were deceptively strong.
“He'll die, you fools!”
Kenrick and Alban ignored her. She looked up at Cedric, weakly leaning against the wall. With great effort, he pulled himself upright and saluted them. Then the entrance to the passage went dark and he faded from view.
“No!” Elisabeth cried throwing herself forward.
The dwarfs dragged her back. “Hush, princess, or would you rather his sacrifice be in vain?” Alban asked harshly.
Elisabeth pressed her lips together and turned away. She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting against the press of tears. All these people who sacrificed themselves for her, all these sacrifices she was forced to make. Her guards, Luk, and now Cedric too. She would make certain that they were not in vain. Even if it was the last thing she did.
Elisabeth straightened and turned to the dwarfs. “Let's find my stepmother and end this once and for all.”




Chapter Ten
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Elisabeth stepped out of the passage and into the icy, fresh air. The catacombs had come to an end only a short distance from where they had left Cedric. Elisabeth couldn't help but wonder if perhaps he could have made it that far.  
Or would the wights have overtaken them all?
Elisabeth knew she shouldn't dwell on what could have been. There was no helping it now. But that did not help her heart feel any less hollow. Elisabeth raised a hand to her chest to make certain that her heart was actually still there. It was, beating steadily against the pain.
Somehow in the short time she had known Cedric, he had managed to worm his way into her heart.
She really was a fool to have even thought once that she could kill him.
He was annoying, self-important, and arrogant, but underneath his superior, sometimes bitter attitude he was a good person. No matter who his father may have been.
Unfortunately, she realized this too late, and now he was gone.
Elisabeth shook her head and turned her focus to the task at hand. Berating herself for her poor judgment would not bring him back.
The overcast clouds threw shadows over the world, but the torches lining the wall revealed that they were in a courtyard. In the center of the courtyard was a rosebush. It had been planted there by her father because that was where he met her mother. Oddly enough the roses were in full bloom despite the cold.
Something stirred on the other side of the rosebush, causing the leaves to rustle. Elisabeth gasped. “Who's there?”
Alban and Kenrick held up their weapons and moved to either side of the rosebush.
Elisabeth stepped behind Alban. An old hag looked up as they approached. Her face was a maze of wrinkles, and her eyes pale and rheumy. She sat there shivering, hunched in the rosebush as if for warmth, even though many of the thorns cut into her frail skin. She wore a dark, torn dress and her ankle was chained to something inside the rosebush.
“Wait, boys!” Elisabeth hurried forward and knelt in front of the old lady.
The hag shrank away.
“Don't be afraid, I mean you no harm.” Elisabeth carefully grabbed the chain and tugged on it, but it didn't budge. She glanced over her shoulder at the dwarfs. “Can either of you pick this lock?”
“Can I pick a lock?” Alban muttered, insulted. He knelt in front of the woman, grumbling under his breath. He fished several objects out of his tunic and set to work on the chain on her ankle. After a few seconds there was a click and the chain fell away.
“I thank ye,” the old woman said in a tremulous voice as she tested her ankle. She smiled revealing only half her teeth and looked up at Elisabeth. “Ye have done me a great service, princess.”
Elisabeth pulled back. “How do you know who I am?”
The old woman chuckled dryly. “Who else could ye be? Livin’ in a palace, hair black as coal and skin as pale as the snow surroundin’ us. I know who my sovereign be.”
“Who are you?” Elisabeth asked.
The woman shook her head. “Better to ask who I was.”
“Who were you then?”
“I was once Mab a carefree girl from Brion, a town not far from the capital itself. I was once beautiful, oh I rue the day I was born, I was so lovely. My mother was a sorceress and was teaching me her ways. It was because of this that I attracted the attention of the queen. Equal parts the curse—beauty and power. She took me and I've been her prisoner for nigh ten years, though I look and feel like I've been here longer.” She broke off wheezing. “All that time she has sapped my beauty and taken my strength as her own. With my life force at her command, she has become all the more powerful. But now that you have freed me I can finally exact my vengeance.”
Elisabeth, licked her lips and leaned closer. “Vengeance? How so? Do you have a way to stop Ismena?”
“Aye, I do, lass. You see, Ismena forgot one thing. That I was once a sorceress myself, albeit one in training. And if there is one thing sorceresses have it's a long memory, and when wronged the unquenchable desire to taste the sweet bitterness of revenge, no matter how cold it be.” The hag reached into her rags and pulled out a bright red apple.
“An apple?” Elisabeth blinked, surprised.
“Not just any apple, my dear, an enchanted apple. Whoever eats this apple will take Ismena's powers, just as she stole mine.” The hag held the apple out to Elisabeth. “Go on. Eat it. You proved yourself a kindly soul when you freed me, and with this power you will defeat that evil queen and free Illesya of her reign forever.” The hag held the apple out further, growing agitated. “Take it.”
Hesitantly, Elisabeth accepted the apple. She held it in the palm of her hand contemplating. Just one bite and she would have the power to defeat Ismena? More than that. She would have Ismena's powers. She would finally rule, and she would rule uncontested.
Could it truly work?
“I don't trust her,” Kenrick said. He stepped up beside her, his sword held at the ready as if the old lady would attack him.
“That's only because ye make it a point not to trust any maidens ye wouldn't want to kiss,” Alban muttered.
“It's a good code to live by.”
“It's a code to die by. Everyone knows that the beautiful maidens are the most treacherous.”
“Elisabeth is the most beautiful maiden I have ever seen and she's not treacherous.”
Alban grunted but said nothing more.
The old lady ignored them and nodded toward Elisabeth. She rubbed her thin fingers together and licked her cracked lips. “Just one bite, deary, and the queen will pay for her crimes.”
Elisabeth clenched the apple in her hand. This was it. Her chance to defeat her stepmother. So why did she hesitate?
Cedric would scoff at how ridiculous she was being, hesitating to eat something that would grant her untold power. He would pounce at such an opportunity as this. He would probably eat the whole apple.
The thought of the prince of Mooraven caused a jolt of pain to shoot through her empty chest.
He'd probably regret sacrificing his life to save hers if he only knew how she wasted it by hesitating.
“Come now, lass. Just one bite and it will all be over.”
Squeezing her eyes shut, Elisabeth brought the apple to her mouth and bit into it.
At first the apple was sweet, but as she chewed it became sour, turning to bitterness as she swallowed. The apple lodged in her throat. Elisabeth gagged and coughed. She could barely breathe. Then she couldn't at all. She clutched at her throat and stumbled back several steps.
The hag cackled.
Darkness ringed the edges of her vision. She collapsed to the ground, her fall cushioned by the freshly fallen snow. Alban and Kenrick rushed to her side.
“Princess!” Kenrick cried.
“Cedric is gonna kill us,” Alban muttered darkly.
Elisabeth tried to reply, but she found that she could not. Her fingers opened and the apple rolled out of her hand.
The last thing Elisabeth saw before the darkness claimed her was the hag straightening and shedding her ugliness and wrinkles like a mask, transforming into her beautiful stepmother Ismena.
Then she knew no more.




Chapter Eleven
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Ismena laughed again, carelessly kicking the apple with the toe of her slipper.  
Elisabeth did not so much as stir. She lay as if dead, though she was still very much alive. Ismena would gain no personal satisfaction from simply killing the girl. Nay, death was too easy a fate for the daughter of the man she hated more than life itself.
She’d put Elisabeth under a cursed sleep. An extended state of animation from which she would never wake. It seemed fitting that the daughter of the man who forsook love for beauty should be trapped forever in a sleep. One that she could only ever be woken from by true love's kiss. Something that Stephan had long ago taught Ismena did not exist.
Ah yes, revenge was sweet indeed.
“You really had no chance, sweet little princess. You were always fated for death from the day I cursed you when you were just a babe,” Ismena murmured.” Her heart had been torn in twain that day at the thought of cursing the babe, but it had been that sensation that had forced her hand.
She had been growing too attached to her stepdaughter. Something she could not allow. She would not feel love—not for Dahlia and Stephan’s wretched daughter.
Perhaps someday, she would turn Elisabeth into a wight. How it would make dear Stephan turn in his grave for his lovely daughter to become such an ugly creature.
And Elisabeth had so easily fallen for her tricks. It had almost been too easy. Using her sorcery, Ismena had disguised herself as a hag when her mirror informed her that Elisabeth was coming through the passages. She knew that her stepdaughter would never expect her to take the form of someone so ugly, and Elisabeth was too tenderhearted to ignore an old woman's plight.
With another laugh at the thought, Ismena pulled her Nytheran mirror from her satchel. “Mirror, mirror in my hand, tell me the answer I demand, who is the fairest in the land?”
The mirror glowed blue and replied—You, my queen.
Ismena smiled wider. Finally! Again, she was the fairest.
“What did ye do to her?” a dwarf, who had been with her stepdaughter, asked. Where her stepdaughter found dwarfs this far from the Skalvanian mountains was beyond her.
The dwarf pointed his sword at her. A penalty that would have surely cost him his life. Fortunately for him, Ismena was in high spirits. She waved her hand dismissively. “Nothing that concerns you, Dwarf. Be on your way and I might consider sparing your life.”
“I think not,” the other dwarf said, this one blond.
“I do beg your pardon?” Ismena tilted her head. Her hand grew cold as she held it up, prepared to grace her courtyard with two new sculptures.
The dark-haired dwarf hurriedly stepped in front of the blond dwarf. “What he meant was that he did not wish to leave the presence of one so fair so soon. Ye are by far the fairest maiden we have ever seen.”
The blond dwarf looked ready to argue, but the dark-haired dwarf elbowed him in the side and instead he bowed. “Me humblest apologies, yer ladyship.”
“You say so? The fairest maiden that you have ever seen? Even fairer than her?” Ismena gestured toward the princess.
The youngest dwarf stepped forward and raised her hand to his lips. Ismena yanked her hand away in disgust, raising it to strike him. How dare he touch her!
“She is but a trifle, a wisp of the wind compared to yer endless beauty and grace.”
Ismena lowered her hand. “Oh really?”
“She is nothing more than a reflection in murky water compared to ye. Yer skin is so flawless. It is as if it was carved from ice itself.”
Ismena traced a finger along her pale skin. “Yes, well, I try.”
“And yer hair is the exact color of the gold that we seek out and mine in the Skalvanian mountains.”
“Is it now?”
“Yer eyes shine like coal, stokin’ the forges of me heart.”
Ismena laughed and waved her hand. “You are quite a charmer. I see why my stepdaughter kept you around, but mind that you do not become too friendly. I am still your better in every aspect. And it would hardly do for you to develop such affections for your queen—” Ismena stopped talking as someone yanked the mirror out of her hand. She whirled to find the blond dwarf holding it and backing away from her.
“What is the meaning of this?” Ismena cried, raising her hands.
“It's a distraction, ye dolt. Haven't ye ever heard of those?” the dark-haired dwarf said. Ismena turned to him. As she did, she saw a dagger fly at her out of the corner of her eye. With a furious shriek she threw up an ice wall. The dagger pierced the ice, coming to a stop inches from her cheekbone.
“How dare you!” Ismena screamed. “You will pay for this!” She swept around the wall of ice, her hands raised, ready to strike the dwarfs down. But they were already gone, having fled while her view was blocked.
“It seems you still have a few tricks up your sleeve, girl,” Ismena hissed to her stepdaughter.
Elisabeth lay still, her dark hair billowing in the snow around her, a stark contrast to her pale skin and lips that were as red as ever. Even now, at Ismena's mercy, the girl was still beautiful.
“I'll deal with you later,” Ismena spat and swept out of the courtyard after the meddlesome dwarfs.




Chapter Twelve
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Cedric did not expect to survive. He was simply trying to see how far he could get before the wights caught him. It was a game of sorts.  
He was betting that he could at least get as far as three corridors.
If he veiled the first corridor he might confuse the wights and buy himself more time. He was resourceful, with a few extra minutes he might even get out alive. But then the wights would discover where the others had gone. He was hoping that his blood was enough to mask the scent of the others. They'd probably hurry down this passage the second they smelled it, not giving a second thought to the niggling obnoxiously pleasant fragrance of roses coming from a blocked off wall.
But if they come to the junction and both the passages were blocked with scents of their prey coming from the supposed walls. Well, not even the wights were that stupid. So his passage had to remain unveiled, and he had to remain without his extra few minutes.
“Stupid princess,” he muttered to himself as he stumbled down yet another corridor. Two down, one to go. Then he'll have won. Of course the wights would tear him to pieces all the same whether he won or lost, but at least he could die triumphantly.
Her Royal Highness really was more trouble than she was worth.
Cedric glanced over his shoulder to see if the wights had caught up yet. It was because of this that he didn't see the people headed straight for him until he collided with them.
Cedric tumbled into the wall and reached for his sword, but this caused a jolt of pain to shoot through his shoulder. He raised his other hand, ready to summon some shadow manipulation, realizing that he wasn't as ready to die as he had led himself to believe.
Except when he turned he found himself looking not into the ghastly faces of wights, but instead at Gabriel, Fergus, and Florian. Over their shoulders he spotted Lucius and Aldrus.
“Well, aren't you boys a sight for sore eyes,” he said, leaning against the wall. The unfamiliar feeling of relief coursed through him. He wasn't used to being in such dire straits that it made him feel anything other than cool indifference.
“Cedric?” Fergus's voice, while hushed, still boomed through the catacombs.
“Shh, Fergus,” Aldrus said. “Not so loud. Do ye want to bring every wight in this tunnel down on our heads?”
Cedric glanced back the way he had come. The tunnel was becoming more chilly by the second. “They're probably already on their way.”
“Where's the princess?” Lucius asked.
Aldrus frowned. “And Kenrick and Alban?”
“Relax. They're perfectly safe. Well, at least they'd better be safe. With all the trouble I'm going through to keep them alive, the least they could do is stay out of trouble for a little while.”
Lucius frowned. “What are ye talkin' about, lad…” His gaze landed on the blood staining Cedric's tunic.
“Wait,” Aldrus said, also noticing Cedric's current state. “Did ye do somethin' noble?”
Cedric waved his words away. “Don't look so surprised, Aldrus. I like to break routine from time to time. It keeps people on their toes.”
“Ye were willin' ta sacrifice yerself...” Aldrus continued, still looking stunned.
“Not entirely. As much as you seem to believe otherwise, I would actually rather not die. So we can stand here like dimwitted fools waiting for the wights to catch up, or we can get out of here.”
Gabriel glanced over his shoulder. “Well, we can't go back the way we came. There are too many wights.”
“My way is probably worse,” Cedric argued as the temperature dropped another few degrees.
“Maybe if we go back down the passage we can make it ta another branch before the wights cut us off,” Lucius suggested.
Cedric shook his head. “I doubt we have that much time.” An emblem on the catacomb wall caught his eye. “Fret not, boys, all may not be lost just yet.”
Cedric stepped back to further study the wall. It was covered in engravings. It took him a second to find the Tree of Life, but when he twisted it to the side, the stone wall rolled away. The passage opened up to a stone hallway. They'd made it into the castle. He smiled over his shoulder at the dwarfs as he stepped through. “Don't dally.”
After the dwarfs had filed through, the wall rolled back into place.
“That wall won't hold the wights for long,” Gabriel muttered, slapping it.
“Then we had better get moving. Do your best to tread carefully, boys. None of your usual clomping around. We don’t know if Ismena has any guards stationed here.”
They started down the winding hallways. Cedric regretted not having Elisabeth draw him a map. It would get lost, she said. Had she ever considered the possibility that she would get lost?
He paused at an intersection of the hall, debating whether he should turn left or right.
As he considered it, the sound of footsteps and voices came from the passage to the left.
“Someone is comin’” Lucius hissed.
“How kind of them to help me make up my mind,” he replied with a smile before darting down the hall to the right.
At the end of the hall they found a door.
“Should we go through?” Fergus asked, coming to a stop.
“No, we should wait here for Ismena’s guards to find us, or perhaps our friends the wights to tear us to shreds first,” Cedric said, shooting an irritated scowl the dwarf's way. He pushed against the door and with a groan it swung open. He stepped through to find himself in a small courtyard. A giant rosebush in full bloom despite the snow gracing the buds grew in the center. Lying next to the bush, putting the roses to shame with her beauty, was Elisabeth.
Cedric stumbled, an action that he blamed on lack of blood. Was she… nay, she could not be... dead… not after everything he went through to keep her alive. But she was lying so still, how could she be anything but dead?
The dwarfs erupted in cries of horror and indignation.
Cedric stepped forward, his legs moving as if of their own accord until he had reached her side. He stared down at her. Elisabeth did not stir nor appear to breathe. His knees gave out on him, obviously another weakness due to loss of blood.
How could this be?
She was breathtaking still, even in death. It was cruel, really. Cedric reached out and gently moved a black curl from her face. Her breath tickled faintly against his hand and he pulled back sharply.
She wasn’t dead.
A sickly sweet scent wafted to his nostrils. Cedric scanned the ground nearby for the source of the scent and found an apple lying near his knee. He picked up the apple and the scent grew stronger.
Poison.
Had she been poisoned? Was that why she lay so still? If that were the case, it did not matter whether she was breathing or not, she was probably as good as dead.
Cedric held up the apple with disgust. A single bite was missing from its perfect red exterior.
Why would she eat an apple anyway? Could she not tell that it was poisoned? It was not as if now was the proper time to be snacking on apples anyway!
The dwarfs silently gathered around the princess, their heads bowed.
“What now?” Aldrus asked, looking lost.
Fergus was crying. Gabriel patted his shoulder, looking slightly saddened himself—or perhaps it was only a trick of the light.
“We return to the forest,” Lucius said bitterly. “Without the princess our freedom is naught.”
“She just had to die,” Gabriel muttered.
Fergus cried harder.
“I'm going to miss her,” Aldrus whispered.
The dwarfs, except for Gabriel and Florian, nodded in agreement. Cedric threw the apple across the courtyard.
He'd barely known her. He shouldn't care that she was gone except for the fact that she'd not returned him Mooraven. And yet he felt like he'd been punched in the heart. Cedric hadn't felt like this—hadn't allowed himself to feel like this—since the day his father died.
A rustling sounded from the rosebush. The dwarfs drew their weapons. Cedric drew his as well, but he didn't stand. He was afraid that he would be too weak.
Kenrick and Alban dragged themselves out of the rosebush. Alban pulled a thorn out of his neck. “Blasted bush, tryin’ to eat us alive.”
“Cedric! Yer alive!” Kenrick cried, stumbling to his feet.
“Don't be so surprised. It's insulting, really,” Cedric grumbled.
“Ye owe me money,” Alban said to Kenrick.
“Boys, what happened to the princess?” Lucius asked, stepping forward.
“Somethin’ awful,” Kenrick said before he launched into a tale of how the queen disguised herself and tricked the princess into eating a poisoned apple, but Cedric barely paid attention to it. What was the use of knowing what had happened? The results were still the same.
His eyes fastened on the object gripped in Alban's hand.
“Wait a second, boys. Is… that a… mirror?”
“Aye, we pilfered it from the queen in the middle of her triumphant celebration. 'Course then we had to hide in the uncomfortable rose bushes so I'm not entirely sure if the victory was ours.”
“May I see it?”
Alban handed him the mirror and Cedric held it up. He had not seen the Nytheran mirror for many years. Not since he had been a young lad, and his father had one. But this looked very much like it.
The Nytheran Mirror could only be activated if the person who asked the question spoke in rhyme. Cedric held the mirror up. “Mirror, mirror in my hand, give me the answer I demand. Is there a way to save the princess of snow, from this fate filled with woe?”
He did not hold out much hope that it would work. Surely it could not be a Nytheran mirror, when only one existed. How could Ismena have gotten it?
Unless she had taken it from his father.
The mirror glowed blue before answering in a strangely familiar voice.
Rejoice for the princess is not dead
She is in a cursed sleep instead
There is but one way to break the curse
True love's kiss shall the spell reverse
“True love's kiss?” Cedric asked as the mirror went dark. “Where in Illesya are we supposed to get one of those?”
“Ye should kiss her.” Kenrick gestured to the sleeping princess.
Cedric blinked. “Me? Why me?”
“Because ye obviously love her.”
Cedric snorted derisively. “You're out of your mind. In the short time we've known each other we've done nothing but argue.”
“But ye look at her when ye argue. Actually look at her. Ye don't do that when you speak to other people. Ye look through 'em or not at 'em at all.”
Cedric forced himself to keep his eyes focused on Kenrick. “That isn't true.”
“And ye were willing to sacrifice yer life for hers in the catacombs,” Aldrus piped in. “That proves that ye care deeply for her.”
“No, it doesn't. And you forget that Kenrick and Alban were there as well. Why does no one think that I was trying to save them?”
“Other than the fact that a fortnight ago, while we were patrolling the forest, ye abandoned me when I ended up tangled in that Giant Spider's web?” Kenrick asked.
“Or when ye stole Alban's weapons and hid them in the most dangerous places of the forest so he would have to brave death to find them?” Aldrus asked. Alban grunted unhappily at the memory. “Still haven’t found all of them.”
Cedric shrugged his good shoulder. “Near death situations build character. Besides none of that changes the fact that I barely know the princess, nor she me.”
“Well, mayhap the potential for true love would wake her then?” Aldrus suggested.
“It's worth a shot. Won't hurt nothin' by kissing her,” Fergus said in a sad voice.
Cedric was quite certain that it could hurt a lot of things.
What if he kissed her and she didn't wake? Would that mean that he wasn't good enough? That she did not love him, or that he did not love her enough?
“Love be a choice,” Lucius said. “So ye can make the choice to love the lass.”
That was far easier said than done. He wasn't sure he wanted to choose to love her. What if he chose to love her then she didn't wake? Or she woke and wanted nothing to do with him? Besides, how was he expected to choose to love her in the first place?
“Her beauty certainly helps,” Kenrick said as if he'd read his mind.
If Elisabeth were awake, Cedric was sure that she would slap him. The thought made him smile sadly.
Maybe this would work. He was already becoming a lovesick swain.
Cedric released a bitter breath. By all that was dark and tainted, it would be a whole lot easier to walk away if she wasn't so beautiful, or engaging.
Perhaps the correct term was enchanting, because he certainly felt enchanted. How did she get him to do things that he would never do for anyone else? He'd been willing to sacrifice his life for hers! How in this forsaken icy world, was that supposed to fit into his self-centered existence?
And now it seemed that his sacrifice had the opposite effect. He was alive, and she was lying cold and still in the snow.
And worse of all, if there was a way to reverse that, he was pretty sure he would.
But to kiss her? Put everything on the line—his pride, his hope, and that strange fluttering that took over his heart when he thought of kissing her—with the possibility of them being crushed?
Cedric groaned and buried his face in his hands.
“Hurry or I'll kiss her myself,” Kenrick said.
“Don't rush him,” Aldrus whispered, elbowing Kenrick. “I've heard that these things take time.”
Gabriel crossed his arms. “Any time today would be nice.”
Fine! He'd do it. He only hoped he wouldn't regret this.
“This had better work,” Cedric muttered, scowling at the dwarfs. He might be inclined to execute them if it didn't.
Cedric took a deep breath and lowered his head till it was only a hairsbreadth from Elisabeth's. He took a moment to fortify himself, ask himself if he really wanted to do this, and wonder if he'd completely lost his mind before he pressed his lips to hers.




Chapter Thirteen
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Elisabeth gasped as air flooded her starved lungs. Her lashes fluttered open and she blinked, trying to bring the blurry world into focus.  
“What—?” she choked.
Someone released a breath nearby. “Garmr’s teeth, I can’t believe that worked!”
Elisabeth sat up quickly, but nearly collapsed as a sudden wave of dizziness overcame her. A hand steadied her. “Cedric!” she gasped. “You're alive! …Or am I dead?”
“The former, I'm afraid.”
Elisabeth’s lips broke into a wide smile. “How are you still alive?”
The corner of Cedric's mouth turned up. “What can I say? Fortune is very fond of me.”
“And me too, it seems. I thought I was dying. How did you wake me?”
Cedric shrugged his good shoulder. “You know how things come about when you find a sleeping beauty in your midst.”
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes. “Are you implying that you kissed me?”
“Mayhap… It worked, did it not?”
Elisabeth pulled back appalled. “Why in Illesya would you kiss me?”
“Oh, it was just a lucky guess,” Cedric said, but his response was drowned out by that of the dwarfs cheering and crying, “Because he loves ye!”
Elisabeth arched her eyebrow.
“I do not love you,” Cedric protested.
“But only true love's kiss could wake her,” Aldrus argued.
“And then he kissed ye and ye woke,” Kenrick said, looking a little disappointed that it wasn't him who kissed her awake.
Cedric shot the dwarfs a withering glare. “Yes, well, the curse was obviously easily confused. It sees a charming prince like myself and a beautiful princess such as yourself and naturally it assumes that we are in love.”
Elisabeth smiled. “Of course, I'm certain that's all it was.”
“Precisely. I knew you would agree with me.” Cedric smiled slyly before leaning forward, resting his hand on her cheek and pressing another kiss to her lips.
“What—what was that for?” she spluttered when he pulled away and she had recovered both her breath and from her shock.
Cedric shrugged and ran a hand through his hair as he sat back. “Just making certain that the curse was properly fooled. Wouldn't want it realizing its error and forcing you back asleep—now would we?”
“Huh?” Fergus grunted, confused.
Elisabeth didn’t say anything because she was just as confused.
Florian grunted, frantically signing. She turned her gaze to him. Cedric stiffened and grabbed her hand. “We have company.”
“Why, what a touching reunion!”
Elisabeth's heart turned to ice at the sound of her stepmother's voice. She looked up to see Ismena sweep into the courtyard. “I have no idea why I was not invited,” Ismena said, a smile masking her fury. “Elisabeth is my stepdaughter, after all.”
“We were just about to go find you.” Cedric stood, pulling Elisabeth up next to him. “Actually there was something we wanted to tell you. You are relieved from your position as queen. You were terrible at it anyway.”
The dwarfs drew their weapons.
“Disgusting,” Ismena spat. “How many dwarfs do you have here?”
“Enough to take you on, Queenie,” Kenrick said with a confident smile.
Ismena threw back her head and laughed. She stepped to the side making room for ten wights to burst through the entrance. “I'm afraid that none of you—seeing as you were all inconsiderate enough to try to foil my revenge—shall live to see the morrow.” As Ismena spoke the wind picked up and blew out the torches.
“That's my cue,” Cedric whispered before slipping away. Startled by the sudden absence of his warmth at her side, Elisabeth scanned the courtyard for him, but it had filled with several dark forms milling around. Cedric's shadow courtiers.
“It's like the battle of Little Peak, boys!” Lucius cried and the dwarfs charged toward the wights.
The courtyard erupted into chaos. Small shadows attacked the larger ones, as other shadows flitted aimlessly through the courtyard. Elisabeth turned in a circle until she found Cedric. He was beside her stepmother, slipping out of the shadows. She thought he was perhaps going to sneak up on her, but then Ismena summoned a gale that sent him flying across the courtyard and into the wall.
Cedric crashed into the wall with enough force that she could hear the impact over the howling wind of the storm.
Ismena stepped after him, her hand raised. “Oh, Elisabeth!” she called, the cold wind bringing her voice to Elisabeth’s ears. “How would you like it if I were to take your love from you? Then perhaps you’ll finally understand the pain I felt.” She turned to Cedric and narrowed her eyes. “You should be more careful who you give your heart away to. You might just lose it.”
Cedric scrambled to rise, but his wound must have weakened him because he collapsed back to the ground.
Even across the distance Elisabeth saw Ismena smile coldly.
“Stop! No!” Elisabeth screamed. She could not—would not—lose Cedric again. Something snapped within her and in that moment, she sensed every snowflake in the courtyard, every gust of icy wind. She brought her hands together and an icy wind washed across the courtyard toward Ismena.
Ismena sensed it and turned just in time to deflect the gale. She narrowed her eyes at Elisabeth.
Elisabeth held out her hand as she willed the ice crystals in the air to form into a blade of ice. “Come claim your title as fairest in the land.” Anything to distract her attention from Cedric.
Ismena strode across the courtyard, an ice sword forming in her hand. “I should have killed you when you were a baby,” she snarled.
Elisabeth held her sword in front of her. “You will never have your black heart’s desire.”
“You know nothing of the desire of my heart,” Ismena cried, reaching her. She swung her sword in a wide arch.
Elisabeth clumsily blocked the blow, but fortunately Ismena had no great skill with the blade either. “I know that it is nothing more than selfish ambition.”
Ismena’s eyes flashed. “All I ever wanted was love! Is that so selfish a desire?”
Elisabeth blinked, her arm shaking from the strain of deflecting Ismena’s blows. “If all you wanted was love then why did you never give it to me? You were the only mother I ever knew!”
“Because you were not the one I wanted love from,” Ismena spat.
Elisabeth stumbled back, wondering how after all these years her stepmother could still wound her so deeply with only a few words.
The temperature dropped as Ismena shot an icy gust at her. Elisabeth was too stunned to redirect it. She flew backwards and into the rosebush. She struggled to her feet, bleeding where the thorns had stabbed her. Ismena was already there, slashing at Elisabeth. Elisabeth jumped back, but the edge of the blade caught her in the side. She cried out.
Ismena dropped her sword and grasped Elisabeth's neck. “Don’t worry my dear, this is what it should be. Your whole life has led up to this. From the moment I cursed you, your fate was sealed,” she hissed tightening her fingers. “Now die already.”
Elisabeth struggled to breathe. She clawed at Ismena's hand, but to no avail. Her edges of vision faded so that she wondered if she was simply seeing things when Cedric suddenly appeared behind Ismena.
“You both broke rule number one, I’m afraid,” he said with a shake of his head as he thrust the sword through Ismena's heart. He lowered his mouth to her ear. “That was for my father. And for Mooraven.”
Ismena cried out and released Elisabeth to claw at her chest.
Elisabeth fell to her knees and coughed as the air made its way through her crushed airways.
Ismena collapsed next to Elisabeth, her blue eyes wide. “This… wasn't… how… but it was you… I… cursed...” she gasped before going still.
Elisabeth felt something wet slide down her cheek and quickly wiped the tear away. Why should she cry for the woman who never wanted her? And yet a small, cold sliver of her heart had desired Ismena's love more than anything.
She tore her eyes away from her stepmother. The storm had ceased, and the wights collapsed as if dead. A balmy breeze blew across the courtyard, the chill gone as if it had never existed.
Cedric held out his hand to help Elisabeth up. Shakily she accepted, and he pulled her to her feet. He shook his head, trying to look stern, but a smirk belied the expression. “You just can't stay out of trouble for a single moment, can you, Lizzie? It seems as if you are in need of saving every time I turn around. I suppose, to save myself future trouble, I'm just going to have to keep a closer eye on you.”
“Meaning?” Elisabeth asked, pressing her hand against her side. The slick warmth of blood coated her fingers.
“Nothing, everything—you're free to interpret it any way you like.”
Elisabeth smiled and grasped his hand with her free one. “You’re a good man Cedric,” she said, squeezing his hand.
“Well, that’s certainly not how I expected you to interpret it, and also it is completely untrue, but as I’ve said before—believe what you will.”
Elisabeth tilted her head as she considered him. “Thank you, Cedric. You’ve saved me—multiple times.”
Cedric shrugged and waved his hand nonchalantly. “Yes, I’m a regular hero now. My reputation is ruined. And to prove that I am really too far gone to be any kind of respectable dark lord I will simply say it now. You’re hurt. We should get you inside to see about that nasty scratch you got.” Cedric swept her up in his arms.
“Your shoulder!” Elisabeth protested.
“You insult me, really. I'm fine.”
Elisabeth frowned at him. “You were not earlier when I had to rescue you.”
Cedric furrowed his brows. “When you had to—ah, you mean when I was fighting Ismena. I see you fell for my little act as well. I was simply trying to get your stepmother to let her guard down, which she did.”
Elisabeth shook her head. She couldn’t believe that her stepmother was dead. That the hunt was over. That she was finally free. And… motherless.
Her eyes landed on the wights lying still in the courtyard and shook her head. “Where did she even get wights to send against us? I thought you said that they all died years ago when they attacked Mooraven. So where did these come from?”
Cedric shrugged. “How should I know?” he said quickly, but there was something in his eyes that said otherwise. Before Elisabeth could pry, he turned and began striding toward the door. “To risk repeating myself, I was not kidding when I said that we needed get you inside and bandaged up. I didn’t go through all of this trouble to rescue you only to have you die now. And when we’re done with that, we should probably see what we can do about unfreezing those guards of yours.”
“How do you know about—?” Elisabeth trailed off as a crow flew overhead. “Oh, never mind. But you are in need of bandages as well.”
Cedric grinned. “If it makes you feel better, dear.” He turned to the dwarfs. Alban was collecting his knives with the aid of Fergus, and Lucius supported Florian, who was looking rather wane. Gabriel pulled Kenrick to his feet, looking around warily, as if waiting for more enemies to appear. “Come on, boys, let’s get inside before we all catch our deaths of cold.”
“That may be unnecessary. Look.” Aldrus pointed at the steady drip of water from the parapet just as the sun burst from behind the clouds, shining brilliantly down on them. “The snow is melting.”




Epilogue
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Luk limped down the hall, cursing the dark prince silently. He had little doubt that Cedric had built the fire too close on purpose. 
Morren’s son had every intention for Luk’s pant leg to catch on fire and burn him. Even if he claimed otherwise.
But Luk supposed that he should just be thankful to be still alive. Even if he was both frostbitten and charred.
He glanced over his shoulder at the grand hall. Firelight flickered against the stone walls where his men were thawing. He heard laughing and jeers as the prince and the dwarfs sparred with their words; every now and then the princess’s voice joined in.
He didn’t care for how close she had become with those fugitives. She insisted that she owed them her life, that she owed them her kingdom. That they could be trusted, but Luk still wasn’t sure if he was willing to do that. The prince was Morren’s son—whether he’d helped the princess or not. And those dwarfs had fought for Mooraven in the war.
The princess was too fair and kind for her own good. She didn’t understand the depths of hate her people felt toward Mooraven. Many families had lost fathers and sons to that war. They would not be quick to forgive.
But, Luk supposed that, if it came to it and the prince of Mooraven and his dwarfs did end up proving to be a threat, he could deal with them later. For the time being his mission was to make certain with his own eyes that the shadow which had haunted them for years was finally gone. That Ismena was actually dead and his princess was at last safe.
He didn’t know what to expect now that the regent was dead and her reign of ice was over, but surely nothing could be worse than what they had already gone through.
Luk leaned into the entrance way, finally reaching his destination spent and short of breath. He looked out over the whole length of the courtyard, taking in the rose bushes and the fallen forms of the wights, his guards who had defected. He’d noted that Cedric hadn’t informed the princess of who the wights had once been. He supposed that was for the best. Princess Elisabeth would be desolate if she learned what had really happened to her other guards. Though he didn’t know why Cedric had refrained from telling her—it wasn’t as if he cared—so he must have an ulterior motive.
Luk would have to watch him very closely.
But that was a matter for the future because he had a much larger problem.
His eyes stayed riveted on the crimson stain marring the worn tiles.
The body wasn’t there.
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Prologue
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“What is this?” Ismena tilted her head as she took in her stepdaughter who lay curled in a ball on Ismena’s bed. What Elisabeth was doing in her room at all was beyond her. “A princess crying? You are certainly fortunate that none of your subjects are here to see this act of weakness. How are you expected to rule them if you cannot have their respect? Hmm? Tell me that, young one." 
Elisabeth sat up and wiped at the tears streaming down her face, though they were quickly replaced. “I’m—I’m sorry, mother.”
“Oh, tush.” Ismena sat in the bed next to her. “Well, there’s nothing to do about it now. You’re crying, aren’t you?” She patted the small girl on the shoulder. “Fortunately, there is no one here to see it but me. Now, tell me what the matter is.”
Elisabeth hiccupped and wrapped her arms around her legs. “I was playing with the other nobles’ children, and we decided to play court.”
Ismena pulled back. “Well, I don’t see why that would make you weep. You really are too sensitive.”
“Because Isobel Harolt would not let me be queen. No matter that I am the princess. She said that I am too young and that I should let one of the older girls be queen instead.”
“You are quite young,” Ismena said, dipping her chin. “My word, girl, you’re not even seven. You can’t be expected to rule when you haven’t even turned seven yet. Besides, you’ll rule someday so what does it matter what mean little girls tell you now?”
Elisabeth smiled faintly, but then her blood red lip began trembling again.
“Oh, what is it now?” Ismena asked with a heavy sigh.
“The boy who was supposed to be my husband, Gerald Belton, claims that he will never kiss me,” Elisabeth hiccupped again. “Ever.”
Ismena clucked her tongue. “And why does Gerald Belton say this?”
“He says—he says—” Elisabeth paused and wiped at her eyes. “He says that I’m ugly.”
Ismena bit the inside of her cheek. Stephan would not approve of her poisoning any of the noble’s children, but he wasn’t there. He was away fighting on the front lines against Mooraven, trying to bring about an end to the war. But still, that didn’t stop the courier system from working and Lady Belton was sure to write him if Ismena did anything to her precious darling. And wiping out a whole family would be messy. Instead, she settled for pulling Elisabeth onto her lap. “You are far from ugly, Elisabeth. Foolish boys like Gerald Belton just haven’t realized that yet.”
“You really think so?” Elisabeth asked, peering up at her.
“I know so,” Ismena murmured. Unfortunately, she knew so. She had beheld Elisabeth’s mother with her own eyes and witnessed what that sort of beauty turned men into. Fools.
“As beautiful as you?” Elisabeth lisped.
Ismena chuckled. “Now don’t wish for that.”
Elisabeth bowed her head. “Of course, I didn’t mean—”
“But you will still be very beautiful.” Ismena pushed Elisabeth’s dark locks out of her face, wiping at her tears with her thumb. “All will fall, my dear, when you’re the fairest of them all.”
Elisabeth scrunched her nose. “Why would they fall? Did they trip?”
Ismena smiled and shook her head. “No, no. What I am saying is that beauty is power, perhaps the most potent power there is, and when you grow up, you will be more than beautiful. Best you learn how best to use this power now while everyone overlooks it.”
“I will.” Elisabeth curled on her lap, blowing out a contented breath as Ismena stroked her hair. “Mother,” she whispered, “can you sing me my lullaby again?”
Ismena sighed as she begun the one verse song that she had been singing to Elisabeth since she was a baby.
“Snowflakes flutter in the sky.
Let me tell you of the day you die.
The world around you concealed in ice.
Everything you do comes at a price.”
Elisabeth looked up at her and smiled, but her smile was somewhat strained as her eyebrows drew together.
“What is the matter, my dear?” Ismena asked, lowering her hands to cup her young stepdaughter’s cheek.
“Nothing,” the princess murmured, scrunching her nose. “Only… what does it mean? The song?”
Ismena pressed her lips together and leaned back. When she had originally created that song, she had looked forward to the day she could tell the princess what it meant. Now she had no idea what to say. Or how she wanted the princess to react when she finally knew. “It means… well, it means...” she released a breath before looking back down at Elisabeth. “When you were only an infant, Elisabeth, you were cursed.”
Elisabeth jerked as if she had been burned. Her blue eyes clouded with fear. “I’m cursed?”
Ismena felt her heart lurch at the terror in the young princess’s face. She wrapped her in her arms, but she was unsure of her motives. Whether it was to comfort the girl, or to hide the face of fear from her suddenly guilt-ridden heart.
“All of the best princesses are,” Ismena murmured, stroking the girl’s raven black hair.
Elisabeth sat on her lap for a long moment before hiccupping. Oh accursed frost, was she going to start crying again? “Why am I cursed?”
Ismena frowned as she pulled back. She traced her finger across her stepdaughter’s cheek, remembering when she first bestowed the curse. The rage and hate and utter pain she had felt staring into a face that was Dahlia’s with the hair and eyes of her darling Stephan. “It is because of your beauty.”
“But I don’t even have any!” Elisabeth cried, throwing up her hands.
“Someday you will. And I think you will come to appreciate that beauty of yours.”
“Not if it means me being cursed.” Elisabeth sighed heavily. “What is my curse, mama? Can you please tell me?”
“I’m not sure if you want to know—” Ismena began.
“Please,” Elisabeth pleaded. “If only I knew, I might find a way to stop it from happening.”
Ismena released a sigh. “Very well then, here it is. For your black hair...” she lifted a strand of Elisabeth’s curls. “You shall have an enemy with a heart just as black.”
“Well, that’s not too bad,” the princess said with a shrug.
Ismena arched her brow. “Not that bad?”
“No, because I know you and papa will make sure that no one with any black hearts can come anywhere near me.”
If only that was the case. But the little princess didn’t know that she was sitting in the lap of her enemy. Ismena clenched her fist. “That’s not the whole of the curse. The next part is that for your lips as red as the blood in your veins, so too will a price be paid in blood.”
“My blood—or someone else’s?” the princess asked, her lip trembling.
Ismena tilted her head. “It does not specify, but curses are wicked things. And they will attack that which you love. If it is not yourself, then it will be a person you love more than your own life.”
“Then I will find someone to love more than myself so that my curse doesn’t work on me.”
Ismena tapped her nose. “You are already choosing yourself over them then.”
Elisabeth quieted as she considered this.
“The last bit of the curse is for your pale complexion, as white as the snow. There will be a death in winter.”
“But it’s always winter,” Elisabeth gasped, her eyes flying to the window where snow drifted pass the frosted over pane. Her stepdaughter was right, it was always winter even when it should be summer. Because Ismena made it that way, but no one knew it was because of her control over the snow that they suffered this winter. Poor Stephan thought that it was the world still mourning Dahlia—the fool.
Elisabeth buried her face in Ismena’s neck with a little sob. “I’m scared.”
Ismena patted her back. “Don’t worry, dear. I’ll take care of it.”
Elisabeth released a contented breath. One that almost thawed Ismena’s icy heart. But she gritted her teeth and stared straight ahead. She would take care of matters, but not to make certain that the princess would be safe. She would bring the curse into fruition. For she was the enemy with the black heart. And black hearts do not bleed.
She admitted that sometimes she did treat Elisabeth as her own daughter, that there were certain hours of the day spent playing with her young stepdaughter where she imagined that Elisabeth was both hers and Stephan’s daughter. But that wasn’t true. Elisabeth was the daughter of Dahlia. And for that, she could never forgive the girl.
Elisabeth pulled away and smiled. “Thank you, mama. I think I’m going to go join the other children now. Cook said she would make us some tarts later and I don’t want anyone to eat my share.”
She planted a quick kiss on Ismena’s cheek before she slid off her lap.
Ismena watched the princess skip down the hall before stiffening. Slowly, she raised her fingers to her lips to discover what she feared to find. She was smiling.
Her hand dropped as her brows pulled together in a scowl. She was growing too attached. She really ought to rid herself of that girl. Before she ruined everything.




Chapter One
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An attempt on her life would almost be preferable to this.  
Elisabeth sighed and flicked her quill onto her desk, leaving behind a dark smudge of spilled ink that had dripped off the tip. She slumped into her chair and rubbed at her temple. She would gladly face an assassin. Anything to distract her from the “pressing matters” that were supposedly in need of her attention.
If only they were true pressing matters. If only she was actually doing something of importance. And yet day after day, it was always the same menial tasks. Deciding which events would be featured in the coming tournament, choosing which courses would be served that night for supper. What did she care if they served carrots with the goose or potatoes? Did the palace not have a housekeeper who could decide this? Yet supposedly this was something only the crown princess could decide.
Or so her courtiers tried to lead her to believe. Meanwhile they were busy running her country. Taking care of the responsibilities they deemed too important for her. Peace treaties, capital punishments, figuring out how to survive food shortages. Ruling her people.
She had hoped, she had so hoped that things would change when she defeated her stepmother. That she would finally be free to rule her kingdom. Yes, she was still under the age of twenty-one, and so not old enough to inherit the throne according to the old traditions. But surely after everything her last regent had put Illesya through, her courtiers would have realized how imperative it was to make her queen as soon as possible.
Or at least she had thought, but as the days passed, she began to grow less and less sure. It had been three weeks since Ismena’s icy reign had ended. Summer had returned and the sun shone in the sky almost every day. For the first time in almost two decades, crops grew easily, though not fast enough to feed the ever-hungry bellies of her people.
Elisabeth had returned to the capital, expecting a celebration. She was surprised over how utterly apathetic everyone had been. Some of her courtiers had even seemed openly hostile, like they were disappointed that she had arrived at all, seeming to have preferred it when she lived in exile. None more so than Cillian, the high chancellor, and the man currently ruling the country in the absence of a king—or in this case, a queen.
She shoved away from her desk and paced across the soft carpet of her private study before coming to a stop in front of the floor to ceiling window that opened up to the view of the world beyond her castle.
She slapped her palm against the glass and gritted her teeth. She felt like she would scream if she had to spend one more minute pent up inside. All her life she had been trapped. By her stepmother who hated her, by her well-meaning father who wanted her to be safe. By tutors and the older courtiers who thought they knew best. By her peers who were envious of her. Growing up in the court, she had been stifled. Then after her father died—was killed—she had been exiled to the winter palace which had been her prison for three years.
And now that she was back at the capital, living in her own palace, she was once again trapped.
At eighteen, she was old enough to rule. Hang tradition. But her courtiers would not even allow her to listen in on their council meetings where they decided the fate of her kingdom. She sometimes wondered if the reason they did not want her to attend was because they did not want her to know what they discussed. Were they planning to give her a regent and force her to wait three years to finally be queen?
The bright summer sun shone happily down on the capital city of Crestrock as if mocking Elisabeth’s dark thoughts. She had spent the first eighteen years of her life without ever seeing the sun, but even its bright rays could not cheer her mood this time.
This was her kingdom.
These people her people.
She was born to rule and that was what she intended to do.
She had not fought to defeat Ismena, and free her people from a tyrannical regent who had ruled with no plans to relinquish the throne, only to allow another regent to rule in her stead.
She simply would not.
The pane around Elisabeth’s hand cracked as delicate veins of frost began to form on the glass. Elisabeth jerked her hand away, hiding it in the folds of her dress. Then perhaps she was not suited to be queen either. Not if she couldn’t get her blasted ice magic under control. She could very well plunge Illesya into another winter. And unlike Ismena, she would do it completely by accident.
She pressed her eyes shut. Perhaps her magic was why they did not trust her. Because they feared she would become a second Ismena. Already they spent her entire life blaming her for the winter, did they continue to blame her now even when it turned out it was never her fault at all but actually Ismena who had caused the winter.
“Why such an angry expression? Did a garmr chew up your favorite gown?”
Elisabeth startled and whirled at the familiar voice. She was almost surprised to see Prince Cedric—almost. He was lounging in the chair she had just vacated, looking completely at ease, as if he was sitting at his own desk rather than hers.
“How did you get in here?” she demanded. She had guards just outside her door. And even if they had let him in, which she doubted—the dark prince was not well trusted by the people of Havenkeep—she had not even heard him enter.
Cedric shot her a smile that was both aggravating and sent her heart fluttering in a way that was almost as upsetting. “If I told you all of my secrets then I would have nothing to hold over your head in the future, love, please try to remember this. You ask me far too many questions.”
Elisabeth rested a hand against the silky fabric at her hips. Cedric of Mooraven was the son of the man who had been her family’s enemy in a long and bitter conflict. His kingdom had been her kingdom’s enemy before it was finally defeated at the end of the Seven Years’ War. Cedric had been exiled to a dark forest for eleven years until he had finally earned his freedom by helping her defeat Ismena.
He may have been her ally, but she still wasn’t sure if she trusted him completely. Cedric was not called the trickster prince for no reason.
She tried to ignore the memory of the feeling of his lips pressed against hers as she glared at him. “What are you doing here?”
Cedric didn’t bother answering. He clucked his tongue as he stared down at the paper lying face up on the desk. “Well now, this simply will not do. You chose to serve carrots with the goose?” He placed his hand over his heart and looked up at her, his blue eyes sincere. “How could you do this to me?”
It unsettled Elisabeth how he could seem so genuine. She knew he had no interest in what was served with the goose, and yet he made it seem that he did. As if his very life depended on potatoes being chosen over carrots.
Elisabeth stalked over to him and snatched the paper away. “Don’t read the contents of my desk. These papers are important documents.”
Cedric looked up at her as he stretched out his legs in front of him, crossing his ankles. A shaggy lock of blond hair fell into his blue eyes. “Yes, they seemed terribly important to me, as well.”
He was mocking her, she knew. He always seemed to be mocking her.
“What are you doing here, Cedric?” she asked again, choosing not to rise to his bait. Cedric seemed to thrive off of confrontations.
He considered her for a long moment as if debating whether to push further before finally he turned away resting his chin in his hand. “I came here because I am currently hiding from a few of your guards who appear to have developed a severe dislike of me.”
Elisabeth rubbed at her eyes. “What did you do now?” He was always causing some trouble or the other, and had made several enemies since they had arrived at the capital. She was beginning to wonder if it had been truly wise of her to allow him to leave that forest. He didn’t appear to know how to behave anywhere else.
He sat up and turned to her, holding up his hand, his eyes hurt. “Nothing at all. Of course, I did nothing. I am a perfect saint. I think they are overreacting anyway.”
She leveled him with what she hoped was her fiercest glare. “And what are they overreacting about?”
Cedric grinned. “I convinced them that I had brought a garmr into the castle. And that the last I had seen it was in the wing of the castle where the ladies of court were all gathered doing their embroidery—why aren’t you with them by the way?”
“Did you really?” She nearly felt sick at the thought of one of the guardians of the forest loose in these confining stone walls. There was no knowing what harm it could cause. Even if it was to those overly proper ladies who she couldn’t stand. They would smile to her face, but made certain that the entire castle knew of every blunder she ever made.
“Did I what?”
“Did you bring a garmr into the castle?”
He grinned wider. “No. Where would I have gotten a garmr on such short notice? Use your head, Liz.”
Elisabeth wouldn’t have been surprised at all if he had managed a feat. The prince of Mooraven appeared to be extremely resourceful, and with the dwarfs at his every beck and call he was capable of doing far more than he really ought to be able. “Then how the skies did you convince them that you had?”
He looked up at her and wagged his eyebrows. “I can be very convincing sometimes.”
All the time. It was the reason Elisabeth still regarded him warily. She believed deep in her heart that he was a good man, but what if that was only what he wanted her to believe?
“Relax, love,” Cedric said smirking, knowing full well how she detested all his pet names. It was the very reason he used them; she was sure. “By now I’m sure they have already figured out that there is no garmr.”
Elisabeth clutched the paper to her chest and shook her head. All this time she spent trying to build trust with her people and Cedric idly played pranks on them. “You’re a disgrace.”
Instead of becoming insulted, Cedric just smiled up at her. A cold smile this time—daring, challenging. The kind of smile that warned Elisabeth that she shouldn’t be anywhere near him, or any way associated with him. “And you are, as ever, so charming.”
“Couldn’t you at least try to play the part of a proper prince?”
Cedric rubbed at his chin. “And what would you suggest I do? What would being a proper prince entail? Tell me, my darling, what must I change in myself to please your strict standards?”
Elisabeth leaned toward him and lifted a single tangled clump of hair from his forehead before allowing it to fall back into place. “Well, for one you could try seeing the royal barber.”
Cedric wrinkled his nose. “Do you have any idea what that man does with the wounded servants? There is no way I am letting him near my hair. Besides, I don’t see any reason to change my hair style. It served me well enough for eleven years. I’ve grown rather used to it like this.”
Elisabeth straightened, rolling her eyes. It seemed he used every opportunity to remind her and others of his unjust imprisonment. Well, unjust to him. Some believed that it never should have ended. “And there is also the matter of your clothes.”
“What do you mean about my clothes?” Cedric asked, frowning. He ran his gloved hand across the black leather front of the tunic he was wearing. “I have gotten new clothes since we came here so you cannot accuse me of denying the tailor my business.”
“All you ever wear is black,” she argued, gesturing at him.
Cedric straightened in his chair. “Of course, I wear black. I am a dark lord, what do you expect me to wear? White?” He eyed her up and down. “Well, I hate to break it to you, my dear, but it is much more difficult to lurk in hallways undetected when you are wearing white. Everyone can see that blasted color.”
Elisabeth smoothed her hand over her white skirts, returning his disdainful stare. “This is exactly what I mean. How are you ever going to be accepted by the court when you are every bit as dark a lord as your father was?”
He blinked up at her. “Is that a bad thing?”
She threw her hands into the air. “Of course, it is! People hated your father.”
Cedric pursed his lips at that. “Well, that’s not very generous of them.”
Elisabeth didn’t care for Morren either—she still partially blamed him for her birth mother’s death even though Cedric claimed that it was all Ismena’s doing. “Please, Cedric, there is only so far my protection can reach and I believe you are already past that point. You are making too many enemies in the court. And far too quickly at that.”
Cedric snorted. “Well, what else are they going to be? I don’t want them to be my friends.”
“Statements like that do not help garner anyone’s trust. You make yourself sound so mercenary!”
He held up a single gloved finger. “I was raised by mercenaries. You will find that I can be very mercenary.”
She moved to place the paper back onto the desk, her gaze lingering on the word carrots. “And then there is the fact that you are a lying scoundrel and no one can ever believe a word out of your mouth.”
“Okay, first of all that is hurtful. Secondly, I only ever tell the truth. Unless I am lying. Then I am lying. But at least I am honest about being dishonest.”
“Oh you!” Elisabeth cried as she stalked toward the window. “You are going to get yourself killed someday and I will gloat over your dead body.”
“I highly doubt that. You will probably be too busy weeping, weak sentimental creature that you are.” Suddenly Cedric’s hand was on her shoulder. Elisabeth stiffened; she hadn’t even heard him walk across the room. It was foolish of her to forget that he spent his time in the shadows. He knew how to tread softly.
In the past three weeks, she had kept her distance from Cedric. She had a reputation to build, trust to earn, a kingdom to win. She could not risk becoming too attached to a dark lord. A dark lord who saved her life, who would have sacrificed himself for her…
She shuttered those memories. She had seen a different side of Cedric that day they defeated Ismena, but ever since then, both she and Cedric seemed to be trying their hardest to pretend that it never happened. It was easier to believe that he was nothing more than a selfish disdainful man that had left his exile behind.
It made things so much simpler when she didn’t have to worry about the fact that his kiss had awoken her when only the kiss of true love could.
“Besides,” Cedric continued, his thumb sliding up against her shoulder. Elisabeth didn’t pull away. But only because she knew that would only encourage him. “Why do I need to even romance your court when I shall be ruling Mooraven soon?”
Elisabeth flinched hard. The bargain that she had made with Cedric in order to gain his help against her stepmother not only entailed her freeing him and the mercenary dwarfs, who had raised him, from their exile in the dark and dangerous woods that had been their home for some years, but also, that she would have to return him the kingdom that had been taken from him when his father lost the war.
At the time, she had been desperate. Willing to do anything she could to defeat Ismena. Even make such bargains with Cedric. Truly she had intended to kill him once she had gotten from him what she needed. That way she would never have to fulfill her bargain. The thought made her feel dirty, and she moved a step away from the window as if the sunlight would expose her dark heart.
Still, despite her change of feelings toward Cedric, she wasn’t convinced that making Cedric king was a wise thing.
Cedric’s homelands were hard won with the blood of her people. And even if she did believe that putting another dark lord on the throne, even if that dark lord was Cedric, was a good idea, her people would surely revolt. They would see it as her siding with the enemy.
She could not have both her people’s love and be an ally to Cedric on his quest to regain his homeland.
“You know that I cannot do that until I become queen. Only the council could decide to return you Mooraven,” she said instead of voicing her doubts.
If a regent was chosen for her, they would have the power to return Mooraven to Cedric, but she doubted that any regent chosen by the council would side with Cedric. Especially since the high chancellor, who hated Cedric possibly more than anyone else on this whole frozen island, was more than likely to make himself that regent.
No, a regent would never choose to return Mooraven to Cedric, but they could choose to kill him.
When she had returned, she had granted Cedric and the dwarfs amnesty for their part in the war. Cedric had not even played a part, he had been too young, but no one seemed to care about that.
She did not have much power as the crown princess, a title and not much else at this moment, but she could at the very least do that. The council might still decide to execute Cedric for being Havenkeep’s enemy, but they would have to vote on it. However, a regent could simply make that decision and Cedric would die. They would not need the council’s permission. They would not ask her permission.
Elisabeth felt her heart turn cold as if it had been punctured by a shard of ice. She remembered too well the sight of Cedric’s blood when he had been stabbed by a wight while fighting with her. She had thought that he would die then and she would not make herself go through that again. The crushing guilt and despair of being solely responsible for his death. After all, it was her who pulled him into this fight. It was her who brought him out of exile.
If he died it would be her fault.
He may be mischievous.
She may never be able to trust him.
She wasn’t able to make him king.
But she would not allow him to die.
Cedric stepped closer to her, tilting his head until a lock of hair fell into his blue eyes which shown with uncharacteristic concern. It caused her heart to squeeze uncomfortably and she quickly turned her gaze back to the window, hardening her expression. Outside the myriad of lights of the now setting sun washed the city in a peaceful glow, making it seem as if there was no unrest and strife was a dark shadow of a thought. It was a beautiful lie.
Not seeming to be content with being ignored, Cedric grasped Elisabeth’s chin with his fingers. The warm leather caused shivers to run down her spine or perhaps it was the bottomless depths of his eyes as he forced her to look at him. “Then become queen.”
She pulled away with a scoff. He said it as if it was that simple. “You know that I cannot become the queen without the counsel's permission until I am the age of twenty-one.”
Or marry royalty or nobility over the age of twenty-one, she didn’t say. Because Cedric was a prince and he was over the age of twenty-one and he was just crazy enough to suggest such a thing to get Mooraven back. But his plan, on top of being utterly ridiculous, would only backfire. No one in Havenkeep would accept such a match with their enemy. Him being her king would hinder her attempts to become queen rather than aid them.
Cedric frowned at her as if he was disappointed. He stepped back. “You are already the queen, Liz; you just need to start acting like it.”
“I cannot just magically make myself queen,” she snapped.
“Do you think a crown makes any difference when you wear it? Do you think a throne is what grants you the ability to rule? If you do then you are even more foolish than I thought you were.”
She narrowed her eyes. He made everything seem so easy. As if it was just a matter of wishing and fate. But she knew that wishing had no place in the real world and fate… Well, fate was cruel. Cedric was the foolish one if he believed otherwise. She glanced at him but quickly looked away, unable to handle the honest, unguarded look on his face. It was a rare moment for Cedric to be so open, one tainted by harsh reality. She released a sigh and leaned her shoulder against the wall, wrapping her arms around herself. “Nothing has gone the way I thought it would. I thought all my troubles would disappear when I defeated Ismena.”
Cedric huffed a humorless laugh. “How naive of you.”
She lifted her gaze, relieved to find the mocking smile back to his lips. “Do you think that they will choose to give me another regent?”
Cedric’s mouth twisted as he considered her question. With a shrug he stepped forward and cupped her cheek, offering her a rueful smile. “I’m afraid that I’m not the person to ask that. It is hardly as if your counselors keep me privy to their intimate decisions. In fact, I believe that I shall let you in on a secret that I’ve ever told anyone before.” He leaned closer, dropping his voice. “I don’t think they like me very much.”
Elisabeth felt her lips pull up into the ghost of a smile, but at the same time her heart fluttered obnoxiously in her chest.
“I would offer to spy on them for you, but apparently that is too shady a deed for a prince of my station to do.” Cedric’s breath fanned her lips as he spoke, and she struggled to remember what he had even said. Her eyes dropped down to his mouth. He had not kissed her since that day Ismena died.
When he had given her true love’s kiss and woken her.
What did true love’s kiss even mean? Did it mean that she loved him as well? Because she didn’t. She didn’t know what she thought of him, but surely she did not love him. Her heart skipped every time she saw his pale golden hair, or the mischievous glint in his eyes, or his lips pulling into an achingly beautiful smile. But she was also terrified when she realized that she noticed all of those things. She was terrified now as a part of her hoped that Cedric would kiss her, so she would know once and for all if it was true love or not.
She should pray that it was not true love. Because Prince Cedric of Mooraven was not a man it was wise to trust your heart with.
He would do more than break it. He would maul it, tear it to shreds, crush it. He would destroy it more fully than even a garmr could.
And yet she still didn’t back away from him. Despite her mind and her instincts screaming at her to do so. An invisible force held her in place. Perhaps it was the hand of fate, it had done crueler things in the past.
“Lizzie...” Cedric whispered.
“Don’t call me that,” she replied, but her voice lacked the conviction she needed to feel.
He smiled, a real one, not one of his mocking, cruel ones. One of the achingly beautiful ones.
As he leaned forward, the door swung open. “Your Highness, I have—” Elisabeth jerked away and Cedric’s hand fell to his side. But not soon enough to hide what had just nearly happened.
Luk, her old captain of the guard back in the winter palace and now the head of her private security, stood red faced in the doorway. He glanced between Elisabeth and Cedric.
Elisabeth felt heat lace her own cheeks and she cursed her fair complexion. Because she was so pale, she could never hide her discomfort.
“Oh fuddle,” Cedric muttered, throwing his hand into the air.
“How did you get in the princess’s chamber, prince?” Luk asked tightly.
Cedric straightened, the smile back in place, but frustration glinting in his eyes. “You wouldn’t believe me, my good fellow, but I actually just walked in.”
Luk turned his gaze to Elisabeth. “The guards informed me that you were alone, Your Highness.”
“I think it is pretty obvious that they were wrong.” Cedric tapped his finger to his chin before shrugging. “Now this is only a suggestion, but perhaps you should consider replacing them with actually competent guards.”
“Cedric,” Elisabeth whispered, placing a hand on his arm.
He looked back down at her and blew out a breath. He dropped into a quick bow. “I see that you are needed elsewhere, so I suppose I should go and hope that I am not murdered by an angry guard along the way.” With that Cedric swept out of the room.
Luk raised his eyebrows higher.
Elisabeth forced a smile. “You know how he can be.”
“Indeed, I do. Which is why it concerns me to see you spending so much time in his company.”
One time. One that she had spent with him alone in the span of three weeks and someone had to walk in on her. Elisabeth struggled to keep her smile from sliding. “You came in here for a reason, captain?”
Luk inhaled deeply. “Yes, indeed I did. The high chancellor wishes to speak to you, Your Highness. He expressed that it was urgent.”




Chapter Two
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Despite her best effort to remain calm, Elisabeth felt uncommonly shaky as she followed Luk down the hall. She had only been summoned by Cillian the high chancellor of Havenkeep, once and that was when she had first arrived back in the capital. 
Then she had given him an account of what had happened to Ismena and of the role Prince Cedric played in aiding her, demanding clemency for him. He had told her that the kingdom was in shambles and that they would have to prepare it for the change in power. Then he had dismissed her, the end of the discussion it seemed.
As the high chancellor, he sat on her right during dinners, but whenever she tried to speak of politics, he would always say that she need not worry about it just yet.
So why had Cillian summoned her now?
Her heart leapt. Had he done so to inform her of her upcoming coronation? It plummeted. Or was he going to tell her that a decision had been made and that she would be given a regent?
Luk cleared his throat loudly as he strode next to her, jerking her from her tumultuous thoughts. “What was the prince doing inside your chambers, Your Highness?”
What was Cedric ever doing? Elisabeth’s feet somehow became entangled in her skirts and she tripped forward. Her face once again warmed as she thought of the compromising position she had been in when Luk had walked in. “We had just been speaking.”
“And what were you speaking of?” Luk prompted, they were almost to the council chamber. He glanced over at her, raising his eyebrows letting her know that he did not believe her explanation, even if it had been the truth. He had interrupted them before they could do anything else.
Luk would not like it if he knew that she had been speaking of her royal duties and the rest of the conversation seemed too personal to relay to her guard. She looked over at him, clenching her jaw. “I do not see how that is any of your business, Captain.”
They had made it to the council chamber. Instead of opening the door, Luk turned to her, drawing in a quick breath as if bracing himself. “Your Highness, I do not believe that it is wise for you to so publicly show your favor for the prince.”
Elisabeth shook her head. “It’s not as if what happened in my study was exactly public.”
“And if word spreads that he was in your chambers? Alone?” he demanded. “What then? These are dangerous times. You must guard your public image.”
Elisabeth resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Please, Luk—”
“There are already rumors spreading about how the prince is your lover,” Luk continued, lowering his voice. His brown eyes were soft, showing only his concern.
Elisabeth glanced down the hall to where servants were washing the flagstones, just out of hearing range. Did people truly say that? She supposed she shouldn’t expect otherwise, she had been young before her banishment, but old enough to understand that gossip spread like wildfire through court. “You know how people talk.”
He nodded, but one look into his eyes and she knew that he was thinking of what he had seen in the study. “Yes, highness, of course, but you must not encourage them to keep talking. Perhaps you should spend more time with your peers rather than locking yourself in your chambers all day.”
Elisabeth pressed her lips together. The last thing she wanted to do was waste countless hours with the noble children that she had known before her banishment. They had grown up now, but their parents still sat on the council, leaving them nothing to do but to waste themselves on meaningless activities. They had not liked her as a child and now as they all vied for her attention it sickened her. “I do not care for their company.”
“Even if you do not, it would be better for you to be seen conversing with people other than the dark prince and his dwarfs. The kingdom is in a fragile state with the death of your stepmother and it now has no sure ruler.”
Elisabeth’s heart lurched. She gritted her teeth. She hated that there was still a part that mourned her stepmother. It was like she somehow condoned what Ismena had done by wishing that she was back. To keep the pain at bay, she tried not to think about her death, only of Ismena’s reign ending.
If her people knew that she still mourned the woman that they were beginning to dub the Wicked Queen…
She shook that thought from her head.
“Peace teeters on a precipice and you must prove to your people that they want you for a queen, because not all of them are certain of that. Not all of them are so sure that you will not plunge them back into an eternal winter.”
Elisabeth clenched her fist and glanced away. She wasn’t certain of that either. But surely, they would trust her if they knew that she never used her ice magic. Never willingly. The last time she had used her power willingly was when she had tried to defeat her stepmother. Unfortunately, she kept feeling her control slip and then whatever she was touching would become frosted over. A stray snowflake would fall around her. The temperature would drop. Tiny inconsequential happenings… or the harbingers of something far worse?
“The people despise your supposed allegiance with the enemy.” Luk leaned forward, forcing Elisabeth to look back at him. “You have forgotten who Cedric is, but many people have not. I do not fault you, you were young during the course of the war, but people lost sons, fathers, and brothers to the armies of Mooraven. They will not forgive so easily.”
Elisabeth forced herself to nod. “I know this. I truly do. But Cedric was also just a child at the time of the war. How can you not fault me and yet you regard him as the enemy?”
“Because he is and you must stop defending him.”
“What do you suggest I do then, captain?” Elisabeth demanded, looking up sharply. “That I just stand back and let people deal with him as they see fit?”
Luk didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to say anything. His eyes said it all. That was precisely what he expected her to do.
Anger with the force of fire rose up inside of her—raging, burning, and numbing raced up her throat. She bit her tongue to keep from railing at him. Why could no one see what she did? That Cedric was just a boy? A boy who was just as much a victim of circumstance as she had always been.
He had no choice in his heritage. Just as she never had. It was a warped, cruel fate that they had both been born into. To have the parents and the destinies they did. Pitted as enemies in a war that ended when they were children. Was it too much to hope that they could somehow climb above it all and find peace? Nay, more than that, happiness?
It wasn’t Luk’s fault that he didn’t think that. Everyone seemed to hold that opinion. They deemed her the hero and him the villain, but the way she saw it, if Cedric was doomed from the start then what hope did she have? The girl who would mourn a wicked queen. Whose father was the conqueror of nations. With ice in her blood and a heart of snow. She was no hero just as much as Cedric was not a villain.
They were just two lost children praying for a better future. 
She pressed her tongue to her upper lip as she resisted the urge to argue. Oh, how she had grown tired of fighting. “Thank you, captain, but that is all I will be needing. You are dismissed.”
Luk stared at her a long moment before finally dropping into a stiff bow. “Very well, Your Highness,” he bit out before turning and striding down the hall.
Elisabeth watched him leave and then released a heavy breath as she turned to the large oak doors that stood in front of her, silently challenging her. The two doors each had an image of the Tree of Life carved into them. According to legend, the Tree of Life was what was responsible for the birth of magic in their world. It was a common motif in the architecture of Havenkeep.
Elisabeth stared at the intertwining branches and their supple fruits hanging from them as she struggled to gather her bravery and her wits. Such troublesome creatures those two. The second she needed them, they always darted off to another part of the castle, their hastily made excuses drifting along behind them.
She stepped toward the door and raised her hand to knock. It seemed ridiculous to knock in her own palace, but did she dare just barge in? Even if she had been expressly summoned by the high chancellor?
“Good mornin’, yer majesty. Fancy runnin’ into you along these particular halls.”
Elisabeth couldn’t suppress a smile as she turned to the speaker. While she still wasn’t sure what specific feelings she felt toward Cedric, she was almost certain that she could trust the dwarfs. They seemed so genuine, and she enjoyed their company.
It appeared that there was only one dwarf for right now. Kenrick swaggered toward her, with a large smile. He was the youngest of all the dwarfs, with a young face accented roguishly by a sprinkling of scruff, and locks of hair the color of coal. She was certain that he would have been quite a sight, enough to melt the heart of any maiden—had he not been the size of a child.
Though, some ladies it seemed did not have those qualms, because turning the corner right behind Kenrick was a tittering maid. “Stop it, you rascal!” she said to Kenrick who winked back at her.
“Ye know that I cannot, lass. Ye stoke my passion hotter than a wyvern’s fire.”
The maid laughed again, but froze when she saw Elisabeth. She fumbled into a curtsy, her face going as red as a rose in full bloom. “Pa—pardon me, Your Highness.”
Elisabeth nodded her head once. The maid nervously shifted from foot to foot, fiddling with her dress between her fingers. “I—uh, I believe I hear the head housekeeper calling me...”
Elisabeth smiled, taking pity on the poor girl. “You are dismissed.”
The maid nodded vigorously before turning and fleeing down the hall.
“Perhaps, later then, my firestar,” Kenrick called after her.
Elisabeth shook her head, planting her hands over her hips as Kenrick continued down the hall towards her. “Kenrick, have you been behaving?”
Kenrick placed a hand over his heart, looking affronted. “Who, me? Whatever gave ye such a ridiculous notion, princess?” He snorted. “Me behave? The very idea rings of madness.”
Elisabeth tapped her foot, trying to keep her expression stern even though the dwarf’s actions amused her more than anything else.
Kenrick shrugged and pulled open his coat to reveal rows and rows of glistening metal lined in it. “I was only showing her me collection of knives.”
“Don’t you mean Alban’s collection of knives? Don’t tell me you pilfered them again. He will not be pleased at all.”
Kenrick waved her away. “Don’t blame this entirely on me—it was Cedric’s idea in the first place. He said that the ladies always like a man who has a knife collection to his name.”
Elisabeth massaged her forehead. She could feel a headache forming. That prince was really more trouble than he was worth. How much longer could he remain in the palace without burning it down to the ground? “Where are the other dwarfs?” It was not often that she saw a dwarf without at least one other with him.
Kenrick shook his head. “Why do ye ask? Am I not enough dwarf for ye, princess?”
Elisabeth laughed. “You are too much dwarf for me, master mercenary.”
Kenrick reached for her hand before dropping an exaggerated kiss on the back of her hand. He looked up at her from under his eyelashes. “Perhaps I should remind ye of me finer attributes. Of course, if I did, I fear Ol’ Cedric would murder me and believe me when I tell ye that he is not a person you wish to be murdered by.”
Elisabeth pulled her hand back and dropped it limply at her side. Would Cedric truly be upset if another man were to win her affections? He flirted with her, yes, but she wasn’t certain he was serious. More than likely, he would just be upset because then he would have to find another young lady to mock.
And what did she think of him, if he did find another lady to mock and flirt with and spend his time with? He had awoken her with true love’s kiss. But what exactly did that mean? Elisabeth did not think that she loved him. She didn’t know what she felt for him, but surely, she would not be so conflicted if it was truly love.
She cleared her throat. “I wish I could converse with you longer, but alas; I have been summoned by the high chancellor.”
Kenrick stepped back. “The high chancellor, ye say? Well, I wish ye luck, princess. For you shall most certainly require it.”
“I thank you, Kenrick.” She turned toward the door, but then glanced back at him over her shoulder. “And do return Alban’s knives. You know how fond he is of them. He nearly killed Aldrus the last time they went missing.”
Kenrick grinned. “Who says that was not me desire for this time?”
Elisabeth leveled him with a stern look. “Just see that it is done. Or as the crown princess, mayhap I’ll throw you in the dungeons for thievery.”
Kenrick threw back his head and laughed. “Good day, princess. And good fortune to you.” He turned and strode down the hall whistling a jaunty tune.
“Behave, you!” Elisabeth called after him. Then she turned and with a steadying breath she pushed into the council chamber, without knocking or bothering to see if her bravery and wit would be following her.
This was her castle, her kingdom. Her council chamber. She ought not be afraid.
Not even of the high chancellor.




Chapter Three

[image: image-placeholder]

The world was deathly still except for the rustle of Elisabeth’s long skirts as they brushed against the marble floors and the groan of the wooden door swinging open. The high chancellor stood alone in the council chamber. The dying rays of sunlight trickled through the floor-to-ceiling stained-glass window in the back of the room, catching across the backs of the smaller thrones where the councilmen sat during meetings. Directly across from Elisabeth stood her throne, larger than the rest, carved out of a dark wood. Her crown sat on a small table next to it.  
Or at least they should be her throne and her crown, but would not actually be until the council either decided to make her queen or she turned twenty-one.
Cillian stood with his back to her, contemplating her throne, or the stained-glass window beyond it. It recounted the legends of their origin. Such legends were commonly found in the architecture of grand old buildings. They had been remembered by their forefathers when they survived the destruction of their civilizations. They had been told to their children as they rebuilt new civilizations. Over and over this happened until Illesya was a grave of civilizations, its lands covered in the scars of ruins from those earlier peoples. Havenkeep was the latest civilization to rise up. Alain and Mooraven had been with it, but those two had become one with Havenkeep due to wars and marriage proposals.
Havenkeep was a strong kingdom ruled by traditions and new ideas both. For once the land was no longer divided. It seemed as if it would last forever. And yet, sometimes Elisabeth wondered if her kingdom too would fall someday just as the civilizations of old had. Sometimes she wondered if that would happen in her lifetime.
Elisabeth stopped in the middle of the council chamber. The thrones sat on either side of her, passing silent judgment on every move she made. Mocking every misstep. “High chancellor,” she greeted, hating how her voice trembled and echoed across the vast expanse of the empty room.
The high chancellor turned. He bowed stiffly, forced to show her this sign of reverence despite the fact that he had far more power than her. “Princess Elisabeth. At last; I have been waiting.”
Elisabeth tilted her head, the only sign of respect she needed to show. Royal blood still stood for something at least. “Of course. I apologize.”
Cillian nodded once, accepting her apology. He was silent for several minutes, simply studying her. Elisabeth resisted the urge to squirm. She raised her chin. “You wished to see me?” she said at last.
“Yes. I wanted to ask you when you planned on dealing with those war criminals.”
“War criminals?” Elisabeth asked frowning. “You could not possibly be referring to the prince of Mooraven.”
Why could no one forgive him and forget the past? But in this room, painted by the light streaming through the window bearing the legends from hundreds of years ago, Elisabeth knew that the past was never forgotten.
Cillian batted her words away with his hand. “Him and those obnoxious dwarfs, though I am willing to grant them clemency if we banish them back to the Skalvanian mountains.”
Elisabeth stiffened. “Chancellor, I signed a bill pardoning them all for their part in the Seven Years’ War.” Cedric hadn’t even played a part, but no one cared for that detail.
Cillian regarded her stiffly. “A piece of paper does not change the fact that he is Morren’s heir.”
If being an heir was a crime then she was as guilty as Cedric.
“And him being Morren’s heir does not change the fact that he freed this kingdom from Ismena’s icy reign,” Elisabeth spat.
Cillian pressed his lips together. She did not know his views of her stepmother. He had been the high chancellor when Ismena ruled as well. Elisabeth doubted that he mourned her stepmother like she did—if he knew of her weakness, he would certainly use it against her. But did he perhaps miss having Ismena on the throne? Perhaps he missed Ismena’s predictability. Did he prefer Ismena to Elisabeth? In the castle walls, it made little difference what the season was outside, or if the people had enough food. Perhaps he had not found the winter as horrific as everyone else had.
Finally, he released a breath and paced away. “I was quite shocked when I found a petition waiting for me. One asking for me—for this entire council—to actually agree to divide our lands and put a reckless, untrustworthy boy on the throne of a kingdom we spent seven years conquering. But then I found something even more disturbing. This treasonous petition was signed by you.”
Elisabeth glanced away and said nothing. She had sent in that petition in order to keep her bargain with Cedric, though she had known that it would be rejected. They would probably sooner welcome winter again than return him his throne. But that did not matter. She had played her part, done what she promised Cedric she would. It was not her fault that she had no power to actually put him on the throne.
She swallowed down the guilt. She had done what she could. She had not broken her agreement.
Cillian rounded on her and stalked across the short distance separating them. “Surely you can see the folly of what you ask,” he growled.
Elisabeth did see the folly, yes. Cedric may have saved her life and helped her regain her kingdom, but that did not mean that she trusted him to rule a kingdom. That she didn’t suspect that if he were allowed to rule it would plunge both their kingdoms into another pointless war.
But she had given her word. And unlike Cedric, she actually tried to keep it. No matter what she truly wanted.
She was secretly relieved that her counselors had so obviously refused her request because she did not know what would become of Cedric when he was on the throne.
What would happen when the trickster prince became the wicked king? What would happen to Illesya? To Havenkeep? To Cedric and Elisabeth?
Elisabeth had remained silent for too long. Cillian turned away from her with a disgusted snarl. “You forget who his father was. You forget the atrocities he committed. You forget what Morren did to the people of Havenkeep he captured during the war, the villages he razed. You forget what it was like to have a dark king on Mooraven’s throne. And you would. You were young when he was defeated. How could a child such as you know such things? But I was a soldier, I fought in the war, and I cannot forget.”
Elisabeth bristled, clenching her fist at being called a child. “Cedric is different from his father.”
Cillian scoffed. “Ah, yes, of course he is. Because he is handsome and has somehow managed to turn your head.”
Elisabeth felt a heat climb up her throat to the top of her ears, but this time it was from anger. “I am not so—”
“Tell me why you take his side then!” Cillian cried. “You do not know that boy. You have known of him for barely more than three weeks. How can you know who he truly is?”
“How can you know who he truly is either?” Elisabeth demanded, feeling her cool resolve snap like ice under too much pressure.
He backed up a step, staring at her with his dark snake eyes. “What spell does that boy have over you?”
“Cedric does not have me under any spells!”
The chancellor narrowed his eyes at her. “The prince of Mooraven cannot be trusted.”
Elisabeth did not know what to say to that because she wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t correct. She had wondered why Cedric would demand the crown of Mooraven back. Sometimes when he jested, she wondered if he was even joking. “He is not our enemy,” she said at last. This at least she could say truthfully—she may not trust him implicitly, but he had nearly sacrificed himself to save her. “I owe him my life. You owe him. All of Havenkeep owes him. He was the one who killed Ismena and if not for him we would still be trapped under her icy reign of terror.”
Cillian flung his arm out. “Ah yes, and a reign of darkness is far preferred to a reign of ice. You foolish girl—” the chancellor spat but then he breathed deeply through his nose and turned to her. He forced a smile. “You are naive, princess. I can only hope that by the time you come of age you will have outgrown some of this childish stubbornness. You are so young; your whole life has been marked by conflict. I only wish to help you.”
Perhaps she was young, but the very conflict he used to belittle her, had given her more experience than she would have had if both her parents had survived to this day. She knew how the world worked.
Elisabeth clenched her fist tightly as she began to tremble. She felt the air around her drop in temperature and prayed that he did not notice it. She had always known his view on whether she needed a regent. He wanted that power for himself, of course he did. She could only hope that the rest of the council did not agree with him.
“The prince should never have been freed from his banishment—nay, he should never have been banished at all. He should have been executed, as is the way our forefathers dealt with vanquished royals of old.”
Elisabeth turned away. “Just because something is done a certain way… does not necessarily mean that it is the right way.”
“Now you mock our traditions and the wisdom of our forefathers,” Cillian said with a laugh. “You would do well to watch your words, princess.”
“And you would do well to watch yours,” Elisabeth snapped back.
He looked at her. “I only wish to advise you against foolishly ruining everything. Because you weak-hearted woman could not even leave his banishment be, you freed him, and now you wish to go further, you want to give him power. Power which we have striven to strip from the line of Morren.”
“And how can you know that is the wise choice? If there had been other kingdoms, other rulers, Ismena could not have ruled so uncontested.”
“Do you hear yourself speak? What you say is treasonous. You would do well to let go of him. Your… attachment to the prince of shadows is the speculation of all. Your Highness, surely you know that people see more there than truly is regarding this. Or do they? Perhaps they simply see what is right before them. It is a very unpopular match. The future queen of the land and the son of the enemy.”
“There is no match,” Elisabeth said slowly, biting each word out as if saying it this once could convince the whole world.
Cillian smiled, a slow victorious smile. “Good, then let me execute him.”
“No!” Elisabeth cried whirling on him.
He shook his head. “I desire only to make this easier for you. He will die, I would just prefer it be sooner rather than later. It would be better for your image if you did not oppose me. Especially when I am made regent.”
“I will not stand by and allow you to become regent,” she spat. Of that much she was certain. How she would keep her word she still did not know, but she knew this. Cillian would never be allowed to rule her people. Elisabeth turned to leave, but then a desperate hand clamped around her forearm.
“You do not see what will come. You are blinded by your affections for him!” Cillian said in a deathly calm voice.
“And you by your hate!”
Cillian shook his head. “Foolish girl, this is why you will never be queen. You can only see one small part of the whole at a time.”
She yanked her arm out of his hold. “Are you threatening me, chancellor?”
He smiles grimly. “I am simply stating a fact, your highness. You see us as equals here on the political field, but we are no such thing. I am the man who will one day rule all of Illesya. And you are the queen who will never be.” He dipped his chin. “Just remember, you did this to yourself. You might have actually garnered support if you hadn’t clung to that doomed prince so. Ah well, kill him now, kill him later. It makes no matter to me. Someday the prince of Mooraven will die and I will be the one heralded as the man who ended Morren’s line once and for all.”




Chapter Four
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Elisabeth paced across the room, as she had been doing for some time now. It was already dark outside. She twisted her fingers as once again she replayed the conversation from earlier that day.  
She paused in her pacing to brace herself on the stone ledge, lining the window and peered out into the night. It was pitch black with no moon and only a few stars offering pinpricks of light.
Obviously more time had passed than she had thought. She had turned down supper knowing that she would have to sit next to Cillian and the thought of that made her lose her appetite.
She groaned, reaching up and rubbing at her forehead. All these weeks of worrying and trying to be falsely optimistic and all her hopes were shattered in one conversation. Cillian had finally revealed his true motives, something that she did not believe that he would do if he were not so sure of having the vote to become regent.
All because she defended Cedric. And yet the worst part was that if Cillian became regent, Cedric would die regardless of what she had done for him. No matter how hard she tried, it did not seem as if she could actually save him.
The only thing she would accomplish was succeeding in losing her own chance to rule.
She was beginning to doubt that if Cillian was named regent, she would even live to see her twenty-first birthday. A princess is far easier to be rid of than a queen after all.
Elisabeth turned away from the window and paced across the room, she passed a vase, bumping the table slightly as she passed. The vase wobbled on its stand. She stared at it for a second and then swung her arm out shoving the vase off as it teetered. It plummeted to the ground and smashed against the stone floor.
In a way she felt just like that vase. She was wobbling, teetering and no matter how hard she tried before she could manage to reclaim her balance someone or something was going to come along and shove her off.
And then she will be the one to end up shattered against the flagstones.
“And do you care to tell me what that vase ever did to you?”
Elisabeth looked up with a gasp, startled to find Cedric standing in a corner of the wall near her bedroom door. “What are you doing here?” she demanded, glancing down at the floor where the vase was shattered. What must he think of her careless disregard that caused her to shatter the item when it still served a purpose?
Cedric shifted his position. “I’m far more interested in what you are doing here, and why you are attacking seemingly harmless vases.”
“What are you doing in my chambers, Cedric?” she asked again.
“I know how this must look. Twice in one day, this is getting to be almost unseemly.”
Elisabeth tapped her finger against the wood of the table.
Cedric released a breath and straightened. “I heard that you didn’t come to dinner. I didn’t go to dinner either, but my source was very reputable and they said that you skipped dinner.”
“I wasn’t hungry.”
“Probably are now though.”
She looked back up at him. He smirked and shifted his position revealing that he was holding something in his other hand that she had not noticed before, a cloth of some sort. He tossed it in her direction and Elisabeth caught it before it collided with her face. She shook it out and frowned when she realized that it was a servant’s dress.
“I hope it fits. Do you realize how hard it is to judge how a dress will fit on someone when you are completely unfamiliar with dresses?”
“What is this?” She demanded, lowering the dress.
“You could call it an abduction, a rescue, or an invitation to dinner.” She frowned, confused, and his smile grew. “I don’t really care what you call it as long as you put the dress on.”
“I don’t know what you’re up to—” Elisabeth began, but she was cut off by Cedric’s chuckle.
“Don’t be coy with me, Lizzie, you know full well what I’m up to. And that is mischief. Now hurry along, we do not want to keep the dwarfs waiting too long or we will be forced to put up with their complaining for the rest of the night.”
“You involved the dwarfs in this as well?”
Cedric tilted his head. “You must not know me very well. I would never purposefully not include them in my schemes, I find it to be perilous to my health. They would probably murder me. But enough of that, did you hear me when I said that you should hurry?”
Elisabeth tightened her hold on the dress and jutted her chin. “I’m not going to put this dress on until you tell me what is going on. Why do you want me to even put this dress on anyway?”
Cedric shook his head and threw his hands into the air. “I swear, you are this stubborn just to aggravate me. Why else would I want you to wear a maid’s dress? It is supposed to be a disguise.”
“A disguise?” Elisabeth asked.
“It would hardly do for people to recognize you now, would it? Tonight, we are leaving the castle.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. “You know I’m not supposed to leave the castle without an escort.”
“And I’m a person who always follows every rule.”
Elisabeth looked back up from the dress and tried to study him in the darkness. Only the bottom half of his face was visible, with that ridiculous smile. His eyes, however, were cloaked in darkness. “And you have no concern for my safety?”
“How many times do I have to say that I won’t let you die, Liz, before you actually start believing me? You shall not die—not on my watch. You should know that by now. I need you.”
Elisabeth’s lungs must have frozen solid for they would not work anymore. “You—you need me?”
He stepped toward her so that he was farther in the light. She could see his eyes now and they were glinting. “Of course, I do, you still have yet to give me Mooraven.”
“Of course,” Elisabeth said, looking down at the dress slung over her arm and straightening it. She didn’t know which weighed at her more, disappointment or guilt. Guilt because Cedric relied far too heavily on her to give him something she did not even wish to give. But she did not know what the disappointment was doing there.
“Believe me, you can be a royal without any guards. I should know, I haven’t had a guard of Mooraven to shadow my every step for eleven years.” His smile slid from his face at those words as a hint of sorrow filled his tone. Elisabeth wondered what had caused it but before she could ask it was gone, disappeared into the night like it had never existed. “And I am still really quite alive despite some people’s best efforts. Besides, I want to know what good your guards are anyway? Where were they when you fled from the palace into what is probably the most dangerous forest in all of Illesya? Nay, I think that you are perfectly capable of taking care of yourself, those guards simply exist for purpose of spying on your every move. Other than that, they are useless.”
“I’m certain Luk would appreciate that statement,” she muttered dryly, bristling at his words. While she couldn’t speak for every guard in the castle, her personal guards were good men. They had been turned to ice for refusing to side with Ismena, and while they had managed to thaw them without any harm to the guards, she still appreciated their sacrifice. She could not be in safer hands.
“And tell me, where is Luk now and why is he not here seeing to the dark lord who is in his princess’s chambers?”
Elisabeth didn’t have a reply for that, so instead she asked, “Why do you want to leave the castle?”
“Freedom, why else?”
“But why do you wish to bring me with you?” This was seeming all too suspicious.
“Because you are probably as hungry as I am. Both for freedom and for supper, and I know this lovely tavern that sells the best tasting lamb I’ve ever had.” His smile slid from his face. “And honestly, I don’t want… I do not think that it is best to leave you alone right now.”
Elisabeth stiffened.
The corner of Cedric’s lips curled up. “It would be terribly irresponsible of me. We would probably have no vases left before the night was through.”
She released a breath and pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. She suspected that this was Cedric’s way of saying that he was concerned about her. Of course, she could never be sure with him, seeing as he was apparently incapable of simply coming out and stating a fact in a straightforward manner.
But he did have a point. She shouldn’t be here in this dark room with nothing but her thoughts to haunt her. Perhaps if she got out and breathed some fresh air her thoughts would clear enough for her to formulate a plan.
She glanced toward the door to her room then back at Cedric. “Fine,” she said at last as she started toward her room. “I will be right back.”
“Put on a cloak while you’re at it. The wind is a little nippy tonight,” Cedric called after her.
Elisabeth turned back to him with her finger on her lips. “Keep your voice down, my lady’s maid is only a room away.” She glanced toward the door where Clotilde slept. It remained closed.
“If your maid wasn’t awakened by the destruction of our unfortunate vase then I hardly think I shall wake her.”
Mayhap, but perhaps this would be just the moment for Clotilde to awaken and she would wonder why she heard a man’s voice in the princess’s chamber.
Elisabeth decided it wasn’t worth arguing and went into her room without another word. When she had been living in the winter palace, she had grown accustomed to sneaking out in the night to explore the secret passages hidden behind the palace walls. Due to the cold, she had been forced to put on her warmer day dresses. It was a simple enough dress and she had no difficult changing into it on her own.
It was a little large, but then it hadn’t been made for her like her usual gowns. And she had always been extremely thin. When she was younger her father told her, it was because she took after her mother.
“Naught more than a wisp of a sprite your mother was,” he would say, his eyes crinkling like they always did whenever he thought back to his first true love.
Elisabeth had never tired of hearing stories of what her mother was like, but apparently Ismena had. An odd sort of pity flared up in her heart. What was it like for her stepmother to love someone so strongly, only to have him love another more?
She shook that thought out of her head. Nothing excused what Ismena had done.
She searched her wardrobe for a cloak, finding a black one in the back that would easily blend in with the shadows and pulled it on over the dress. She swapped out her silk slippers for the sturdier boots that had been a necessity in the cold of winter. Pulling the hood up over her face, she stepped out of her room. Cedric was leaning against the window sill with a bored expression on his face.
She cleared her throat and he turned to her. He raised his eyebrow. “Well, I suppose it’s better than nothing.”
“What do you mean?” Elisabeth demanded, running her hand over her skirt. “You can’t possibly think that I still look like a princess dressed like this.”
Cedric pressed his lips together, but didn’t say anything as he pushed away from the wall and strode toward her.
She rolled her eyes. “As if you are one to talk about how royalty should look. Half the time you don’t even look like a prince. People might like you more if you didn’t look so...” She paused as she looked him over. The faint starlight filtered through the window, highlighting his pale, but shaggy hair, and black tunic that was torn in at least one area.
He stopped in front of her. “Didn’t look so what? Handsome? Charming?” He leaned forward, lowering his voice and his eyelids. “Dangerous?”
Certainly dangerous. Elisabeth stepped away. “Like something a troll chewed up and then spat back out.”
Cedric placed his hand over his heart. “Ah, Lizzie, you are always so unkind to me. From the very moment we met, you were always finding some fault to my person. From my heritage to my upbringing to my mannerisms. And now it appears that you have taken offense at my appearance. What next? The company I keep?”
Considering that the only company he kept was that with the dwarfs, and that she actually liked the dwarfs, she found that unlikely.
He tilted his head as he looked her over. “Perhaps you should slouch more?”
“How about you leave it to me to look less like a princess and you focus on smuggling us out of the castle.”
Cedric smirked. “Well, at least my task isn’t impossible.”
She frowned as she pinched at the rough material of the dress that chafed her arm. “How do you plan to do this?”
Cedric’s smile widened. “I have two words for you, my dear. Secret passages.”
Elisabeth straightened, trying to mask her surprise. In truth, she should not be so surprised. All of Havenkeep was built atop the ruins of the civilizations of old, and its capital was no exception. When the cities of Havenkeep had been first constructed, passages connecting these ancient tunnels were built as well. Of course, the castle in Crestrock had many of these, since the winter palace did.
If she had not been so busy, perhaps she would have even sought them out. Something that apparently Cedric had done.
Apparently, she did not do a very good job at masking her surprise because his eyebrows rose. “Don’t tell me that you don’t know that there are dozens of them running through this castle. Some even connect us to the outbuildings such as the barracks—though of course I would never use that information in any nefarious way, but it is interesting to know.” He trailed off and glanced at the ceiling as if deep in thought. Then he blinked and looked back down at her. “How else did you think that I kept coming into your chambers without anyone knowing? Don’t tell me that you thought your guards were that inept.”
Elisabeth pressed her lips together, unwilling to admit that. “Very well then, where is this supposed passage that leads into my room?”
Cedric smiled and rested his hands on her shoulders. He gently turns her so that she is facing the window. “Look very carefully,” he whispered, his warm breath fanning her cheek as he leaned in next to her. Then he was gone. Elisabeth stared at the window, waiting for the wall to open up, but instead she heard a creaking behind her.
She whirled around just in time to see the stones of the wall near her bedchamber door roll aside. The golden flickering light of what must be enchanted torches illuminated the otherwise dark passage. If they were anything like the torches in the passageways of the Winter Palace they had been burning for hundreds of years.
“What was that?” she demanded.
“That was a secret passage,” Cedric replied easily, holding out his hand to her. “Careful, those torches are tricky. You think they illuminate the passage, but they’re constantly disguising steps in the shadows.”
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes. “Why did you have me face the other way while the passage opened?”
“I make it a habit to never explain my ways,” Cedric replied smoothly. He stepped forward and grasped her hand, pulling her into the cool, damp air of the passage.
“Do you not want me to know where the passageway is?”
Cedric shrugged without replying.
“I already know where it is,” she told him. “All I have to do is search the wall until I find the symbol of the Tree of Life—”
Cedric glanced at her over his shoulder and smiled smugly. “Who said that the architects of this palace used the same symbol to hide the mechanisms of their passages as the ones in the winter palace did?”
Elisabeth tripped over a shadowy step and glared at Cedric as he straightened her with an insufferable grin. “So it isn’t the Tree of Life?”
“I suppose that you shall have to simply find out by checking for yourself. You really must stop relying on me for everything.”
Elisabeth scoffed. “Prince Mooraven, you are quite full of yourself. I wouldn’t rely on you to make sure that your boots are polished daily, let alone anything of importance.”
Cedric straightened. “The shining of boots is very important. Shows that someone has respectable upbringing.”
Elisabeth glanced down at his muddy boots as they descended the last step into the uneven passage below. “I can see that you believe that so strongly.”
Cedric glanced back at her, smirking a ridiculous smile as he scraped the side of his boot against the wall, leaving behind a dark smear. “I was raised by mercenaries. Of course my upbringing was in no way respectable as represented by my boots being as dirty as they are and giving credence to my statement. Goodness, Lizzie, you really are quite daft aren’t you. Perhaps I should see about seeking myself out another paramour. One who is not quite so dim witted.”
She tripped, though she didn’t know if it was over her skirt or an uneven stone or simply her own surprise. She looked up at Cedric in shock. “Paramour?”
His shoulders were shaking slightly, as if he were laughing quietly. “That is what the rumors say that we are isn’t it?”
It was. But that didn’t mean that was what they were. Because they certainly weren’t. They had hardly spoken since their arrival at the capital. Yes, they had kissed, twice, but that did not mean anything. Cedric was still Morren’s son and the heir to the vanquished throne of her enemy. Besides, he had not kissed her even once since they defeated Ismena. So clearly there was nothing between them. No matter that Cedric and she were sneaking out of the palace in the middle of the night. Oh, freeze it all. That did seem incriminating.
She opened her mouth to demand that Cedric let her go back to her rooms, but he suddenly drew to a halt in front of her. She stumbled to a stop to avoid running into him. “What—?” she began.
“We’re here.” He pulled off his fur cloak and threw it over her face. “Be a dear and hold this for me.”
Elisabeth let out an indignant cry as the cloak blocked out the light. She tried not to panic as she snatched it off as quickly as she could. When she could see, she blinked twice, but the view in front of her was not the same. No longer was there a stone wall, but instead a black doorway through which she could see the stars and a cobblestone rode. She could now hear the sounds of horses snorting. They couldn’t be too far from the stables.
She tossed the cloak back at him. “Cedric Mooraven, I am going to have you hanged.”
Cedric caught the cloak midair and wrapped it around his shoulders. “And risk my ghost coming back and haunting you for all eternity, not to mention the people of Mooraven revolting against such a tyrannical act, and seven extremely heartbroken dwarfs plotting revenge? I think not. You are far too soft to do such a thing. To me. To Mooraven. To the dwarfs.”
He was right. She couldn’t even stand the thought of Cillian executing him let alone being the one to sign the papers herself. She released a heavy sigh. “Very well, but simply because I detest the idea of your ghost haunting me for all eternity.”
“I would worry for you if you did not. Who would wish to spend eternity with my ghost? Such drab company.” Cedric held out his arm to her. “Living me, however, is quite a different story.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes, but accepted his arm. “On second thought, I believe that I would prefer your ghost.”
“That simply shows that you have such bad taste, Lizzie dear.”
She shoved him with her shoulder. “And you are full of yourself.”
They stepped out of the passage and she glanced over her shoulder. The wall that surrounded the grounds of the palace was behind them now. A little to their right was a small gate. If it was the eastern gate then that would have put them underneath the stables in the passageway.
Cedric chuckled dryly. “And that is how I find myself in a difficult predicament. I hear that it is bad taste to be self-centered, but how can I help it when I have me as myself.” He gestured to himself with his free arm. “Really, I was given an impossible task. I was born to be praised.”
“You unfortunate martyr,” Elisabeth muttered dryly with a shake of her head.
“It is my burden to bear I am afraid, but enough of that. No need to be so demure, Lizzie dear, you are free to unleash your curiosity on me.”
“Who says I am curious?” Elisabeth asked, frowning at him. It was always so dizzying when he suddenly changed subjects on her without seeming any reason.
“You are a woman,” Cedric said as if that answered everything.
“Watch what you say next very carefully,” Elisabeth said, swinging around in front of him. Cedric came to an abrupt stop as she pointed a finger into his face.
Cedric blinked innocently. “What? It is a well-known fact that women are driven by curiosity. It’s part of what makes you such enchanting creatures.”
Elisabeth gritted her teeth, placing her hands on her hips. “Oh? And if women are driven by curiosity, then what are men driven by?”
Cedric flashed her a carefree smile. “Women.” He stepped around her with a heavy sigh. “Which I suppose means that, unfortunately men are driven by curiosity as well. It’s a vicious cycle. Oh, to be like a dwarf. Driven by nothing more than pure, shiny gold.”
“Speaking of the dwarfs? Where are we meeting them?” Elisabeth asked, stepping after him.
“Aha! I knew you couldn’t resist asking!”
She gritted her teeth. “You dragged me out here in the middle of the night. Naturally I want to know what is going on.”
“I didn’t drag you out here, princess, you came of your own free volition.”
“Don’t think that I haven’t noticed that you have yet to tell me where the dwarfs are. Are we truly planning on meeting them or was it all a ploy to lure me out here so that you could assassinate me?”
Cedric snorted. “Rest assured, Lizzie dear, if ever I chose to assassinate you I would be sure to make it as public as possible. Not in a dark street somewhere. You have my word.”
She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. Did he truly have plans deep down to assassinate her or was he simply mocking her? Fuddle it all, he always found some way to keep her guessing. Curse him and his silver tongue too. Every time she started to let her guard down, he reminded her why it was such a poor idea to trust a dark lord. “Somehow you are not comforting me.”
Cedric gently took her elbow and pulled her closer to him as they passed a pair of rowdy drunks. They began to call out something, but he waved his hand and suddenly there was a wall of darkness between them and the night air was filled with their confused gasps and one man’s scream. “But you are so hard to please, Lizzie my dear.”
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes at him and attempted to pull her arm out of his grip, but he held firm. “Well, you’re not a very pleasing person.”
Cedric drew to a halt and turned to her with a smirk. “As opposed to you, who is the picture of icy charm?” He reached up and adjusted her hood. “However, am I going to keep you a secret? You still look like a princess.”
Elisabeth glanced toward the door they had stopped outside. It was well lit and coming from it were the loud sounds of talking and singing. And shouting, and cursing, and the sound of something being broken. “Please tell me that you do not intend on bringing me in there?”
Cedric looked up. “Why of course, I told you that we were getting a meal. Didn’t you hear me when I mentioned lamb? The dwarfs are waiting inside.”
He moved to step in, but Elisabeth clutched his sleeve. “Cedric, this isn’t a good idea.”
He glanced back at her. “I never said that it was. But if I only ever did things that were good ideas, I never would have helped you.”
“You do understand the repercussions if we are caught do you not?” Elisabeth hissed to him. She shook her head and stepped back massaging her forehead as if that could get rid of the headache. As if her headache wasn’t standing directly in front of her. Oh, what was she thinking, she was the one who should know better? She should have said no to this crazy scheme from the start.
“Then I suggest that we do not get caught.” Cedric glanced at her and frowned. “Which would be much more easily done if you could at least attempt to not look so fetching.”
Elisabeth lowered her hand and glared at Cedric. She hadn’t had supper, was dressed in a raggedy maid dress with her hair undone around her. This was her attempting to not look so fetching.
Cedric released a heavy breath. “I suppose it was a doomed venture from the start.”
“You shouldn’t be so flippant about this. Do you even attempt to stay on the court’s good side?”
“I can assure you it is too late for that, my dear. I wonder how many members of your precious council drift off to sleep with images of my execution dancing across their perverted little minds?” Cedric tsked. “But honestly, you worry too much. This isn’t the first time I have come here; I come here quite often and have managed to remain undetected all of those times. No offense to your cook at the castle, but this tavern serves far better food. Besides, we need a private place to discuss the extremely interesting letters I found in the high chancellor’s drawer.”
“Cedric!” Elisabeth gasped.
He smirked at her cry of alarm and held a finger to his lips. “Hush, princess, I thought we were attempting to go about undetected, weren’t we?”
“You went through the high chancellor’s personal correspondence?”
He shrugged. “I was bored. I’m not entirely sure of everything I read, but it expressed his desire to meet with someone this very night. Outside of the castle walls.” He straightened, a slow smile spreading across his face. “And I must admit it has piqued my curiosity.”




Chapter Five
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Elisabeth hunched her shoulders, wishing that she could somehow make herself smaller. The press of people around her was unfamiliar. She had been back in civilization for three weeks and yet she still wasn’t comfortable when surrounded by so many people that it was impossible not to brush against a stranger. She wondered if she would ever grow accustomed to it, after having spent years in solitude exiled with only a few guards and servants to keep her company. It did not help that whenever she stepped past a person, she worried they would recognize her.  
She wondered how Cedric felt. He had spent eleven years in a forest with only seven dwarfs and a few garmrs and giant spiders as company. However, he seemed completely at ease as he led them through the crowded tavern. His hand pressed into her side as he guided her onward. Elisabeth struggled to ignore the heat of his hand through the fabric of her cloak and dress, and even his gloves. It made her wonder if he was really so warm or if she was actually cold.
Noise flooded her every sense and yet above the clamor and din of the tavern, she heard several shouts. She dared to peek up from behind the rim of her hood to see that a table in the back of the room was claimed by seven extremely short cloaked figures. Which were either children sneaking out to a tavern while their parents were sleeping, or the dwarfs. And Cedric was worried about people noticing her. Dwarfs were a rare sight outside of the Skalvanian mountains, let alone seven of them. The exact number of dwarfs that belonged to the dark prince’s mercenary troupe. Elisabeth rolled her eyes as they waved for her and Cedric to come join them, not the least concerned with hiding their identities.
“Hello, boys,” Cedric said as he pulled out a seat for Elisabeth. It had its back to the rest of the room. She slid into it, not liking having everything happening behind her back, but knowing that it was the best way to keep her identity a secret. Like the dwarfs would allow her to be stabbed in the back anyway. Cedric slid into the seat next to hers. “Look who I found.”
“Hullo, princess,” Aldrus said brightly.
“Hush, ye dim-witted fool,” Alban, his twin, hissed before she could say anything in reply. “Do ye want the entire tavern to know who we be sitting with?”
Kenrick who was sitting at her other side grinned at her as he passed her a roll of bread and a hunk of lamb from the large platter in the center of the table. “Seein’ each other twice in one day. I think I might be spoilin’ ye with me company.”
“She’s a princess,” Gabriel growled. “She’s used ta bein’ spoiled.”
“Hello to you, Gabriel,” Elisabeth replied, fiddling with the crude wooden fork next to her place. She was used to the fine silver ones at the palace and half feared she would get more than one splinter with this rough contraption. Probably proving Gabriel’s point right there.
“Ah, shush, Gabriel, ye insensitive lout,” Aldrus said. “Ye wouldn’t know how to behave around a woman even if she showed up and smacked ye over the head with a wooden spoon.”
“A silver spoon however might get the point across,” Kenrick said with a half a smile and Elisabeth wondered if they had noticed the way she eyed the dinnerware.
Lucius, the oldest and undeclared leader of the dwarfs leaned across the table looking Elisabeth over. His gray eyes were a shade darker than his braided beard. “It’s been some time, lass how do you fair?”
“I’m fine, of course,” she replied, tearing her bread to pieces. “I am sorry however that it has been so long, I should have visited you earlier.”
“Aye that you should have,” Aldrus said. “Alban cried himself asleep for a week saying ye didn’t love us anymore.”
Alban smacked Aldrus upside the head. “He is lying, but I’m sure ye know that already.”
“Your apology is accepted, princess,” Fergus boomed with a smile.
Kenrick tapped his chin as he threw her a cheeky grin. “I’m sure I could be convinced to forgive you…”
“For the right price, eh?” Lucius asked with a chuckle. “It be what we do after all. We do anything for the right price.”
Aldrus shrugged as Florian signed something. “Well, there is that.”
She rolled her eyes, struggling to suppress a smile as she began eating her dinner. It was difficult to remember that these caring, sensitive—some less sensitive—bumbling dolts were deadly mercenaries. They had been killing for money and lending their swords to the highest bidder for years before she was born. Even Kenrick who was the youngest, and indeed barely a man by the dwarf’s lifespan was well over fifty years old. And Lucius was a couple hundred. That had been quite the discovery to learn their true ages.
They really were war criminals who had been hired by Morren to fight against her father in the war along with many of their dwarfen brethren, but when the war ended her father had no desire to shed more dwarfish blood so instead, he banished them.
Only to have his daughter undo the banishment of both them and his enemy’s son. She crumbled her bread between her fingers. What would her father think to know that not only his work was undone by her, but also that she considered these vanquished enemies some of her only friends and true allies. She poked at the lamb. No, she couldn’t imagine that he would be pleased at all.
But then he was the one who had married Ismena and doomed her people to all those years of her icy reign. So, she had to wonder that between the two of them, who had the worse taste in companions.
“And what do ye think of this fine establishment?” Aldrus asked at last, interrupting her thoughts.
“It’s quite... quaint.” She arched her brow as she took in the worn wood of the table and the stains along the back of the wall.
Cedric tilted his head to smirk at her as he took a bite. “I was thinking of you when I picked it out.”
Elisabeth arched her brow as she drank a sip of the liquid froth in her glass. “Were you now? I can imagine that much.”
Cedric chuckled to himself as he leaned back. “I can’t think of a place where it is more likely for a person to fully appreciate beauty than where it is completely devoid.”
Without another word, he pulled her hood back slightly. Not removing it completely, but just enough that he could clearly see her face. And she could clearly see his as he smirked and draped his arm over the back of his chair.
She pulled away. “Are you enjoying the view?” she asked, trying to ignore the weight of his gaze on her face.
Cedric leaned forward and touched her cheek with the very tip of his fingers, brushing aside an errant strand of hair. “I am actually. You are by far the fairest maiden in the land. Why would I not?”
She quickly looked away. The prince was full of flattery. She really ought not to allow her heart to leap and flutter in such a way at his words. As she did, she caught Kenrick’s eye as he took another gulp from his tankard. He nodded sagely as he looked her over. “I like to consider meself an expert on beauty and I can heartily concur with the prince of Mooraven. Though ye won’t hear me say such things to the other maidens in the land.”
“But of course. It is a fact of nature.” Cedric tilted his chin, causing hair to fall across his eyes. “I admire her beauty just as one would admire a sunset or a waterfall.”
Elisabeth slid her gaze to him and narrowed her eyes. “And could a sunset or a waterfall slap you if you aggravate them?”
Cedric casually rubbed his jaw as if considering her question. “No,” he drawled at last. “Though a waterfall could very well drown me, which I believe would be more painful than being slapped. And a sunset could distract me and cause me to walk off a cliff, which might be even more painful than drowning.”
“Interesting story,” Aldrus said, leaning forward, interrupting Cedric who frowned at him. “That actually happened to me once.”
“Why does that not surprise me?” Alban said.
“Probably ‘cause you were there,” Aldrus replied, pulling a chunk of lamb from the platter. He leaned over to where Fergus was sitting next to him and whispered, “I’m still not entirely certain that he didn’t push me.”
Fergus grunted as he shoved some food into his mouth, completely unconcerned with the fact that Aldrus’s alleged fall may actually have been an attempted assassination.
Elisabeth traced a finger against the grainy wooden tabletop, trying not to feel frustrated. So he had likened her beauty to that of a sunset. Never mind that there was nothing personal in such an admission. “I’m not sure I agree with you, Cedric.”
Cedric languidly raised his eyebrows as he slouched further into his seat, his arm finally leaving the back of her chair so she did not have to sit so stiffly. “Why am I not surprised?”
“Oh dear, here we go,” Kenrick murmured.
“Money on the prince,” Alban said and just like that the dwarfs began taking bets.
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. She had hoped that they would quit that ridiculous practice, but it seemed that anytime she and Cedric got into a disagreement when the dwarfs were around, they would start taking bets on who would win it.
“You said that it would be more painful than drowning to fall off a cliff. I do not believe that would be the case.” Simply the thought of her lungs bursting as she sank further into the darkness around her, unable to draw in a breath save for one that would end her, turned her heart to ice.
“Do you now?” Cedric asked, sitting up. “And tell me, princess, have you ever experienced either of these unpleasant phenomena?”
“Mayhap not, but have you?”
Cedric rubbed at his chin. “You wouldn’t be able to prove me wrong if I said yes.”
“I would not believe you either.”
Cedric released a breath and rested his arm against the table. “You see, my dear, it is like this. When you drown, that is it, you go to the Otherworlds. That is the end of the suffering. It may hurt somewhat when it happens—I will not lie, it most probably would. But I would far rather suffer a great amount of pain unto death than be left alive and injured. What if I survived a fall from a cliff?” Cedric held up his hand. “Just think of it. I could break my arm or leg, or even worse, a rib.”
Elisabeth barked a laugh which died on her tongue when she saw the serious expression on his face. Surely, he was only teasing her. And yet, he didn’t crack an easy smile, he continued to regard her solemnly.
“Tell me you are joking?” she sputtered.
“’Fraid he isn’t,” Gabriel said in a low voice.
The one-time Cedric wasn’t joking it seemed. And it was the one time she actually thought he was. Ironic.
“I have never been so serious in my life, Lizzie,” Cedric said, shooting Gabriel a withering glare. “I am not a patient person… well, in some respects I suppose I am, considering that I put up with you and I did very patiently wait out eleven years to be freed from the forest, but in the case of my physical body and comfort I am not a patient person. I do not tolerate any kind of weakness and would not allow it if my body were incapable of responding in the way that I have grown accustomed to. No, if you are to injure me, I must insist that you kill me immediately afterwards because that would be a far preferred outcome than to rest and recuperation.”
“Those sound an awful lot like the words of a coward,” Elisabeth said. Cedric speaking so flippantly about how he would prefer death rankled her.
Cedric smirked. “A coward would fear death. I do not.”
“No, instead you fear something that a person fears less than death. Simple injury.”
Cedric shook his head with a chuckle. “It isn’t fear, Lizzie love. I detest it. That is all. I do not wish for it to happen to me. And rightly so. I don’t know of a single lucid person who would wish for injury.”
Elisabeth pressed her lips together. “And what of when you were stabbed fighting the wights? Did not that injury trouble you?”
“It was just a scratch,” Cedric said as his hand moved to his shoulder where he had been stabbed almost as if to assure himself that the wound was not still gaping there. It couldn’t be completely healed, but he didn’t move gingerly. “Barely a trifle. I hardly felt it at all.”
Lucius chuckled. When Elisabeth turned and looked at him quizzically, he shook his head. “Nothin’, nothin’.”
“Twasn’t nothin’,” Aldrus said with a snort, spraying the contents of his cup across the table. “Ye should have heard him complain terribly as it healed.”
“Oh, it hurts...” Kenrick mimicked.
“I wish it would just go away already...” Aldrus said.
“How long does it normally take for these things to heal,” Alban groused, his lip twitching slightly. The closest she had ever seen to a smile from him.
“Really, Alban, you too?” Cedric asked, placing a hand over his heart. “Your betrayal strikes deeper than that sword ever did.” He turned to Elisabeth. “Don’t believe their vicious lies.”
Elisabeth opened her mouth to tease him, but at the memory of him being stabbed fighting for her and then having the dwarfs force her away to keep her safe, she found that she could not.
“It’s not a weakness, merely good sense. If a person were to avoid injury in the first place, they would save themselves the trouble of convalescence.”
“If ye let it become a weakness then it would be one,” Lucius said, sounding in that moment more like a father to Cedric than the leader of a band of mercenaries.
Cedric shook his head. “Then you should not fear, my good man, because I do not allow anything to become a weakness to me.”
“He doesn’t like torture either,” Aldrus said as if divulging a sordid secret.
“What’s to like?” Cedric asked. “It’s too messy. I’m sure there is a far better way to get a prisoner to reveal something they would otherwise be loath to say. For instance, I could simply lock them in the same room as you, Aldrus, for some hours. I’m sure by the time I return they would be more than willing to spill all their deepest darkest secrets—even the ones that are not specifically theirs.”
“But wouldn’t that be a method of torture in and of itself?” Alban said, earning a chortle from Kenrick.
“Perhaps. But it would also be far more effective and less messy than conventional torture.”
“Is it because you fear injury so?” Elisabeth asked, raising her brow. “That you hate torture.”
Cedric shrugged nonchalantly but his tone became strangely hollow. In the dim firelight his eyes looked dark and distant as if he was no longer sitting beside them at the table but was in a far-off land at a far-off time. “I don’t see why it is any great surprise that I hate torture. You would as well if you saw what my father did to his prisoners.”
Whatever he was thinking of, it was not a pleasant memory. His brows drew together, but it was his eyes that truly concerned her. There was something broken in them, and it had been broken for some time. She reached out to touch his arm, but Cedric suddenly broke out of his trance and moved away. He slapped his hand against the table. “Boys, if you keep going on at this rate, I shall have to find new companions who do not know me so well.” He winked at Elisabeth. “Cannot allow all of my secrets coming to light at once. Then I would have nothing to bargain with.”
“Bargain for what?” Elisabeth asked.
“I suppose you shall just have to wait to find that out.” His eyes glinted mischievously. The dark mood he had been in was gone as if it had never existed. Vanished into the chaotic air of the tavern. Elisabeth glanced at the dwarfs to see if they would mention anything about it, but they were busy eating and teasing each other as if the past exchange had not happened at all. As if they had not seen the pain on Cedric’s face only a minute ago.
“Now, enough talking about me,” Cedric drawled, drawing her attention back to him. “I do hate to be the center of attention too long. I understand how difficult it must be for you to restrain yourselves—I am a worthy subject—but I must beseech you to do your level best. I’m too humble a soul to wish for this much attention.”
“Fine, but we shan’t be makin’ any promises,” Kenrick said with a chuckle as he took another sip from his tankard.
Cedric dipped his head. “Nay, I know better than to force promises from you that you cannot keep.” He inhaled deeply, pulling his leg up and resting it on the table as he glanced over his shoulder at the people around him.
He looked formidable in his ragged tunic with his cloak pulled far past his face. And his muddy boots on the table showed that he was a man that did not care for the niceties of life. He fit right into the tavern. It seemed he could fit in anywhere except at the palace. Ironic given that he was born in one.
Cedric tilted his head languidly. Elisabeth recognized the motion; he would often tilt his head at her when he was accepting a challenge. However, this time his focus was not on her, for once. It was on a group of men standing at the counter.
At first Elisabeth didn’t understand why they held Cedric’s interest until she heard her name and she realized what they were so fervently discussing. Politics.
“I am of the mind that the princess does not need a regent,” one of the men was saying. “And ye cannot change it.”
“I say we don’t even need a princess at all,” one of the rowdier men said. It was obvious that he had more to drink than he probably should have. He had to keep grabbing the counter to straighten himself.
“Our kingdom was nearly brought into ruin by the last regent,” the first man continued as if the other hadn’t spoken.
“The girl has ice magic. How do we know she won’t do the same the last queen did? How do we know she isn’t like her stepmother?”
“Or like Morren,” one man said curtly.
“That’s King Morren to you, you slimy son of a garmr,” Cedric muttered, narrowing his eyes dangerously.
The men murmured their agreement over how horrible that would be. “All he ever cared about was power, not the wellbeing of his subjects. I heard that during the war, the people of Mooraven were treated even worse than we were.”
“Only by the likes of ye an’ yer fellow Havenkeep scum,” Lucius growled.
One man nodded emphatically. “The princess already spends too much time with his son—her loyalties are questionable.”
“I heard that she actually petitioned to return the kingdom of Mooraven to that dark lord. Only her lack of crown stopped her from giving up that blood caked soil that our sons died to conquer.”
“Don’t attack my kingdom,” Cedric said, rubbing his chin. “And you won’t die on its soil.”
Elisabeth turned a scolding look at Cedric. As if it was that simple. It was Mooraven that had attacked Havenkeep first.
The rowdy man grunted as he tossed back another drink. “Never should have brought him out of captivity.”
The first man threw up his hands. “It’s obvious he’s got a spell on her. Get the prince out of way and maybe we’d find our princess more to our liking.”
“She’s certainly pretty enough to like,” one of the men said loudly, causing a round of laughter from the men standing around him.
Elisabeth stiffened and she felt Cedric’s gaze on her. When she looked at him, he smiled mockingly. “If only beauty could hide her vicious personality.”
She rolled her eyes.
“I know the prince has designs to marry her,” a man said as he hiccupped. “It’s been his plan all along.”
“Why he knows me better than I know myself!” Cedric said, leaning back. He glanced back at her. “Cover your ears, Lizzie, they’re divulging my nefarious plan.”
“I wouldn’t bend my knee to such a ruler.”
The first man smacked his fist against the table. “I say off with the prince's head. End Morren’s rule once and for all.”
“Kill him before it’s too late for us all,” another man cried.
“What terrible people,” Cedric drawled. He pushed back out of his seat. “I simply must speak to them.”
“Cedric… stop!” Elisabeth hissed, grabbing his arm, but he easily slid out of her grip. “You’ll only make it worse if they see you.”
He grinned at her as he steps toward the men. “Lighten up, Lizzie dear. These men already dislike me. I’m merely giving them an actual reason to do it. I’m generous that way.” He winked over his shoulder as he made his way to the counter and the men calling for his blood.
“Oh, dear. We’ll be havin’ it now,” Lucius said.
“Any of ye want to bet against Cedric?” Alban asked, leaning back and crossing his arms as a smug smile pulling at his lips. “Cause I’ve been wantin’ to buy me a new dagger, but I’m a little short on change.”
Aldrus shook his head. “The only person I believe capable of defeatin’ the prince be the princess and if she not be ‘is foe, I keep me purse closed.”
“Ain’t nobody that can defeat the prince,” Gabriel growled. He leveled her with a hard glare. “Not even the princess herself.”
She ignored the dwarfs, keeping her attention on the prince as he finally made it to the drunk men.
Cedric coughed into his glove, a glove that Elisabeth was only just now noticing bore the raven in flight insignia of Mooraven, stamped right into the leather. “Excuse me, my dear fellows. Pardon my intrusion but I couldn’t help but overhear… you were speaking of the prince of Mooraven, yes?”
One of the men spat at the ground near Cedric’s boot.
“Now that is unpleasant,” Cedric said, stepping to the side. “I have a strong opinion of the fellow, as well, but I do try to keep myself civil. It is not as if I was raised in, say… a forest or anything.”
Elisabeth dropped her face into her hands, her fingers massaging her temple where it had begun to pound. “He is going to get himself lynched if they learn who he is.”
Fergus reached across the table and patted her arm. “Ol’ Cedric won’t go down at the hands of a few peasants—have some faith, lassie.”
“Then he’ll kill my subjects and be killed by a magistrate,” Elisabeth hissed.
Alban shrugged as if such a fate was inevitable and they should all accept it.
Cedric leaned against the counter. “I couldn’t help but gather by your cries for brutal bloodshed that you have a distasteful outlook of the prince.”
“And what’s it to you?” one of the men asked, lowering his tankard and glaring at him.
“Oh nothing, nothing. But as you fellows probably don’t know, I’ve spent some time in the palace. I know many of the prince’s darkest secrets.”
“And what do you know?” the first man asked.
Cedric crossed his ankle nonchalantly as the men all leaned forward, staring at him with rapt attention. Attention he should be trying to avoid having on him and his raven branded gauntlets. “Well, I know that the rumors are true. The prince does have a spell over the princess.”
Elisabeth clenched her hand, digging her nails into the palm of her hand as the men pulled back with gasps. Of course, this is exactly what she needed. More mud slung at her name.
“Oh, it’s simply dreadful,” Cedric said, studying his gloved hand, he traced at the insignia with his other hand. “She’s utterly infatuated. Like a sailor to a siren’s charm.” He shook his head. “Not that it is the princess’s fault. He has such a charismatic charm about him that within seconds of meeting him people forget his heritage.”
The men began to murmur. Elisabeth heard one man cry, “Off with his head before we lose ours!”
“Not I, of course,” Cedric continued, placing his hand over his heart. “Unfortunately, I’ve been too close to the prince to fail to realize what he truly is. You know he has dark abilities which he inherited from his father, do you not? The ability to manipulate shadows to appear how he wishes them to.”
The men shifted uncomfortably.
“If that isn’t proof of him being a dark lord, I don’t know what is.” Cedric shook his head like that was truly the most tragic thing. “If he were more repentant of his past then perhaps, he would refrain from embracing his darker side, but I do believe that he relishes it. He roams the castle at night—it really is a wonder our dear princess is even still alive. I’d say that the fact that she still breathes is further proof that he has her under his control. If we don’t watch him, he will be sitting on the throne yet.”
“I’ll never bow to him!” one of the men said, thumping his mug down. “Even if he were our frostbitten king.”
Cedric flicked a fleck of dust off his shoulder. “Neither would I, to be completely honest.”
“Do you know any more of his plans?” the men asked, leaning forward.
“Oh, I wouldn’t claim to know any of his plans. The prince is a very private person. Why I believe that only he himself knows all the dark inner workings of his mind. Though he does seem very close to those rascally mercenaries from the Skalvanian mountains.”
“That’s us,” Aldrus said, snickering. Alban elbowed him in the side for silence.
Elisabeth shook her head. “I don’t know what he is doing. He’s only making matters worse.”
“He’s just havin’ a wee bit of fun, lass,” Fergus said, grinning broadly. Even Florian appeared to be amused, though it was hard to tell since his lip only curled up minutely.
“It’s good to see the prince back in his element away from those stuffy backstabbin’ courtiers.” Lucius said.
Elisabeth released a frustrated breath. “The idea is to gain supporters not enemies.”
“What trouble are a bunch of drunk fools going to cause?” Gabriel asked gruffly.
She shook her head as she turned her attention back to Cedric. She supposed that only time could answer that question.
Cedric clapped one of the men on the shoulder. “I’ve got it. Perhaps he confides in his crows since the ability to speak to them is another of the dark prince’s unnatural powers.”
A squawk echoed through the tavern and several of the patrons ducked as a large black bird flew through the open door. It perched on the counter next to Cedric. The men pull back, stunned. They exchange worried glances, perhaps wondering if the prince had been eavesdropping on their cries for his blood.
“Oh look,” Cedric said mildly. “There’s a crow now. We could tie it up and demand the prince’s secrets from it. Of course… only he can understand crowspeak so I fear that our endeavors would be in vain. Crows take us all,” Cedric said, not sounding upset at all. “Once again the dark prince triumphs.”
“I say we pluck its feathers before it can return word to the prince!” one of the men cried.
“Our demise would come on swift wings if we didn’t,” another put in.
“Raven’s wings,” Aldrus said with a chuckle.
Cedric clucked his tongue. “My word gentlemen, how grotesquely violent you are.”
The men lunged toward the crow just as it took flight.
They all scrambled after it, toppling over stools, but the crow remained out of their reach squawking loudly.
Cedric slapped the nearest man on the shoulder, who didn’t even appear to notice him. “Anyway, I shall have to leave you to your plotting. I have a previous appointment.”
He smirked sure of himself as he strode toward them and offered Elisabeth his hand despite the daggers that she was glaring at them. “Come along, boys, my love, are you ready for some spying? Because I must admit, I am simply dying to know what the high chancellor is up to.”




Chapter Six
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The cool air kissed her flushed cheeks. The night was more chill than Elisabeth had been expecting considering the humid nights of the past few weeks. She was thankful for the extra warmth of her cloak.  
Cedric turned toward the door as the dwarfs trickled out of the tavern behind them. “One, two, three—ah, Florian, there you are!—four—Alban, I see you took care of your brother—five, six.” Cedric released a sigh. “Oh, what a pity, Kenrick must have stayed behind.” He clasped his hands behind his back and turned away. “Well, we don’t have time to wait for him. He shall be missed.”
“Not too badly,” Aldrus said. It was too dark for Elisabeth to see his grin, but she could hear it in his voice.
“Only by every maiden in the land,” Kenrick said, stepping outside, shaking out his cloak.
Cedric turned his head to take him in. “Perhaps, or mayhap they will rejoice because there will be no more disputes over who will win your hand. They will finally have peace.”
Kenrick snorts. “They don’t wish to have peace when they can have me.”
“I don’t want either of those,” Cedric said, turning with a snap of his cloak. “I want answers.”
Elisabeth shot a glance back toward the tavern. The murmur of voices inside was steadily growing louder. It sounded very close to reaching the point where it would erupt into the otherwise stillness of the night. “I don’t know what you were thinking,” she hissed.
Cedric shot her a smile. “Ah, but that’s the secret, isn’t it? I wasn’t.”
“What you did will in no way aid us, if anything you only made matters worse.”
Cedric shrugged nonchalantly. “Those men were calling for my blood. It was only fair that I gave them an actual reason to hate me.”
Elisabeth grabbed his arm and yanked him toward her. His careless attitude was only serving to make her more incensed. “Cedric, I need my people’s support, not to have you going around and spreading rumors to further undermine my name. It is a ridiculous thing to even consider! You do not have me under any spell. If anything, it is I who had you under a spell.”
Cedric fell silent for a long moment before finally saying, “Perhaps you do. Would there perchance be any way to break it?”
She blinked and dropped his arm. She had been expecting him to argue with her not agree with her.
Cedric sighed and shoved a hand through his hair, knocking his hood off. “Look at it this way, Liz, if anything does happen to me, it would be easier to say that you were under a spell and move on with your life and your career as queen than allow me to sully your name from the afterlife.”
“You aren’t planning on dying, are you?” Elisabeth asked, hating how her heart stalled at the thought. Maybe he did have her under a spell, one that made it so she was willing to kill for him rather than face the thought of his death.
“Not at the moment,” Cedric replied, reaching back and pulling his hood back on. He shrugged. “But one can never be too careful when their existence is so detested that there are only eight people in the whole wide world who would mourn them.”
Cedric’s words pierced through Elisabeth, slicing into her soul. What must it be like to live such a lonely existence? But then… how was she even any different? Perhaps people did not hate her like they did Cedric, but would anyone other than the eight souls in this street mourn her?
“Mark my words,” Aldrus said. “We would mourn ye with the fierceness of a thousand souls.”
“Aye to that,” Kenrick nodded.
Cedric smiled. “This is why I keep you, boys around I need to be remembered by someone.” He turned to Elisabeth but the shadows hid any expression he may have had. “Anyway, on that cheery thought I must ask. Who is feeling religious tonight?”
Elisabeth tripped over an uneven cobblestone as she stepped after him. “I’m sorry, what?” she asked as she caught herself. By the stars in the sky, what was Cedric up to?
“That is where Cillian is supposed to meet this person tonight. At the temple. And I for one plan on being there to learn just what it is that he is up to. We have unfinished business, you see. And if there is anything I hate more than a blistering cold wind, it’s unfinished business.”
“And I know how you hate blistering cold,” Aldrus said. “We’ve had to hear you complain about it for eleven years.”
Cedric rubbed his gloved hands together. “Oh, I loathe it. If only it were a substance I could destroy.” He paused and glanced at her. “I pity you, Liz, having a power over something so awful. If only you could have had power over shadows or crows like a normal heir.”
She gritted her teeth. “Ah, yes, how I wish I had the powers of a dark lord.”
“Instead, you have a sorceress’s powers.”
Elisabeth bit down hard on her lip and glanced away. Her power had been inherited from her ice nymph mother. They were not a sorceress’s powers. Ismena had somehow stolen her mother’s magic, but it had always been the magic of her true mother that flowed through Elisabeth’s veins.
When she looked up, she saw that Cedric and the dwarfs were already weaving their way down the dark streets. She moved to follow, by Lucius snagged the skirt of her dress. She looked down at him.
“I understand that ye view his claims of bein’ a dark lord with contempt,” he said softly, so softly that she had to stoop over to hear him.
“Of course, I do, dark lords are in their very essence contemptible.”
Lucius tilted his head to look at her. His expression was gentle and understanding; he had always been one of the more soft-spoken dwarfs. “But the lad is not a dark lord, and ye know that.”
Elisabeth hesitated, but then nodded. Despite his bluster and his mischief, Cedric was too good to truly be a dark lord. But then, she could not convince herself that her beliefs that Cedric was a good man, were not the cleverly crafted lies of a true dark lord.
“Why does he parade it so?” she asked bitterly, wishing that she could forever silence the doubts. “Why would someone that was truly good pretend to be so evil?”
“It be all he has left of that accursed man who was his father.” Lucius rested a hand on her elbow. “His memory and his heritage, he has nothing else.”
She lifted her gaze to where Cedric had already disappeared. “Why would anyone want anything to remember Morren by.”
“Ye miss yer father do ye not?”
“Of course!” Elisabeth cried baffled. How could he even ask such a question? The absence of her father was a gaping wound that grew no closer to healing as the days passed.
“Why should the lad feel any differently?”
“My father and Morren were two very different men.”
“I would not be so sure of that,” Lucius said in a dark tone then before Elisabeth could protest, he quickly began walking. “Come, we should catch up with the others. They’ll probably be wonderin’ where we are.”
She gritted her teeth as she followed Lucius.
Morren was a monster. Her father had been a good man. Perhaps he had married Ismena and given her the means to nearly drive this kingdom to its knees, but he had not known. He would never have done it if he had known.
She and Lucius finally caught up to Cedric in the last alleyway before they made it to the temple. She had never journeyed to the temple using this path of back alleys, though she had visited it multiple times since she returned to Crestrock and it was one of the more prominent settings of her memory from before she was banished.
Cedric turned as they approached. “There you are. I was beginning to wonder if someone had made off with you. I am glad they did not. I simply did not have time in my schedule to rescue you, princess.”
“I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself,” she said in a low voice.
“True, but I still don’t have time to rescue your kidnappers.”
She didn’t even bother to give him an answer to that comment.
“What are you doing?” she demanded as Cedric knelt beside two dark forms.
“You probably don’t want to know,” he replied.
Elisabeth lifted her skirts and stepped toward him, but she froze when she realized what the forms were. They were bodies. Two men slumped against the wall; a dark puddle pooled underneath them. Their white liveries were stained with blood, but she could still recognize the insignia of the Tree of Life sewn into it. These were the temple guards.
“Don’t scream,” Cedric hissed, surging to his feet and reaching to cover her mouth even though his hands were covered in blood.
Elisabeth stumbled away from him, clamping her hand over her mouth to suppress the panicked shriek that was clawing its way up her throat. Though she half wondered what difference it would make since her breathing was already so loud that they could probably hear it back at the palace.
Fergus stepped to her side and patted her lower back. “There, there, lass. Just focus on breathin’.”
Elisabeth nodded and tried to keep her mind on the air rushing in and out of her lungs and only that, but the sight of the blood, their empty gazes had brought all the memories of Ismena’s own blank gaze… two of her own guards, dead in the streets, and all for what? What was happening within her own kingdom?
“Cedric, what have you done?” Elisabeth demanded once she had herself under control. She lowered her hand. It trembled and she hid it in her skirts. He had done many things, but this was too far.
“I didn’t kill them,” he said, holding up his hands like a solemn pledge. “They were like this when I arrived.”
The dwarfs nodded in agreement and Elisabeth shook her head as if that would jolt her tumultuous thoughts back into an organized pattern, she could make sense of. “Then who killed them?”
Cedric gestured with his head toward the edge of the building. When she stepped forward, she could see the entrance to the temple was only a short distance away. Standing guard at the entrance were three men wearing dark armor.
“Who are they?” Elisabeth asked, pulling back around the corner.
“Hired thugs,” Cedric replied. “It makes it harder to trace back to their employer. Besides, their loyalties are easily bought.”
“If Cillian was looking for mercenaries, he could have just asked,” Aldrus whispered, his tone wounded. Kenrick patted his shoulder.
“I swear the people will find some way to blame these deaths on me. Funny that, Cillian has the perfect scapegoat in me, anything he does the people will blame on me. And yet he still wants me dead. How wasteful.” Cedric peeked back around the corner. “Distract them,” he said to the dwarfs. “But don’t let them see you. As far as I know, Cillian is still unaware that I’m aware of this meeting and I would like to keep it that way.”
They nodded, but as they moved back the way that Elisabeth and Lucius had just come, Cedric reached out and snagged Lucius’s shoulder. “And don’t attack them even to knock them unconscious. Doubtless Cillian will become suspicious if his guards disappear.”
“Do ye have any other specifications?” Gabriel asked gruffly.
“Yeah,” Cedric said with a smile. “Be careful. These guys are hired killers. They’re dangerous.”
“We’re hired killers,” Alban growled.
“And we’re dangerous,” Aldrus added, sounding hurt.
“Have you killed any guards recently?” Cedric asked, bracing his arm against the wall.
Aldrus opened his mouth and then closed it. Kenrick shook his head.
“That’s what I thought.” He smiled as the dwarfs slipped off into the night. A few minutes later he held up one finger and peered around the corner of the building. Elisabeth peeked around him. The mercenaries were still there.
Then she heard a rustle in the alleyway across the street, she didn’t know how the dwarfs had gotten there so quickly in the dark. A rock went flying out of the alleyway, landing on the cobblestones with a clatter, just shy of the nearest mercenary’s boot.
“Ye missed!” several voices called at once, each in varying stages of disdain and shock.
“He said not to hurt ‘em,” someone replied, speaking too loudly to go without being detected. It sounded like Kenrick.
“You dolt!” That was obviously Gabriel.
And that was as far as the dwarfs got before the mercenaries took off toward them.
Elisabeth was still staring straight ahead in shock, wondering what it was she had just witnessed, when Cedric laced his fingers through hers. She looked down in shock to see that he had removed his glove. This was the first time they had any sort of actual skin on skin contact since their kiss and Elisabeth absolutely hated that, that was something she noticed.
“That is why I love working with them,” Cedric said with a smile, not seeming to care that her hand was clutched in his far too warm calloused one. “They are unparalleled.”
Elisabeth arched her eyebrow and his grin widened as he took off toward the temple, dragging her along behind him. Elisabeth nearly tripped over her skirt the first step she took, but she managed to gather it up, so she could keep up with Cedric. Darkness poured in all round them. Cedric must have moved it from the dark alleyway to hide them from view. The temple was only a short distance away and they made it to the door before the mercenaries returned.
The temple was made of a pale white stone, mined from the white veins in the Skalvanian Mountains. The structure was ancient, existing long before Havenkeep was even founded. She had heard her father say that their ancestors chose this site to build their capital because of that temple.
It was constructed to worship the god who had created them and the Tree of Life. Legends of him had been lost in the years, all that was left was his memory and the proof of his existence—themselves and the world around them.
Pillars lined the interior, providing them shelter as they crept down the front hall of the massive structure. A few lights hung, burning from sconces, here or there, but most of the temple was enshrouded in shadow. Cedric probably felt right at home.
He tightened his fingers around hers as he pulled her toward a door along the side wall. It led down a few steps so that they were standing in a passage that ran along the length of the temple, several feet lower than the floor level. The passage was almost completely black, the only light came from the faintest trickle from the sconces that made it through the small eye level windows cut into the wall to reveal the grand hall. Elisabeth knew from previous visits to the temple that these windows were at the level of the floor of the main temple. This passage was for the servants or priests to be able to travel more easily when the temple was overflowing during feasts.
“If I didn’t already know that you trusted me implicitly, you trusting yourself with me down here would prove it,” he whispered back to her.
Except she didn’t trust him implicitly. Which of course, begged the question of why she was following him through a dark and abandoned temple in the middle of the night while no one knew where she was apart from the dwarfs who were on Cedric’s side. She had no answer to that question. None whatsoever. Luk would have her head if he knew. “You said you would murder me in a public place,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady.
“Sometimes I lie,” Cedric replied simply.
“Most of the time, more like,” Elisabeth muttered darkly.
Cedric chuckled lightly as he drew to a stop. This portion of the passage was much brighter and it was only when she peaked out that she saw why. Standing near the base of the nearest pillar were four men.
A man in black armor was holding the torch. He must be another mercenary. Standing in front of him was Cillian, wearing a dark cloak that was pulled back enough that she could see his features.
One of the other men shifted his position, causing a blast of cool wind to wash across her face. She shifted to the right to be able to see him more clearly, but once she got a good look at him, she wished she hadn’t. Pale blue skin and glowing eyes, with ashy veins tracking across his face and body.
A wight.
She gasped and Cedric’s hand was over her mouth in a second.
“Was bringing that creature completely necessary?” Cillian asked with disgust, looking at the wight as well.
“Was bringing your guard necessary?” the fourth man asked. He was wearing a cloak, but the hood was not pulled up showing that he was young with tousled brown hair and an arrogant smile. As he shifted his position, Elisabeth caught sight of a deep blue tunic underneath. Her eyebrows rose and she dropped her gaze to the gauntlet he braced so carelessly against the pillar. Underneath his cloak, this man was dressed in full armor. And he was wearing the colors of Alain.
Her eyes turned once again to the wight. How could there be a wight here? Her stepmother had made many of them, but they had all been destroyed when she died. How could one have survived when the others and its creator did not? Unless there was another sorceress rising to power, one that knew the secret to creating wights.
She didn’t know how that was possible, Ismena had killed most of the sorceresses in the land during her reign, using her own potions to drain them of power and stealing their beauty. Just as she had killed Elisabeth’s mother.
“Let us just get this over with,” Cillian said with a wave of his hand. “You bring news?”
“Of course,” the guard from Alain said. “I would not have made the journey with this inhospitable companion if my queen had not sent me.”
Elisabeth leaned closer. His queen? It was obvious that he was not referring to her, so who else could this queen be?
“And? What does she have to say?”
The guard puffed his chest out, obviously enjoying the moment of having Cillian in his power. “She says that the time is not right. She travels to Mooraven, she’s heard rumors of a weapon that can be found there. An ancient weapon rumored to be so powerful; that if she were to obtain it, she could conquer the entire known world.”
Cillian’s eyes brightened with obvious lust for this power. “Can you tell me more of the weapon?”
“No,” the guard replied with a self-satisfied smile as he examined his gauntlet. “Only that Ismena travels to Mooraven and that you are to wait. She is gathering her army and soon she will be unstoppable. Only then will she return to Havenkeep.”
Elisabeth’s heart stopped. Ismena. Ismena? But her stepmother was dead. Ismena was dead.
Cedric’s hand slid from her mouth, landing on her shoulder, as if trying to hold her steady.  Or perhaps to hold himself steady.
“And what of the princess?” Cillian asked at last.
Behind her, Cedric stiffened, but Elisabeth was too numb to feel anything. Not even worry for her own safety. Or rage that Cillian was so obviously serving her enemy. Her enemy who should have been dead.
The guard shrugged. “What of her? Keep her alive. Apparently, my queen wants her for something special.”
“No,” Elisabeth whispered. She didn’t know what she was disagreeing with. The revelation that Ismena had something worse planned for her? Or was she simply denying the fact that Ismena could even be alive. She had seen her stepmother die. She had looked into her lifeless gaze. She had mourned her!
Cillian whirled. “What was that?”
Cedric grabbed Elisabeth and yanked her into a crouch below the window.
“What was what?” the guard asked with a yawn.
“Someone is here,” Cillian said.
“I highly doubt that. Who would willingly be here in this iceforsaken temple at this hour? It is downright eerie.”
“I do not care, someone is here. Find them!” It was obvious that Cillian was speaking to his mercenary again.
Cedric shot Elisabeth an annoyed look and she grimaced. She would apologize, except she dared not speak again. Cedric yanked her along with him as the torch light began to move. They made it to the back of the temple and slipped out of the lowered door there into the main chambers of the temple. Already, she could hear someone walking in the servant’s passage behind them.
He probably would have already spotted them if not for Cedric’s shadows cloaking them, but if he got any closer, he would probably wonder why his torchlight did not pierce the shadows.
“There, quickly,” Cedric hissed, pointing toward the large marble statue that stood in the back of the temple. It was supposed to be of the maker, but since no one knew what he looked like, they had simply draped him in many long robes with no face.
Elisabeth stopped at the foot of the statue and glance back at Cedric. “Where? Behind it?”
Cedric shook his head and stepped up beside her. “Don’t be silly, Liz. I know how to hide better than that—we are going to climb it.”
He hoisted her up to the statue, she grasped the shoulder and clawed for a hold, finally situating herself in the space between the back of the statue’s head and the wall. It was narrow enough that if she braced her legs against it, she did not fall. Cedric appeared at her side a moment later, pressing his shoulder against hers, and his leg draped over hers to get a purchase.
He turned his head to look at her, a smile stretching across his features, his nose not even an inch from her own. Their breaths mingled in the space between them. “Well, isn’t this cozy?”
Elisabeth didn’t reply, and just as quickly as Cedric’s smile had appeared it disappeared. A light neared, reflecting off of the marble of the statue. The mercenary had to be right below them. Fortunately, Cedric seemed to be working his magic because even though the torchlight was all around them it did not reach them. After a short time, the torchlight disappeared altogether.
Still, they didn’t dare leave. So, they sat on top of the statue, waiting.
Elisabeth’s legs began to ache when finally, the temperature dropped. She peeked around the statue just in time to see the guard from Alain and the wight, leaving through the back of the temple.
The meeting was finally over, but what else had they said?
Her heart echoed in her ears. What did it matter what else they had said? Ismena was alive. There was no use denying it, she had felt it in her heart. She supposed she had always known. Their business was still unfinished.
But it would not remain so for long.




Chapter Seven
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Cedric shook his head, running an agitated hand through his hair. “She is not alive. There is no possible way she could have survived. I stabbed her in the heart myself. Last I checked, that kills people.”  
His words bounced off of each other and disappeared into the night. It was the first thing that any of them had said in some time.
“She lived somehow,” Elisabeth replied, surprised with how cool her tone was. “And she is creating yet another army. You know what this means, of course—war. War is coming.” It seemed no matter what course she took, her destiny was always war.
The dwarfs didn’t say a thing. All of them were subdued, none had taken the news that they may have failed their task of bringing an end to Ismena’s icy terror very well. After the high chancellor and his mercenaries left, and Elisabeth and Cedric had not come out, the dwarfs had entered the temple looking for them. Cedric had already climbed down the statue, but Elisabeth had been having trouble. Her legs had become cramped in her position and her skirts were no help. Somehow between the nine of them though she made it down the statue without breaking anything. Either her bones or a priceless ancient artifact.
“I stabbed her myself!” Cedric said with a wave of his arm as he knelt in the dirt outside the wall surrounding the palace where the secret entrance was situated. “Someone else must have created that wight, and they are masquerading as her.”
“It is Ismena,” Elisabeth said quietly. “I do not know how she survived, but I do know that it is her.”
The wall rolled to the side, revealing the flickering torchlight of the dark passage beyond, but Cedric didn’t walk through. He simply turned and glance back at her.
“You know that it is her as well,” Elisabeth said when she saw the look in his eyes.
Cedric pressed his eyes shut, looking weary for the first time since she had ever met him. He rubbed at his temples. “The only thing that I know is that I desperately do not want it to be Ismena.” He reached out and grasped Elisabeth’s hands. For once his hands were slightly cold to the touch, probably chilled by the icy wind without the protection of his gloves.
He tugged her into the passage as he continued speaking. “Someone, however, is creating wights. Whether they are Ismena or not does not make the threat any less real.”
“But it would make it less personal,” Gabriel muttered as he trudged in behind them.
“Chin up boys, I’m sure you are all excited over the opportunity to kill Ismena yourselves.”
He leaned toward Elisabeth, lowering his voice. “They were ever so jealous when I was the one who got to strike the finishing blow.”
“Or more lack of,” Alban muttered.
“Suppose she kills one of us instead this time?” Aldrus asked in an uncharacteristically somber tone.
Cedric turned to him; surprise evident on his face. “Why would you even say such a thing? Have you no faith in your own abilities?”
“I certainly do,” Kenrick said with a smile. “I made Ismena fall in love with me, and if I had to, I could do it again.”
“I could hardly call what that was love,” Alban said in a low tone. “Ye amused her and that was all.”
“Obviously ye aren’t an expert on love,” Kenrick said airily.
Ahead, the passage branched. The dwarfs continued down one passage calling “goodnight” behind them, but Cedric led Elisabeth down the other. “I should make certain that you get to your chambers. If I do not, then I fear you will wander the passages of the palace all night in search of it and somehow you will end up in the barracks.”
“You could always draw me a map,” Elisabeth said with a tired smile, remembering when they had first met. The threat of Ismena hanging over her put her back in that forest with the troublesome dwarfs and the wicked prince she obviously could not trust. She had said close to the same thing then, as a way to try to get out of the forest without Cedric acting as a guide.
Cedric smiled back. “A map could get lost. I’m a much safer bet.”
Elisabeth’s smile grew before slipping away when she realized that she had no energy to keep it in place. So much had happened this day that she half wished she could go back to the hour she awoke. As if she could somehow do it differently. Unlearn the things that she had learned. They began to climb the stairs; they were probably behind the wall of the tower stairs seeing as it followed the same twisting route.
Finally, the passage ended in front of them. They had made it to her room, but Elisabeth still had so many questions. So many things to say even if she feared saying them.
“What do you suppose this weapon in Mooraven is?” she asked, turning toward Cedric, resting her back against the wall.
She saw his eyes darken when she mentioned his home. He reached past her, his arm brushing her side as he braced his hand on the wall behind her. She heard a click and the beginning sounds of the stones rolling away.  Elisabeth stumbled back as the wall behind her disappeared, saved by Cedric grasping her arm. He held it for a second before releasing it with a light squeeze. “I don’t know, Liz. But I will.”
With that promise he dipped his head and turned down the passage. “Goodnight, princess, sleep well. You know how awful nightmares can be.”
Elisabeth stared after him a moment, but then finally stepped the rest of the way through the passage just as it was beginning to close again.
She released a sigh and moved to untie the strings of the heavy cloak hanging from her shoulders, but froze when Luk stepped out of her bedroom. “I don’t care about a scandal!” he snapped over his shoulder. “I care about her life.”
Elisabeth’s maid-in-waiting Clotilde hurried out of the room behind Luk, ringing her hands. “Perhaps just a few more minutes, Luk. You know what will happen once word of tonight gets out. Besides, what is the real danger? Surely you know that the prince of Mooraven would not harm her.”
“I don’t know anything when it comes to him,” Luk replied harshly, but at that moment they both noticed Elisabeth standing in the corner wearing a servant’s dress, her cloak half off.
“Princess!” Clotilde squeaked, sagging against the door frame. “Oh, there you are. Are you hurt anywhere?” She hurried toward Elisabeth and began looking her over. She wiped at Elisabeth’s cheek, presumably at a smudge. Finally, when she seemed content that Elisabeth was whole and well, she turned triumphantly to Luk. “I told you that she would be all right.”
Elisabeth glanced from Clotilde, who was still in her nightdress then at Luk who was dressed in his full armor. “What are you doing here?” she asked him.
“You went out tonight,” was all that he replied. He was clenching his teeth so hard that she could see the muscle along his jaw twitching.
“I did,” Elisabeth replied just as stiffly. She lifted her chin. What was the use of denying it? She had done nothing wrong. The rules concerning her safety were probably in place to keep an eye on her more than actually keeping her out of danger. In fact, if she had not left tonight then she would not know of the threat to her people.
“How could you do something so reckless?” Luk stepped toward her, waving his arm widely.
Elisabeth crossed her arms, holding her ground. She had worse things to worry about than an angry guard. “If you are here to lecture me then I do not want to hear it. I am free to travel as I wish. Or am I a prisoner in my own castle?”
“Of course not, but you cannot leave the castle without your guards. It is for your own protection,” Luk said in a severe tone, still lecturing her. “Anything could have happened to you.”
“Hang protection!” Elisabeth cried, flinging out her hands. What good would those guards have done anyway? They would have simply ended up dead like the temple guards. Luk’s heart would probably cease to work if he knew of the mercenaries or that she had stood so close to a wight that she could feel the cold radiating off of it.
Luk flushed angrily. “Do not speak so flippantly of your own life, Your Highness. Your kingdom needs you.”
She rolled her eyes. “Ha! Do not lie to me. If they needed me so desperately, I would be queen already.”
“You know that is not true. They needed you when Ismena ruled and they need you now. Simply because your court decides one thing does not mean that it is best for your people. You are the beacon of hope they need; you always have been.”
Elisabeth looked away. “I think the problem, Captain, is that you idealize me and no one else does.”
Clotilde coughed and shuffled away.
Luk’s eyes flashed. Elisabeth grimaced, knowing that she had crossed the line. She hurriedly added, “Besides, it was hardly as if I was completely at the mercy of the unknown. I was with—”
“With the dark prince!” Luk thundered.
“And the dwarfs,” she added softly.
“Which is possibly worse than if you had left the palace with a murderer.”
“Not hardly,” she said dryly. As far as she knew, Cedric had never killed anyone. Not even, apparently, Ismena.
Luk narrowed his eyes at her. “You place far too much trust in him.”
Elisabeth sighed as she finished untying her cloak and handed it to Clotilde who looked uncomfortable with the argument. Clotilde was a timid girl, she hated conflict of any kind. “I do not.” She knew just how much she could trust Cedric. And unfortunately, it was not much. She didn’t trust him with her mind or her heart. She knew he was trouble. But she also knew she was safe around him.
Cedric proved once that he would risk death to protect her. She didn’t know why he had done it; it was at odds with his very nature. And yet it had happened all the same. For her he had sustained an injury that had apparently caused him quite a bit of pain.
“And yet you trust him with your safety. Do you not think that is too much?”
“I’d trust him with my life.”
Luk crossed his arms. “Then it is a good thing that you are not required to make that choice.”
“I made that choice tonight,” Elisabeth replied, raising her chin and giving him her best queenly stare. She didn’t know how well she had succeeded. Luk had known her when she was a scrawny fifteen-year-old princess mourning the death of her father and the loss of her freedom. He knew that she was no queen. “And how do you know that I was with Cedric anyway? How did you even know that I had left tonight?”
She had gone out through a secret passage. Luk could not have possibly seen her go.
Luk’s eyes flicked to Clotilde for the barest of seconds and suddenly Elisabeth knew. She turned to her maid-in-waiting who blanched and nearly dropped the cloak.
“I heard raised voices and then when I looked out my door, I saw you leave with the dark prince,” she explained, wringing her hands. “I didn’t know what to do so I went to Luk. He had told me to keep him informed—” Clotilde seemed to realize that she had said too much and quickly clamped her lips shut, but it was too late.
Elisabeth inhaled sharply. “Have you been spying on me?”
Clotilde swallowed nervously and glanced at Luk. “Not really, Your Highness. But—”
“But?” Elisabeth demanded.
“But I have told Luk… some things that you have told to me.”
Elisabeth gritted her teeth so hard that pain shot up her skull. She ran over every conversation she and Clotilde had ever had, trying to remember if she had said anything that was important. Anything that she would not want Luk to know. Anything about her mixed-up feelings for Cedric.
“It’s not her fault,” Luk said, stepping forward. “I asked her to.”
Elisabeth turned to him. “I realize that. But Luk, when I agreed to make your cousin my maid-in-waiting it was not so that she could spy on me. I chose her because of your years of loyal service, hoping that she could show the same loyalty to me.” She looked between them. “If this continues, I will have no choice but to dismiss you, Clotilde, and hire a servant who I can actually trust.”
Clotilde closed her eyes and bowed her head. “I understand, m’lady. And… I apologize. It was out of turn of me to do so. It will never happen again.”
“See that it does not.” Elisabeth replied, turning toward her room. Tonight, had been too much. First learning that Ismena was actually alive and that Cillian was working with her. And now to learn that her two most trusted servants, indeed the only two servants she truly trusted, were also conspiring against her.
“What of the prince of Mooraven?” Luk called after her as she walked through the door.
She paused just inside her room and glanced over her shoulder at him. “What of him?”
“What do you intend to do with him?” Luk asked, taking a hesitant step toward her.
Elisabeth laughed humorlessly. “Oh, captain, don’t you realize? There is nothing anyone can do with him. He is Prince Cedric of Mooraven. I don’t think you fully grasp what that means.” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t think any of us do.”
“But… princess, surely you know that he is bad for you. Bad for this kingdom. Already he has gotten you to agree to give him back the hard-fought soil of Mooraven.”
“It was an agreement we made,” she said dismissively. “So, it is between us. Not you and me, not anyone else. Cedric and me. That is all.”
“He is just like his father. He craves power and will do anything to get it.”
She started to nod, but then she paused. She did not actually know what Cedric wanted. Other than asking for Mooraven, she did not know of any other thing he had done to add to his power. “Mooraven is his birthright,” she said at last. “He holds a loyalty to his people. Just as I could not simply leave my people to Ismena’s rule, nor can he abandon his.”
Perhaps it was the only thing about Cedric that she understood. Or perhaps she did not understand Cedric at all.
“Don’t you see what he is doing, princess?” Luk asked quietly. “He is seducing you.”
Elisabeth stepped back, narrowing her gaze at him. “You watch your tongue. I am not so weak—”
“Are you really? You have already fallen prey to his spells.”
Elisabeth blinked, confused. Again, with the spell nonsense. Did everyone think she was under some spell or another?
“Or perhaps you have not. Perhaps you are more foolish than I have given you credit for.”
“How dare you!”
Luk blinked, then swallowed, seeming to get control of his temper. “I beg your pardon, Your Highness, but you must know that you cannot love him.”
“Then it is a good thing that I don’t,” Elisabeth spat angrily. Even though Luk was only saying what she had already told herself, it still irked her that he would have the gall to speak to her this way.
“You cannot honestly think that any affiliation with the prince is safe,” Luk continued. “He is simply using you. Using your attraction toward him to get close. To get everything that he wants from you. To get his kingdom from you.”
“I do not love him,” Elisabeth said again, firmly.
Luk did not look convinced. “As your guard, I cannot tell you what to do.”
She arched her brow. “Really? Because that seems to be exactly what you’re doing.”
He shot her a look of suspicion and it was only after a moment that she realized that was exactly something that Cedric would say. He cleared his throat and continued. “But as your friend, let me advise you. How much do you really know about the dark prince? He has been in your life for such a short span of time. Is he really the person you think he is?”
She thought back to the conversation that she had with Lucius earlier that evening. “I… think he is. But I cannot be certain.”
Luk regarded her with a hard expression. “Until you are certain, perhaps it is best if you do not trust the dark prince. Least of all with your heart or your life.”
“My heart is in no danger, captain,” Elisabeth said stonily. This was something that she had already known without Luk having to tell her. She was to be queen. She could not afford the risk of developing feelings for Cedric.
When her father had fallen for Dahlia, he had chosen her over his kingdom. Over his treaty with Alain and his betrothal to their queen. Above all else, he had chosen love.
A mistake that he paid for with his life. A mistake that cost his kingdom greatly.
A mistake that had shaped every aspect of Elisabeth’s life. For better or for worse.
Elisabeth would not make that same mistake. Although Luk did not look convinced at all.
Elisabeth released a breath and shoved a clump of her dark curls behind her ear. “I speak earnestly, Luk. I do not have time to even think of such matters. I learned tonight that Ismena was still alive. She plans to retake the throne.”
Clotilde gasped and dropped the cloak, her face turning an ashy gray. Luk didn’t move.
Elisabeth froze, realizing what she saw or at least a lack of what she saw on his face. Luk was not surprised. She straightened as a feeling of betrayal pierced her heart like an arrow lanced with venom. “But you already knew this?”
Luk shifted his position. “I suspected as much. I knew that her body had disappeared from the courtyard that day, but I did not know precisely what had become of her.”
Elisabeth rubbed at her temples. So much had happened that day they defeated Ismena. She had been so busy, distracted trying to save her guards and recovering from the scratch in her side which had proved to be more serious than she had previously thought, to pay any attention to what had become of Ismena’s body. She had thought that it had been taken and buried in an unmarked grave just as the wights had been, but apparently not.
“Why did you never tell me this?”
Luk released a breath. “Because I knew nothing concrete and I did not wish to worry you further.”
“You knew that the body was missing! That was rather concrete!”
Luk dipped his head. “I apologize, Your Highness. I should have told you.”
“Who else knew?” Elisabeth demanded.
Luk paused a moment, considering his answer. “I do not know the specific numbers, but a large number of the court. I told them immediately of my suspicions when I first arrived here.”
Elisabeth squeezed her eyes shut. Her courtiers had known. They had let her play at peace when all along they had known that the threat of Ismena remained. How many of them, like Cillian, would rather see her stepmother back on the throne?
Ismena had killed her father and she her mother to become queen the first time. What more would she do? Raze Havenkeep to a pile of ash?
She shook her head. No, she had lived through enough bloodshed in her life. She would not be the cause of more loss of life. She would not let this country fall to war.
She was the princess of snow. One day she would rule over this land. She would do what she needed to do. And no one would stand in her way. Not Ismena, not the high chancellor or his courtiers, not Luk, not even Cedric. They would step aside. Or there would be consequences.




Chapter Eight

[image: image-placeholder]

“What do you mean  no?” 
Ismena turned, finally giving Eirwen her full attention. Eirwen refused to shudder at the empty blue ice that was the sorceress’s left eye and the dark veins that ran up her neck and face on the left side. From the right side, Ismena looked perfectly normal and just as fair as she had once been, but that illusion could not be held when she turned to reveal her damaged side.
Ismena had not looked directly at her since she had first arrived at the small fortress that had served as Eirwen’s home for some years. What a day that had been, when her aunt arrived, claiming that the news of her death had been sent out too hastily.
Hasty perhaps, but what had she become in order to avoid death? One of her own twisted frozen creatures? Ismena had become a creature of her own creation—she had become a wight, though Eirwen did not know the full story of how she had.
She could not fully mask her horror, though she tried, knowing that it would anger Ismena. The frozen queen was still just as vain as she had always been. When she first arrived, she had locked herself in Eirwen’s laboratory where Eirwen kept her alchemical supplies for when she brewed her potions. She had not resurfaced for days. Eirwen knew full well that Ismena had been trying to create some form of masking potion that could hide her deformities. As of yet she had not succeeded.
Ismena’s lip drew up into a sneer, obviously noting how Eirwen’s gaze remained on the left side of her face. “Well, girl, aren’t you going to answer me?”
Eirwen glanced down at her own clasped hands as she considered her answer carefully. She had to travel as if on thin ice. She may be sufficient in the alchemical arts of sorcery, but it was Ismena who had taught her everything that she knew. The woman standing before her had practically raised her. And even if she was not the superior sorceress, Ismena still had an army of wights at her beck and call who were currently camped all over Eirwen’s home. Of course, she was hoping that her aunt would not kill her because of their shared blood. But she could not always take that for granted.
She understood her position with her aunt. Either she could be a useful asset or a worthless pet. The choice was up to Eirwen, but she knew full well how her stepmother treated those who she had no need of.
“You did not allow me to finish my reply,” she said in a measured voice. She raised her gaze.
Ismena huffed and with obvious scorn, turned back to the window so once again her profile was beautiful.
“And what were you going to say?” she asked, tapping her fingers against the window sill. The sunlight filtered through the window, casting a golden hue on her pale complexion representing everything that her aunt had once destroyed.
Eirwen swallowed, locking her fear in her heart. She tried to remember the reverence she once felt for Ismena, the last remaining blood relative she had. The woman who had raised her, no matter how little she had actually done. “I will aid you, but I draw the line where the people of Alain are concerned. You cannot use them to strengthen your army. They will fight by our side, but not as wights.”
Ismena laughed bitterly. “What folly. Wights do not die, mortal men do. I should think that your guards would be grappling for the chance to eternally serve you.”
“No,” she said again. It was true, what Ismena said. Her guards would do anything that she asked. They were loyal to her to a great fault. But she was loyal to them as well and she would not see them stripped of their humanity. Once a wight there was no way to turn back, though Ismena had seemed to convince herself that if she had her stepdaughter’s blood, she could create a potion that could return her to some of her previous beauty.
“And where shall I create my army if not from these men who would loyally serve me?” Ismena demanded.
“Build it from the citizens of Mooraven then—the stars know that no one shall miss them. But not from Alain. Not from my people—our people,” Eirwen replied, hoping to remind her aunt of the love she once felt for the beautiful land to the north that they both shared as a homeland.
“Every citizen on this frozen island are my people!” Ismena spat. “And you will do well to remember that. Moreover, they will be my people again once I get my usurping stepdaughter out of the way.”
Eirwen briefly closed her eyes. Unlike Ismena, she did not hate Elisabeth. She hadn’t seen her cousin since they were children, and indeed they had no actual blood connecting them, simply Ismena’s marriage to Elisabeth’s father. But still… she had always been fond of Elisabeth.
“Very well then,” Ismena said at last. “I am traveling to Mooraven anyway to seek out this weapon. I suppose I shall create my army along the way.” She glanced at Eirwen out of the corner of her good eye. “But you say that you will aid me. Does that mean that you will do the other thing that I requested?”
Eirwen bowed her head. “Yes, aunt. I agree to our bargain.”
The corner of Ismena’s mouth turned up. “Very good. We shall succeed, you will see. When I am queen, you will rule at my side. And we shall finally have our vengeance. I will devour the heart of my wicked stepdaughter, and you shall stop the heart of that prince you despise so much.”
Eirwen felt a ghost of a smile pull at her otherwise expressionless face. She may not hate her cousin, but Elisabeth had chosen to ally herself with the wrong person.
The prince of Mooraven would pay.
And his blood would bathe the stones of that crumbling palace where he hid.




Chapter Nine
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Cedric slammed his door shut and leaned back against it. He rubbed his hand over his eyes with a shaking hand. He pulled his trembling hand away from his face, staring at it for a second in disbelief before curling his fingers into a fist.  
Ridiculous. He should not be so fazed. What did it matter if Ismena was somehow still alive? He would just have to kill her again. More thoroughly this time.
He shook his head and strode further into his room. The familiar darkness wrapped around him like an old friend. He snapped his fingers and the darkness moved away from him, taking the form of several of his favorite courtiers. Gertrude lifted her chin and strode off to the other side of the room, obviously upset over being summoned in his room. Something that she considered beneath her and undignified.
Reginold and Harris appeared to be playing yet another game of chess. He wondered if Reginold would finally win this time.
As the room became crowded with his shadowy companions, he strode up to his open window, sitting down at the chair he had pulled up next to it. He bent over and lifted a portion of the torn curtain that lay heaped on the floor under his window. He kicked aside a corner of his pillow that has been in his way, sending feathers fluttering everywhere. It was true—his room was an utter mess. He would not allow the servants inside and he kept the blankets scattered across the floor along with stray raven feathers. He had gutted his bed and torn his curtains from the wall. It was only after doing all of this that his room could finally feel like his home. A dilapidated, cluttered mess like his chambers within his Shadow Court had been.
He slid his fingers across the wall until he found the small cubbyhole that he had carved out of the mortar between the stones his first night there. Inside, he felt the cold metal and pulled it out.
He held up the silver hand mirror and peered at his murky reflection in it.
He hesitated. He did not know why he hesitated but he did. He held in his hand a mirror, a fabled Nytheran Mirror, the last of several of its kind. The others had been destroyed long ago. With it he had the answer to any question he dared to ask. And yet he had not used it, not since he defeated Ismena and brought it with him here. There was something about the mirror that was familiar, and that had made it unsettling, and as such he had avoided it.
He ran a thumb over the blue crystallized rose at the base of the mirror. It had once been of his father’s possession before it somehow fell into Ismena’s clutches.
Cedric did not know what happened at the end of the war or the exactly what happened to his father. When it became apparent that Mooraven was to fall, his father had sent him to one of the remoter palaces in the kingdom to wait out the end of the war. There King Stephan found him and sentenced him to his exile. He had never heard word of what had become of his father—though it was not hard for him to imagine.
Still, he knew what his father would say to him now.
“Are you really so pathetic that you would allow weak sentimentality to stand in the way of you seizing the power within your grasp?”
He could almost imagine his father standing in the shadows sneering at him.
He had only ever been little more than a weak boy, a disappointment to Morren who had always wanted someone to stand at his side during battle, to conquer. But now that he had grown into a man, his father was no longer there to see. Of course, he often wondered if his father would even approve of the man he had become.
What was he truly?
He may be free of the forest, but he still felt like a prisoner. He had no followers save for the seven dwarfs. He had royal blood, but he was no king. Mooraven still remained as stubbornly far from his grasp as it always had. And apparently, he could not even kill someone properly enough that they would remain dead.
He still remembered clearly the evening after he turned nine when his father had decided that he was growing up too soft and brought him down into the dungeons under Mooraven and instructed him to torture the prisoners. Cedric had not been able to force himself to do it and had earned his father’s ire. He wondered if his father were to do the same thing if he would be able to torture those men this time.
He shook that thought from his mind. This had nothing to do with torture or Morren. It was just a mirror.
A crow cawed as it swooped to land on the window, greeting its master. Cedric glanced at it, grateful for the distraction, though he would never admit it. “Hello, Featherwing, you would never believe the night that I have had so I won’t even try to explain. But I can tell you, Cillian is certainly beginning to get on my nerves. Do you suppose Liz would be all right if I murdered him?”
The crow cawed again.
He sighed. “I don’t feel like explaining everything—just tell me, should I kill him or should I not?”
The crow cawed, this time angrily. Cedric cut it a glare. “I am not at liberty to tell you everything, you silly bird. You mistake our positions.”
The bird shook its feathers before turning and flying off without first being dismissed.
“Don’t think I’ll forget that,” Cedric said as he strode toward his window. “Don’t you come crawling back, it will be extremely undignified of you.” He shut the window and shook his head as he considered finding a passage that led to Cillian’s chambers and ending this all.
No, killing Cillian would do nothing other than bring him a great satisfaction. Now that he knew that the high chancellor was working with Ismena, it would suite him far better to spy on the frozen man and learn Ismena’s plans from him.
Of course, that was assuming that Ismena had somehow survived after he thrust his blade through her heart or if this was some sort of trickery. He turned his attention to the mirror. It seemed to be staring at him, taunting him.
“Well, I’ll be a thousand times cursed if I can’t work up the nerve just to ask an inanimate mirror one question,” he muttered to himself. It was embarrassing really. He was grateful that no one was there to witness this moment of weakness other than his shadow courtiers. And who would they tell?
He held the mirror up and forced the words from his reluctant lips. “Mirror, mirror, in my hand, tell me the answer I demand. Is it true what the messenger said? Is the wicked queen truly not dead?”
He had learned from his father while Morren possessed the mirror that in order to activate its magic, the question had to be asked in a certain way as a rhyme. Sort of like a spell.
As soon as the words had left his tongue, the surface of the mirror glowed a pale blue and that haunting man’s voice echoed out. It was deep and gravely rasping on the words and rolling the r’s as if speaking was a show rather than a form of communication.
I was wondering when you would ask
To learn that you had failed your task
The Wicked Queen has indeed cheated death
Ismena has not breathed her last breath
Cedric stared at the mirror for a long moment before lowering his head. So, it was true. He supposed that Lizzie was right, he had known from the second that messenger had said her name, and yet… He had hoped. He had every right to hope. She should be dead. He’d killed her, after all.
Truly, this is the question that you ask? I cannot believe that you have had a Nytheran Mirror in your possession all these weeks and you have only ever used it once to aid your princess. I am very disappointed in you.
Cedric lifted his head, frowning at the mirror. This was worse than in that courtyard where he heard that horridly familiar voice. At least then, the mirror had not spoken on its own. It had answered its question, it had not then gone on to scold him. “And of course, I am very concerned in whether my mirror approves of my actions or not.”
Think of the power you hold! The answer to any question, boy, do you not realize the importance of that?
Cedric resisted the urge to toss the mirror across the room. This was not him. He was not so easily frightened and the mirror was right. He was holding power in his hands. What would his father think of him if he were here? “Stop berating me already and tell me how Ismena is not dead.”
Foolish boy, did you not notice that after you stabbed the sorceress that red was not the only color of the liquid that stained her chest?
Cedric arched a brow at the mirror. He was a foolish boy now? He had to admit, he had not been called that for some years, by no one since his father. It was yet another reminder of his time growing up in Mooraven. This mirror was certainly trying very hard to remind him of his father. “Believe it or not, I don’t tend to make a habit of admiring the wounds that I inflict.”
Oh, I believe you. You’ve always been weak-hearted.
Cedric pushed to his feet, nearly knocking his chair over. Now the mirror was speaking as if it had always known him, but what could it know of him truly? It was nothing but a mirror! “Those are very steep accusations,” he said. He could not believe that he was having this conversation with a mirror.
But they are true and you know it. When you stabbed Ismena, you also pierced a vial she carried in a pocket over her breast. It leaked out straight into her heart. Inside the vial was the same formula she used to create wights. In destroying the queen, you created a monster and all because you would not—what were your words again? Admire the wound that you inflicted? Have I not raised you better than that? There is no room in the world for weakness. Strike, claim what is yours and what could be yours before others would dare to take it away.
Cedric lurched back, tripping over his fallen chair. He fell backwards, crashing into the vanity, but he barely felt the pain shooting up his arm from where he hit his elbow. The mirror landed on the heap of his curtain. Suddenly he was no longer in his borrowed bedchamber in the capital of Havenkeep, but rather he was in the gardens outside the palace where he had grown up in Mooraven. It was during the Seven Years’ War. He had just witnessed his first battle, in which his father led his forces against an innocent village along the border of Mooraven and Havenkeep, plundering and killing everyone. The men, women, and the children. Afterward, his father had found him outside, crying over the deaths he had seen.
“What are you doing?” his father had asked.
“Nothing.” Cedric wiped his eyes quickly. His father had no patience for tears. “It’s just—father, did you have to kill all of them?”
Morren had knelt by Cedric’s side, looking at him with an oddly gentle gaze as he reached up to wipe at the last stray tear. “Do not cry, son. Never cry. Strike, claim what is yours and what could be yours before others would dare to take it away.”
“Who are you?” Cedric whispered, blinking as the winter dead garden disappeared, replaced by the dark atmosphere of his bedchamber.
He lurched forward, landing on his knees beside the heap of fabric. He lifted the discarded mirror. “Who are you?” he asked again.
I don’t know what sort of question that is, you ridiculous boy. You know full well who I am.
Cedric shook his head, but he knew there was no use denying it. It suddenly made sense why the mirror was so unsettling, or why the voice had been familiar. It was a voice he had not heard for eleven years, but he knew it all the same.
Why, I am none other than King Morren of Mooraven, Lord of shadow weavers, master of crows, and your one and only father, I’m afraid, the Nytheran Mirror said with a dry chuckle.




Chapter Ten
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Elisabeth ran a trembling hand down the silky white material of the dress she had chosen to wear that day. White was the color that symbolizes royalty in Havenkeep. She hoped that wearing this dress would remind people of just who she was. It was a simple design, no elaborate cut, or long sleeves that would get in her way. Pearls were sewn into the material in the shapes of snowflakes.  
The princess of snow and ice. Lost in a storm of white.
Her ebony locks were pulled back into a bun and a pearl studded net held stray wisps of hair in place.
Elisabeth reached up her hand to adjust her hair, but Clotilde smacked her hand away.
“Do not touch. It is perfect.”
Elisabeth twisted her mouth, but lowered her hand. Clotilde shot her a quick look out of the corner of her eye, one that Elisabeth caught through her reflection.
“Is there something else?” she asked, turning in her seat to look at her.
Clotilde lowered her gaze. “Nothing, Your Highness, I simply wished to apologize again for the part that I played last night.”
Elisabeth looked her over. “You are forgiven. Unless of course, you have been spying on me again?”
Clotilde blushed a deep red and shook her head. “Of course not. I swore I never would again.”
Elisabeth arched a single brow. “Not even for your cousin?”
“Not for Luk, not for any of the other servants, not even for the high chancellor himself.”
Elisabeth laughed at the seriousness in Clotilde’s expression. “Oh, that is good. Because I do not want the high chancellor even more apprised of my comings and goings than he already is.” Especially considering that the high chancellor most probably wanted her dead and was a treasonous snake.
She had tried inquiring after the temple guard’s deaths, but hadn’t wanted to seem like she knew too much. Their deaths had not caused a stir, it seems that the current explanation is that they got on the wrong end of some criminal or the other. It disgusted her that two men could lose their lives—that Cillian could take their lives—and he walked away with no consequences. Elisabeth knew that he was responsible, but she couldn’t come out and accuse him without incriminating herself and that she had also been there that night they had been killed. She was less concerned for herself, surely anyone who saw her knew that she was no killer, but if they found out that she had been with Cedric or the dwarfs? The last thing they needed was more fuel to flame the fire of hate for them in everyone’s hearts.
Besides, there was no way to really trace the deaths back to Cillian. Her enemy was too powerful to face head on. She needed to be smart, consider her actions, and make strategic choices if she wanted to beat him.
One little victory at a time would chisel away at Cillian’s power and add to her own until she finally would defeat him or prove his treason.
She pushed to her feet and strode out of her room. Her thoughts were tumultuous as she descended the tower staircase and made her way across the castle. The servants that she passed, paused and stared at her, but she ignored them all—far too preoccupied with the task at hand. Finally, her thoughts settled on one question as the heavy oak doors rose up in front of her.
Was she certain that she wanted to do this?
There would be no turning back once she walked through those doors. It was the equivalent of declaring war against Cillian at least, and there was no knowing how many more enemies she would make.
But what did she need more at this moment? False friends? Or to know who she can truly rely on when it comes down to it?
She pressed her eyes shut, reminding herself of who she was and who she was meant to be.
She inhaled a deep steadying breath, seeking out the comforting engraving of the Tree of Life. She traced her hand lightly against it, hoping that it would give her some strength. She pressed her fingers into the deep engraving of the trunk; it had been carved there by her ancestors. What she had to do was a pale comparison to what those kings would deem difficult. They would laugh at her for even being in this situation to begin with. For losing her throne and her crown and her people before she had even ever possessed them.
Well, just like her ancestors of old, she was going to fight for her place in this world. For her right to the throne.
This kingdom was more than her heritage. It was something that she was going to fight for. No longer would she wait idly by for others to make her decisions.
The guards standing on either side of the doors watched her silently, probably wondering what she was doing standing there. Elisabeth raised her chin. “Open these doors.”
The guards only hesitated a second before opening the door. It was their job to keep the door shut and make certain that the council was not disturbed, but what could they do against their princess?
Everyone in the council chamber stilled as she stepped in. Her soft slippers made a rustling sound as she strode across the tiles in the center of the room.
Elisabeth smirked. She felt the eyes of all the courtiers on her, and for once she was glad for her beauty. Ismena had always said that beauty was power and just now she believed it. Her beauty was a weapon, a blade, sharpened and primed for blood.
She was the fairest of them all and they would fall before her.
She strode unencumbered past the chairs the counselors sat in, in half circles on each side until she reached the throne. It stood on a small platform raised above the rest of the room. Elisabeth lifted her skirts slightly so she would not trip and strode up the seven steps up to her throne. She caught the eye of Cillian sitting on a much smaller seat, but still on the dais to the right of the throne. He was as close to her throne as he possibly could get without actually stealing it.
His eyes flashed angrily. She only smiled in return as she turned back to the rest of the room.
“Well,” she said.  Her voice echoed across the quiet chamber. “Shall we begin then?”
“Begin what, Your Highness?” Arnette asked, half rising from his seat. He had been her father’s trusted adviser. She remembered playing at their feet when she was a young girl, ignoring the weighty matters of state discussed over her head in favor of her dolls.
“To commence the council meeting, I plan to sit in on it today.”
One of the courtiers leaned forward in his seat. She recognized him as old Lord Wellington, he had been a favored general during the Seven Years’ War. He cleared his throat. “With all due respect, Your Highness, but are you sure…?” he trailed off, not seeming to know how to finish his question.
“I am to be queen, aren’t I?” Elisabeth asked, folding her hands in front of her. She turned her head, taking in the entire room, looking each of the gathered dozen men in the eye. Perhaps she had been spending too much time in Cedric’s company because she never would have been brave enough to do this if she hadn’t. “I thought it was about time I had a say in how my kingdom was to be ruled.”
“But, you’re still under-age, princess,” another of the council, Lord Granger, said. He sat next to the high chancellor at dinner, and most probably was not one of her strongest supporters.
Elisabeth smiled sweetly. “I like to think that my experience has aged me beyond my years. Now, are the pleasantries out of the way? Because I would like to bring this meeting to order. I have a pressing matter of state that I wish to bring to the attention of this council.”
She glanced at the high chancellor, but he must not know what to do to stop this conversation because he simply sat there watching her as if she was some snake at his feet and he was contemplating how to rid himself of it without being bitten.
“I agree with the princess on this,” Gerald Belton said speaking up. Elisabeth blinked at him in surprise. He was the youngest person sitting in on the council, it had always been believed that Ismena finally got tired and killed his father, she was never fond of the Belton’s. Still, Elisabeth was surprised for Gerald’s support, he had always teased her mercilessly when they were children. “She has experienced firsthand things we have not. Her presence on this council is quite invaluable. Please continue.”
She smiled briefly before she turned back to the council. “It has recently come to my attention that my stepmother and former regent, Ismena, is not actually dead as I had been previously told.”
The men shifted uncomfortably in their seats.
Lord Granger cleared his throat. “This is true, but as we already know this, I do not see why you felt the need to come tell us this.”
Elisabeth frowned at him. “You failed to inform me of any of this. I should have been told. But at the moment that is the least of our problems. Because Ismena is still alive and still a threat. What are we going to do to stop her?”
Once again, the men shifted uncomfortably.
“You have a plan do you not?” Elisabeth asked. “Some idea of how to defeat her?”
Lord Wellington pushed to his feet. “As of yet, the former queen has not proved a threat to us. Our spies have informed us that she has not yet stepped foot in Havenkeep’s borders. I received word just recently that she is now in Mooraven.”
“And what do you think she is doing in Mooraven?” Elisabeth demanded, waving her arm out. Surely these men could not be so blind to the threat in front of them.
“Killing those filthy peasants,” Lord Granger said.
She pressed her lips together. “What do you mean she is killing the peasants?”
Arnette cleared his throat, pushing full to his feet. “We have received word that Ismena is slaughtering large numbers of the populace of Mooraven.”
“And why has nothing been done about this?” Elisabeth asked as her stomach churned. Cedric’s people were being killed and her counselors were sitting here in their chairs doing nothing.
“Precisely what I have been asking,” Gerald Belton said glaring at the other council members.
“Why would we?” Granger asked airily. “She is doing precisely what we all wish that we could, finally ridding us of the stench of Mooraven.”
Elisabeth clenched her fist. “And what then? She wipes out Mooraven and what will be her next stop?”
“Perhaps she will choose to rule Mooraven?” a redheaded lord sitting closest to the door said timidly.
“If you believe that she has no intention to conquer Havenkeep then you are all fools! She’s biding her time, gathering her strength so that when she strikes—”
“If she strikes,” Granger said dismissively.
Elisabeth leveled a hard look at him. “When she strikes, we will be powerless to stop her. We must do something now before it is too late.”
Wellington leaned forward, clasping his hands. “What do you suggest we do then?”
Elisabeth inhaled a deep steadying breath. This meeting was not going the way that she had hoped. Learning that her people were being slaughtered had shaken her. Seeing the utter apathy her highest lords felt toward the carnage was even worse. “I have heard that she is seeking some sort of weapon in Mooraven.”
She saw Cillian stiffen out of the corner of her eye, but didn’t dare acknowledge him. She couldn’t reveal that she knew of his involvement. She needed Cillian to think himself safe so he would slip up in her presence.
“What sort of weapon?” Wellington asked, tilting his head. “And why did Mooraven not use it against us during the seven year’s war?”
“I—” Elisabeth stammered. “I do not know. But I believe that whoever possesses this weapon will control the outcome of this war. And more importantly so does Ismena.”
“There is no war!” Cillian cried, pushing to his feet. Elisabeth turned to him and several of the courtiers seemed to relax now that he was finally speaking up for them. “Where have you even heard this?”
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes at him. He was daring her to say it, but she couldn’t say what she heard. If she thought it would make a difference, that accusing him of his meeting with the guard from Alain or the murder of the temple guards, she would shout it to the world. But she had no proof. It was her word against his. No one would believe Cedric or the dwarfs if they took her side. And she knew who everyone would choose to believe. He would strip her of any authority she had, turn her into a laughingstock with no respect left.
So instead, she clung to the little dignity she had and said, “I am not completely blind, despite your best efforts to make me so.”
“You are a child,” he said, stepping toward her so that he was towering over her.
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes at him, but she refused to back down. Instead, she turned back to the rest of the room. “I wish to travel to Mooraven. We are going to stop these killings; we are going to stop Ismena. Mooraven is still a part of this kingdom. If we are to survive this war as a nation we must provide a united front, not allow her to kill us individually. And if we are to defeat Ismena, we must find this weapon before she does.”
Several of the counselors looked as if they were agreeing with her, but then Cillian chuckled. “Do you hear yourself? If we are to survive this war? Find this weapon? You are basing everything off of what you do not know. All that we know is that people in Mooraven are being killed and why are we concerned about that?
“Because they are my people,” Elisabeth spat.
“And yet, you wish to give them back to their beloved prince. So obviously you do not feel any great loyalty toward them. Unless, there is some arrangement that you have made with the wicked prince that we do not know of? One that will lead to you ruling anyway despite handing all of your power to him? An unholy union?”
Elisabeth gritted her teeth and turned back to him. This had nothing to do with Ismena or what they were discussing. “You are undermining me.”
The whole room went still other than Cillian who smiled slowly. “How can I? When you have no power for me to undermine? You should not even be here in this council.”
“And yet here I am,” she replied, smiling coldly back. “I wonder what that says for my power. You seem to have forgotten this, but someday I will rule sovereign. If I were you, I would be more careful of what I said.”
The council chamber was so silent that she could hear her breaths as the high chancellor leaned even closer, bringing his face next to hers. His eyes were flashing with a barely controlled rage. “Today is not someday. You do not have power here.”
Elisabeth held his gaze for a long second before blinking and glancing away. “Perhaps.”
He smiled gloatingly and stepped back, turning to the assembly with his hands raised as if proving his point.
Elisabeth cleared her throat as murmurs began to replace the silence. “Perhaps I do not have power yet. Perhaps I cannot actually make any decisions regarding this kingdom. But mark me well, because someday I will have this power. I will be queen. And if you fight me, you will not like the queen I become.”
The murmurs died like a fire when doused.
She lifted her chin, regarding them all coolly. “Someday, I will rule this land. You can give me a regent for another few years, but when I turn twenty-one the crown will be mine. And if you abuse your power now. I will remember it. And you will pay with more than just your positions.”
“Are you threatening us?” Cillian spat. Lord Granger looked infuriated, but many of the other courtiers looked wan, except for Wellington and Belton who were smiling.
Elisabeth turned a hard gaze on Cillian. “Perhaps I did not make myself clear the first time so allow me to state again in the plainest language.” She raised her voice so that she could be heard easily by all the members of the assembly. Even the redheaded lord by the door. “If any of you stand against me on this, I will count it as treason. And I do not care how long I have to wait, but when I am queen, I will see that you are tried for your treasonous acts and you all know full well the price for treason.” She turned back to Cillian and plastered a smile on her face that was as fake as any word he had ever said. “You would do well to heed my words.”
Every eye was on her, no one dared to speak up, not even Cillian. Elisabeth inhaled a deep breath, praying she had not said the wrong thing. She had certainly not taken the most tactful approach. Fuddle it all, Cedric was influencing her to become someone she never thought she would be. Or perhaps Cedric had nothing to do with this. Perhaps she was just tired of the lies and manipulations that had characterized her life. “I hope you all understand precisely where I stand on this matter, and that you will choose wisely as to what we will do as far as Mooraven is concerned.”
With that she strode down the stairs and past her frozen courtiers, past the bewildered guards, and out into the safety of beyond the double oak doors. It was only when the doors swung shut with a deafening bang and the uproar began inside the room that her hands began shaking.




Chapter Eleven
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Her court was angry with her, but what did that matter? Already preparaons for their journey to Mooraven had begun. 
“Shall Morren’s son be joining us?” Cillian asked, sawing into his mutton with his knife.
“How should I know?” Elisabeth asked, watching him out of the corner of her eye to make certain that he did not empty any vials of poison into her glass. She didn’t think that he would attempt it in such a crowded room. There were too many witnesses. Besides, after the scare that Cedric created in announcing that he had poisoned everyone a week and a half ago, the servants taste tested all of the food before putting it out. If she was poisoned while dining, the list of suspects would be very short. And at the very top of the list would be Cillian who was sitting directly at her right.
Arnette was positioned at her left. Cedric when he deigned to grace them with his presence which wasn’t often, usually sat two seats down from him. That seat was currently empty. She had not seen Cedric since they had returned from their trip last night, even though she had tried to seek him out to inform him of the news of their upcoming journey to Mooraven. Cedric was impossible to find when he put his mind to it. There was no knowing if he was scurrying through some catacomb or traversing a dark abandoned hall. Assuming he was even in the castle at all.
Casting a suspicious glance at her glass as she raised it to her lips, she continued, “I am not the prince of Mooraven’s keeper.”
“Is it fitting for you to call him such?” Cillian asked, raising his own glass.
Elisabeth shot him a glare as she lowered hers. She wished that she could make him sit farther away, but because of his high position, he had the place of honor just at her right side. Which meant that she had to put up with him while she tried to eat. “What do you mean by that?” She had not called him Cedric, there was nothing improper about the way she addressed him.
Cillian smiled, or at least he tried to, but Elisabeth thought that the way his lips curled over his teeth looked more like a snarl. “You address Morren’s son as the prince of Mooraven, but truthfully he is not that anymore now, is he?”
Elisabeth tilted her head. “I don’t see why you would say that, unless you know something I do not. Has the court actually reached a decision to call him King of Mooraven? A pity I missed it.”
Cillian inhaled deeply, two spots of color blooming on his cheeks. At her left, Arnette choked on his mutton. “The council has decided to reject your request.”
“Oh, well. I do hope to be able to call him the King of Mooraven very soon,” she said, not because she believed it—in fact, she thought that the King of Mooraven had a horrible ring to it—but simply because she knew that was precisely what would anger Cillian the most.
Her days of playing the perfect courtier were long past. Apparently, courtiers were a crooked lot and just all around distasteful.
Cillian’s face grew so red that for a second, she was worried that he was choking on his food until she remembered that he was a traitor who wanted her dead and her stepmother on the throne. It was a disappointment when he drew in a ragged breath.
“What about the King of Havenkeep for a title then?” Gerald Belton asked, leaning forward and grinning at her from his position at the table. The young men sitting around him snickered.
“I think Queen of Havenkeep sounds much better,” she said, tightening her fingers around her knife. She squeezed it so hard that the ivy engravings carved into the handle imprinted in her flesh. She gritted her teeth as she felt the silver grow cold under her grasp.
“But enough of that,” she managed to get out without cracking her composure. “Let us speak of more important matters. Things that are actually happening soon. I hope you shall all be ready to leave for Mooraven in a few days’ time.” She released the knife and folded her hands in her lap.
“Such an undue trip,” Gerald’s mother Pricilia Belton said with an indignant sniff.
“Obviously the princess cares more for those wayward waifs in Mooraven than for her own courtiers,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion replied. Elisabeth could not remember her name.
She rolled her eyes. They didn’t seem to care that she was sitting right there, only a few places down the table from them. But she let them speak. They were right, for once in their lives.
She did care more for the people of Mooraven than these shallow tittering fools.
“Oh mother…” Gerald began but just then, a loud bang echoed through the hall as the doors burst open and Cedric stepped through. He was as pale as a ghoul, still in his disheveled tunic. His hair was unkempt, but then it always was.
“Oh, it appears I am late,” he said before he put on an arrogant smile like a mask. “You must forgive my terrible manners; I was raised in a forest after all. Though I’m sure you gentlefolk know all about that.” The way he said it was almost an admonition. Probably because several of the people, including Arnette, had been in power when he had been banished.
As Cedric passed the chair that had been reserved for him, he snagged it and dragged it along behind him as he strode around the table stopping at her right. He wedged his chair in the corner between her own chair and Cillian’s.
“Is this seat taken?” he asked as he sat down, despite the gasps of the other courtiers and the look of death that Cillian shot him.
Elisabeth struggled to keep her face impassive. “Oh, there you are. The high chancellor was wondering about your whereabouts.”
Cedric picked up Elisabeth’s glass and took a sip from it. When he sat it back down, she slid it in front of him with a frown. “Well, Cillian, old boy, if I had known how much you worried, I would have arrived sooner.” Cedric snagged Cillian’s napkin and draped it over his lap as the servants hurried in carrying his plate to him. When they moved to put a glass at his place, Elisabeth snatched it for herself.
The high chancellor nodded even as his eyes flashed murderously. “You are too generous.”
“I have my moments. But I must say, I am still trying to grow accustomed to these state dinners. As you well know things were not like this in the forest. Nay, not even Mooraven. My father and I often dined alone, any courtiers that we allowed to live were quite pleased to eat elsewhere so as to not draw further attention to themselves.” Cedric smiled. “Those were the days, when the royals were ordering the executions of the nobles.” He picked up his fork and glanced at Cillian. “Rather than the other way around.”
Cillian narrowed his serpentine eyes and looked like he was about to stab Cedric with his knife.
Before Cillian could reply, Elisabeth shot her hand into the air to summon the servants. “I think it is time to start serving the next course,” she said quickly, watching Cedric out of the corner of her eye, silently begging him to not press matters too far. Not in front of literally everyone who held a powerful position in Havenkeep’s court.
The server bowed and hurried off. Elisabeth turned back to Cedric and the high chancellor and forced a smile. “Such fine weather we’ve been having. I never dreamed that the sun could feel quite so warm.”
Arnette at her left nodded his head, but he was also looking between the two men nervously.
Cedric smirked, tapping his fingers against the table as the servants flocked around them. “Yes, very fine weather, Elisabeth. It is quite wonderful to feel the sun again, be a dear and only ever use your ice powers in the winter, if you must use them.”
“Well, I never used my powers before I don’t see why I should now,” she replied rigidly, glancing down the table to see if any of her courtiers were paying attention. Her ice powers were yet another reason she was so unpopular. Everyone feared another eternal winter. She tried her best to make certain that everyone forgot she even had them.
Cedric shook his head. “Such a waste of fine talent.” He turned to the high chancellor. “You know, I would never waste my powers by not using them. I would be far too lonely without my shadow courtiers. But I’m sure I do not have to explain myself to you. I know how you crave power yourself.”
Cillian gripped his fork so tightly that his knuckles grew white. “I have no idea what you speak of. I am in power to serve my people and my kingdom and that has always ever been why I have been in power.”
Cedric laughed out loud, such a surprising sound and genuinely amused, different from his usual careless chuckle, that Elisabeth felt herself wanting to join in. She lifted her napkin and coughed into it to disguise any giggles that might try to escape.
“What a ridiculous notion! What a farce. I thank you for the laugh.” Cedric shook his head as he chuckled. “No, as I, and you, and I am sure that anyone who has ever been in power, well know—people only come to power for a few choice reasons. The attention, the privilege, or, like my father, the power itself.”
“And what are your reasons for your power?” Arnette asked Cedric, adjusting his position in his seat. Elisabeth glanced at the older councilman. She believed that he supported her, but he had never seemed to approve of Cedric.
“Me? All three reasons naturally. Never waste a good thing by not appreciating it enough.”
Arnette nodded sagely and glanced back down at his food. Whatever he was thinking, Elisabeth had no idea. His expression was carefully schooled as it always was.
“You must be looking forward to our trip to Mooraven,” Lady Belton said to Cedric, contempt dripping from her tone as she stared down her narrow nose at him.
Cedric raised one eyebrow. “We are traveling to Mooraven? Why am I only just now hearing about this?”
“It was only decided today,” Elisabeth replied before any of her court could make matters worse.
“I don’t much wish to travel to Mooraven,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion said with a sniff. “Not with the massacres happening there right now.”
“Massacres?” Cedric asked, his charm slipping away like water through rocks.
The lady colored and glanced at the man sitting next to Arnette, and Elisabeth finally placed who they were. Lord and Lady Percival.
“You can’t just say that, dear,” Lord Percival growled. “We do not want to start a panic.”
Cillian waved his arm as both Lord and Lady Percival turned to him nervously. “No harm done, my good lady,” he replied jovially. “Everyone in this room knows anyway.”
“I didn’t,” Cedric said.
Cillian glanced at him dismissively. “Well, everyone who needed to know anyway.”
“Seeing as I will one day rule Mooraven, I think it concerns me greatly what my people are up to,” Cedric replied. His tone was still light, but it had a hard edge. “And whether they are being massacred or not.”
He glanced at Elisabeth, looking betrayed.
“I recently learned,” Elisabeth said by way of explanation, trying to rid him of the accusation in his eyes, “Ismena has begun attacking the people of Mooraven.”
Cedric’s brows drew together as he seemed to be struggling to take in this information.
“She’s wiping out whole villages,” Cillian said, holding up his glass as if toasting such an action.
Cedric narrowed his ice blue eyes, turning them slowly to Cillian. The look on his face was one of pure death. It chilled Elisabeth to her core. “Is she now? You don’t seem to sound too distressed over it.”
Cillian smiled as he took a drink from his cup. “Why would I be? Ismena is doing us a favor by ridding us of those worthless creatures that once served Morren.”
Cedric was on his feet so quickly that Elisabeth didn’t realize what he was doing until his chair crashed on the stone floor. The jarring sound jolted her from her own seat and she lunged forward to grab him just as he pounced at Cillian.
Lady Percival screeched and several of the other courtiers gasped and sprang to their feet as well.
Cillian shoved away from the table so quickly that he fell from his chair.
She should not have been able to stop Cedric, he was far more powerful than her, but as she gripped his arm, he seemed to forget attacking Cillian. He wrenched his arm out of her grasp and jolted away, whirling to shoot her a confused look.
Elisabeth didn’t fully understand his surprise until she noticed that the cloth where she had grabbed him was crusted with ice.
Elisabeth looked down at her hand in horror then raised her gaze to Cedric’s. She had not meant for that to happen. She swallowed hard, feeling her stomach slosh, nearly disposing of her supper.
Cedric’s eyes darted to the courtiers and he quickly adjusted his tunic, hiding it from view. Though why he was protecting her when she could have very well have killed him was beyond her wildest comprehension.
And then the guards were there, grabbing Cedric. That was the wrong move for them to do. Cedric had been raised by mercenaries; Elisabeth was quite certain he knew how to brawl. He elbowed the guard behind him, twisting from his grasp, swinging his arm out to catch in the face of another guard. The last guard that tried to grab at him, he raised his leg and kicked in the stomach.
Once free, he turned back to Cillian, but Elisabeth threw herself in front of him. She shot her arms out to block his path, but didn’t dare touch him. She didn’t have to; Cedric didn’t try to step around her.
“Please, everyone return to your seats,” she cried over her shoulder. Her mask of calm slipped as she shot Cedric a desperate glance. He held her gaze for a long moment before finally stepping back, as he moved the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders and torso. Several of the guards grasped his arm again, but this time Cedric didn’t pull away.
Cillian dusted at his robes, shooting Cedric a dark glower. “He should be executed for this. Attacking a member of the council is treason. Obviously, he is as dangerous as we all believe.”
“I’m more than dangerous,” Cedric said with a dark laugh.
“He did not lay a finger upon you,” Elisabeth replied stonily, shooting them both a silencing glare. She waved at her guards to let them know that they should release Cedric. Then she gestured for the nearest servant to come closer. “Tell the cook to bring out the desserts.” The sooner this disastrous dinner was over, the better.
Cedric shook his head and offered the room a mocking smile. “You will have to excuse me, I haven’t a taste for such delicacies. When I was a boy, I had such a sweet-tooth and I would always steal the cakes and crumpets from the palace kitchen, but I ate too much and became quite ill. Now I simply cannot stand the stuff.”
He moved to step away, but one of the guards lunged for him, grasping his arm. He punched the man, sending him sprawling across the floor. Gasps filled the air and Cedric shot everyone a frustrated look before striding away, past all of the gaping courtiers and out of the room.
 ions for their journey to Mooraven had begun.
“Shall Morren’s son be joining us?” Cillian asked, sawing into his mutton with his knife.
“How should I know?” Elisabeth asked, watching him out of the corner of her eye to make certain that he did not empty any vials of poison into her glass. She didn’t think that he would attempt it in such a crowded room. There were too many witnesses. Besides, after the scare that Cedric created in announcing that he had poisoned everyone a week and a half ago, the servants taste tested all of the food before putting it out. If she was poisoned while dining, the list of suspects would be very short. And at the very top of the list would be Cillian who was sitting directly at her right.
Arnette was positioned at her left. Cedric when he deigned to grace them with his presence which wasn’t often, usually sat two seats down from him. That seat was currently empty. She had not seen Cedric since they had returned from their trip last night, even though she had tried to seek him out to inform him of the news of their upcoming journey to Mooraven. Cedric was impossible to find when he put his mind to it. There was no knowing if he was scurrying through some catacomb or traversing a dark abandoned hall. Assuming he was even in the castle at all.
Casting a suspicious glance at her glass as she raised it to her lips, she continued, “I am not the prince of Mooraven’s keeper.”
“Is it fitting for you to call him such?” Cillian asked, raising his own glass.
Elisabeth shot him a glare as she lowered hers. She wished that she could make him sit farther away, but because of his high position, he had the place of honor just at her right side. Which meant that she had to put up with him while she tried to eat. “What do you mean by that?” She had not called him Cedric, there was nothing improper about the way she addressed him.
Cillian smiled, or at least he tried to, but Elisabeth thought that the way his lips curled over his teeth looked more like a snarl. “You address Morren’s son as the prince of Mooraven, but truthfully he is not that anymore now, is he?”
Elisabeth tilted her head. “I don’t see why you would say that, unless you know something I do not. Has the court actually reached a decision to call him King of Mooraven? A pity I missed it.”
Cillian inhaled deeply, two spots of color blooming on his cheeks. At her left, Arnette choked on his mutton. “The council has decided to reject your request.”
“Oh, well. I do hope to be able to call him the King of Mooraven very soon,” she said, not because she believed it—in fact, she thought that the King of Mooraven had a horrible ring to it—but simply because she knew that was precisely what would anger Cillian the most.
Her days of playing the perfect courtier were long past. Apparently, courtiers were a crooked lot and just all around distasteful.
Cillian’s face grew so red that for a second, she was worried that he was choking on his food until she remembered that he was a traitor who wanted her dead and her stepmother on the throne. It was a disappointment when he drew in a ragged breath.
“What about the King of Havenkeep for a title then?” Gerald Belton asked, leaning forward and grinning at her from his position at the table. The young men sitting around him snickered.
“I think Queen of Havenkeep sounds much better,” she said, tightening her fingers around her knife. She squeezed it so hard that the ivy engravings carved into the handle imprinted in her flesh. She gritted her teeth as she felt the silver grow cold under her grasp.
“But enough of that,” she managed to get out without cracking her composure. “Let us speak of more important matters. Things that are actually happening soon. I hope you shall all be ready to leave for Mooraven in a few days’ time.” She released the knife and folded her hands in her lap.
“Such an undue trip,” Gerald’s mother Pricilia Belton said with an indignant sniff.
“Obviously the princess cares more for those wayward waifs in Mooraven than for her own courtiers,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion replied. Elisabeth could not remember her name.
She rolled her eyes. They didn’t seem to care that she was sitting right there, only a few places down the table from them. But she let them speak. They were right, for once in their lives.
She did care more for the people of Mooraven than these shallow tittering fools.
“Oh mother…” Gerald began but just then, a loud bang echoed through the hall as the doors burst open and Cedric stepped through. He was as pale as a ghoul, still in his disheveled tunic. His hair was unkempt, but then it always was.
“Oh, it appears I am late,” he said before he put on an arrogant smile like a mask. “You must forgive my terrible manners; I was raised in a forest after all. Though I’m sure you gentlefolk know all about that.” The way he said it was almost an admonition. Probably because several of the people, including Arnette, had been in power when he had been banished.
As Cedric passed the chair that had been reserved for him, he snagged it and dragged it along behind him as he strode around the table stopping at her right. He wedged his chair in the corner between her own chair and Cillian’s.
“Is this seat taken?” he asked as he sat down, despite the gasps of the other courtiers and the look of death that Cillian shot him.
Elisabeth struggled to keep her face impassive. “Oh, there you are. The high chancellor was wondering about your whereabouts.”
Cedric picked up Elisabeth’s glass and took a sip from it. When he sat it back down, she slid it in front of him with a frown. “Well, Cillian, old boy, if I had known how much you worried, I would have arrived sooner.” Cedric snagged Cillian’s napkin and draped it over his lap as the servants hurried in carrying his plate to him. When they moved to put a glass at his place, Elisabeth snatched it for herself.
The high chancellor nodded even as his eyes flashed murderously. “You are too generous.”
“I have my moments. But I must say, I am still trying to grow accustomed to these state dinners. As you well know things were not like this in the forest. Nay, not even Mooraven. My father and I often dined alone, any courtiers that we allowed to live were quite pleased to eat elsewhere so as to not draw further attention to themselves.” Cedric smiled. “Those were the days, when the royals were ordering the executions of the nobles.” He picked up his fork and glanced at Cillian. “Rather than the other way around.”
Cillian narrowed his serpentine eyes and looked like he was about to stab Cedric with his knife.
Before Cillian could reply, Elisabeth shot her hand into the air to summon the servants. “I think it is time to start serving the next course,” she said quickly, watching Cedric out of the corner of her eye, silently begging him to not press matters too far. Not in front of literally everyone who held a powerful position in Havenkeep’s court.
The server bowed and hurried off. Elisabeth turned back to Cedric and the high chancellor and forced a smile. “Such fine weather we’ve been having. I never dreamed that the sun could feel quite so warm.”
Arnette at her left nodded his head, but he was also looking between the two men nervously.
Cedric smirked, tapping his fingers against the table as the servants flocked around them. “Yes, very fine weather, Elisabeth. It is quite wonderful to feel the sun again, be a dear and only ever use your ice powers in the winter, if you must use them.”
“Well, I never used my powers before I don’t see why I should now,” she replied rigidly, glancing down the table to see if any of her courtiers were paying attention. Her ice powers were yet another reason she was so unpopular. Everyone feared another eternal winter. She tried her best to make certain that everyone forgot she even had them.
Cedric shook his head. “Such a waste of fine talent.” He turned to the high chancellor. “You know, I would never waste my powers by not using them. I would be far too lonely without my shadow courtiers. But I’m sure I do not have to explain myself to you. I know how you crave power yourself.”
Cillian gripped his fork so tightly that his knuckles grew white. “I have no idea what you speak of. I am in power to serve my people and my kingdom and that has always ever been why I have been in power.”
Cedric laughed out loud, such a surprising sound and genuinely amused, different from his usual careless chuckle, that Elisabeth felt herself wanting to join in. She lifted her napkin and coughed into it to disguise any giggles that might try to escape.
“What a ridiculous notion! What a farce. I thank you for the laugh.” Cedric shook his head as he chuckled. “No, as I, and you, and I am sure that anyone who has ever been in power, well know—people only come to power for a few choice reasons. The attention, the privilege, or, like my father, the power itself.”
“And what are your reasons for your power?” Arnette asked Cedric, adjusting his position in his seat. Elisabeth glanced at the older councilman. She believed that he supported her, but he had never seemed to approve of Cedric.
“Me? All three reasons naturally. Never waste a good thing by not appreciating it enough.”
Arnette nodded sagely and glanced back down at his food. Whatever he was thinking, Elisabeth had no idea. His expression was carefully schooled as it always was.
“You must be looking forward to our trip to Mooraven,” Lady Belton said to Cedric, contempt dripping from her tone as she stared down her narrow nose at him.
Cedric raised one eyebrow. “We are traveling to Mooraven? Why am I only just now hearing about this?”
“It was only decided today,” Elisabeth replied before any of her court could make matters worse.
“I don’t much wish to travel to Mooraven,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion said with a sniff. “Not with the massacres happening there right now.”
“Massacres?” Cedric asked, his charm slipping away like water through rocks.
The lady colored and glanced at the man sitting next to Arnette, and Elisabeth finally placed who they were. Lord and Lady Percival.
“You can’t just say that, dear,” Lord Percival growled. “We do not want to start a panic.”
Cillian waved his arm as both Lord and Lady Percival turned to him nervously. “No harm done, my good lady,” he replied jovially. “Everyone in this room knows anyway.”
“I didn’t,” Cedric said.
Cillian glanced at him dismissively. “Well, everyone who needed to know anyway.”
“Seeing as I will one day rule Mooraven, I think it concerns me greatly what my people are up to,” Cedric replied. His tone was still light, but it had a hard edge. “And whether they are being massacred or not.”
He glanced at Elisabeth, looking betrayed.
“I recently learned,” Elisabeth said by way of explanation, trying to rid him of the accusation in his eyes, “Ismena has begun attacking the people of Mooraven.”
Cedric’s brows drew together as he seemed to be struggling to take in this information.
“She’s wiping out whole villages,” Cillian said, holding up his glass as if toasting such an action.
Cedric narrowed his ice blue eyes, turning them slowly to Cillian. The look on his face was one of pure death. It chilled Elisabeth to her core. “Is she now? You don’t seem to sound too distressed over it.”
Cillian smiled as he took a drink from his cup. “Why would I be? Ismena is doing us a favor by ridding us of those worthless creatures that once served Morren.”
Cedric was on his feet so quickly that Elisabeth didn’t realize what he was doing until his chair crashed on the stone floor. The jarring sound jolted her from her own seat and she lunged forward to grab him just as he pounced at Cillian.
Lady Percival screeched and several of the other courtiers gasped and sprang to their feet as well.
Cillian shoved away from the table so quickly that he fell from his chair.
She should not have been able to stop Cedric, he was far more powerful than her, but as she gripped his arm, he seemed to forget attacking Cillian. He wrenched his arm out of her grasp and jolted away, whirling to shoot her a confused look.
Elisabeth didn’t fully understand his surprise until she noticed that the cloth where she had grabbed him was crusted with ice.
Elisabeth looked down at her hand in horror then raised her gaze to Cedric’s. She had not meant for that to happen. She swallowed hard, feeling her stomach slosh, nearly disposing of her supper.
Cedric’s eyes darted to the courtiers and he quickly adjusted his tunic, hiding it from view. Though why he was protecting her when she could have very well have killed him was beyond her wildest comprehension.
And then the guards were there, grabbing Cedric. That was the wrong move for them to do. Cedric had been raised by mercenaries; Elisabeth was quite certain he knew how to brawl. He elbowed the guard behind him, twisting from his grasp, swinging his arm out to catch in the face of another guard. The last guard that tried to grab at him, he raised his leg and kicked in the stomach.
Once free, he turned back to Cillian, but Elisabeth threw herself in front of him. She shot her arms out to block his path, but didn’t dare touch him. She didn’t have to; Cedric didn’t try to step around her.
“Please, everyone return to your seats,” she cried over her shoulder. Her mask of calm slipped as she shot Cedric a desperate glance. He held her gaze for a long moment before finally stepping back, as he moved the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders and torso. Several of the guards grasped his arm again, but this time Cedric didn’t pull away.
Cillian dusted at his robes, shooting Cedric a dark glower. “He should be executed for this. Attacking a member of the council is treason. Obviously, he is as dangerous as we all believe.”
“I’m more than dangerous,” Cedric said with a dark laugh.
“He did not lay a finger upon you,” Elisabeth replied stonily, shooting them both a silencing glare. She waved at her guards to let them know that they should release Cedric. Then she gestured for the nearest servant to come closer. “Tell the cook to bring out the desserts.” The sooner this disastrous dinner was over, the better.
Cedric shook his head and offered the room a mocking smile. “You will have to excuse me, I haven’t a taste for such delicacies. When I was a boy, I had such a sweet-tooth and I would always steal the cakes and crumpets from the palace kitchen, but I ate too much and became quite ill. Now I simply cannot stand the stuff.”
He moved to step away, but one of the guards lunged for him, grasping his arm. He punched the man, sending him sprawling across the floor. Gasps filled the air and Cedric shot everyone a frustrated look before striding away, past all of the gaping courtiers and out of the room.
 ions for their journey to Mooraven had begun.
“Shall Morren’s son be joining us?” Cillian asked, sawing into his mutton with his knife.
“How should I know?” Elisabeth asked, watching him out of the corner of her eye to make certain that he did not empty any vials of poison into her glass. She didn’t think that he would attempt it in such a crowded room. There were too many witnesses. Besides, after the scare that Cedric created in announcing that he had poisoned everyone a week and a half ago, the servants taste tested all of the food before putting it out. If she was poisoned while dining, the list of suspects would be very short. And at the very top of the list would be Cillian who was sitting directly at her right.
Arnette was positioned at her left. Cedric when he deigned to grace them with his presence which wasn’t often, usually sat two seats down from him. That seat was currently empty. She had not seen Cedric since they had returned from their trip last night, even though she had tried to seek him out to inform him of the news of their upcoming journey to Mooraven. Cedric was impossible to find when he put his mind to it. There was no knowing if he was scurrying through some catacomb or traversing a dark abandoned hall. Assuming he was even in the castle at all.
Casting a suspicious glance at her glass as she raised it to her lips, she continued, “I am not the prince of Mooraven’s keeper.”
“Is it fitting for you to call him such?” Cillian asked, raising his own glass.
Elisabeth shot him a glare as she lowered hers. She wished that she could make him sit farther away, but because of his high position, he had the place of honor just at her right side. Which meant that she had to put up with him while she tried to eat. “What do you mean by that?” She had not called him Cedric, there was nothing improper about the way she addressed him.
Cillian smiled, or at least he tried to, but Elisabeth thought that the way his lips curled over his teeth looked more like a snarl. “You address Morren’s son as the prince of Mooraven, but truthfully he is not that anymore now, is he?”
Elisabeth tilted her head. “I don’t see why you would say that, unless you know something I do not. Has the court actually reached a decision to call him King of Mooraven? A pity I missed it.”
Cillian inhaled deeply, two spots of color blooming on his cheeks. At her left, Arnette choked on his mutton. “The council has decided to reject your request.”
“Oh, well. I do hope to be able to call him the King of Mooraven very soon,” she said, not because she believed it—in fact, she thought that the King of Mooraven had a horrible ring to it—but simply because she knew that was precisely what would anger Cillian the most.
Her days of playing the perfect courtier were long past. Apparently, courtiers were a crooked lot and just all around distasteful.
Cillian’s face grew so red that for a second, she was worried that he was choking on his food until she remembered that he was a traitor who wanted her dead and her stepmother on the throne. It was a disappointment when he drew in a ragged breath.
“What about the King of Havenkeep for a title then?” Gerald Belton asked, leaning forward and grinning at her from his position at the table. The young men sitting around him snickered.
“I think Queen of Havenkeep sounds much better,” she said, tightening her fingers around her knife. She squeezed it so hard that the ivy engravings carved into the handle imprinted in her flesh. She gritted her teeth as she felt the silver grow cold under her grasp.
“But enough of that,” she managed to get out without cracking her composure. “Let us speak of more important matters. Things that are actually happening soon. I hope you shall all be ready to leave for Mooraven in a few days’ time.” She released the knife and folded her hands in her lap.
“Such an undue trip,” Gerald’s mother Pricilia Belton said with an indignant sniff.
“Obviously the princess cares more for those wayward waifs in Mooraven than for her own courtiers,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion replied. Elisabeth could not remember her name.
She rolled her eyes. They didn’t seem to care that she was sitting right there, only a few places down the table from them. But she let them speak. They were right, for once in their lives.
She did care more for the people of Mooraven than these shallow tittering fools.
“Oh mother…” Gerald began but just then, a loud bang echoed through the hall as the doors burst open and Cedric stepped through. He was as pale as a ghoul, still in his disheveled tunic. His hair was unkempt, but then it always was.
“Oh, it appears I am late,” he said before he put on an arrogant smile like a mask. “You must forgive my terrible manners; I was raised in a forest after all. Though I’m sure you gentlefolk know all about that.” The way he said it was almost an admonition. Probably because several of the people, including Arnette, had been in power when he had been banished.
As Cedric passed the chair that had been reserved for him, he snagged it and dragged it along behind him as he strode around the table stopping at her right. He wedged his chair in the corner between her own chair and Cillian’s.
“Is this seat taken?” he asked as he sat down, despite the gasps of the other courtiers and the look of death that Cillian shot him.
Elisabeth struggled to keep her face impassive. “Oh, there you are. The high chancellor was wondering about your whereabouts.”
Cedric picked up Elisabeth’s glass and took a sip from it. When he sat it back down, she slid it in front of him with a frown. “Well, Cillian, old boy, if I had known how much you worried, I would have arrived sooner.” Cedric snagged Cillian’s napkin and draped it over his lap as the servants hurried in carrying his plate to him. When they moved to put a glass at his place, Elisabeth snatched it for herself.
The high chancellor nodded even as his eyes flashed murderously. “You are too generous.”
“I have my moments. But I must say, I am still trying to grow accustomed to these state dinners. As you well know things were not like this in the forest. Nay, not even Mooraven. My father and I often dined alone, any courtiers that we allowed to live were quite pleased to eat elsewhere so as to not draw further attention to themselves.” Cedric smiled. “Those were the days, when the royals were ordering the executions of the nobles.” He picked up his fork and glanced at Cillian. “Rather than the other way around.”
Cillian narrowed his serpentine eyes and looked like he was about to stab Cedric with his knife.
Before Cillian could reply, Elisabeth shot her hand into the air to summon the servants. “I think it is time to start serving the next course,” she said quickly, watching Cedric out of the corner of her eye, silently begging him to not press matters too far. Not in front of literally everyone who held a powerful position in Havenkeep’s court.
The server bowed and hurried off. Elisabeth turned back to Cedric and the high chancellor and forced a smile. “Such fine weather we’ve been having. I never dreamed that the sun could feel quite so warm.”
Arnette at her left nodded his head, but he was also looking between the two men nervously.
Cedric smirked, tapping his fingers against the table as the servants flocked around them. “Yes, very fine weather, Elisabeth. It is quite wonderful to feel the sun again, be a dear and only ever use your ice powers in the winter, if you must use them.”
“Well, I never used my powers before I don’t see why I should now,” she replied rigidly, glancing down the table to see if any of her courtiers were paying attention. Her ice powers were yet another reason she was so unpopular. Everyone feared another eternal winter. She tried her best to make certain that everyone forgot she even had them.
Cedric shook his head. “Such a waste of fine talent.” He turned to the high chancellor. “You know, I would never waste my powers by not using them. I would be far too lonely without my shadow courtiers. But I’m sure I do not have to explain myself to you. I know how you crave power yourself.”
Cillian gripped his fork so tightly that his knuckles grew white. “I have no idea what you speak of. I am in power to serve my people and my kingdom and that has always ever been why I have been in power.”
Cedric laughed out loud, such a surprising sound and genuinely amused, different from his usual careless chuckle, that Elisabeth felt herself wanting to join in. She lifted her napkin and coughed into it to disguise any giggles that might try to escape.
“What a ridiculous notion! What a farce. I thank you for the laugh.” Cedric shook his head as he chuckled. “No, as I, and you, and I am sure that anyone who has ever been in power, well know—people only come to power for a few choice reasons. The attention, the privilege, or, like my father, the power itself.”
“And what are your reasons for your power?” Arnette asked Cedric, adjusting his position in his seat. Elisabeth glanced at the older councilman. She believed that he supported her, but he had never seemed to approve of Cedric.
“Me? All three reasons naturally. Never waste a good thing by not appreciating it enough.”
Arnette nodded sagely and glanced back down at his food. Whatever he was thinking, Elisabeth had no idea. His expression was carefully schooled as it always was.
“You must be looking forward to our trip to Mooraven,” Lady Belton said to Cedric, contempt dripping from her tone as she stared down her narrow nose at him.
Cedric raised one eyebrow. “We are traveling to Mooraven? Why am I only just now hearing about this?”
“It was only decided today,” Elisabeth replied before any of her court could make matters worse.
“I don’t much wish to travel to Mooraven,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion said with a sniff. “Not with the massacres happening there right now.”
“Massacres?” Cedric asked, his charm slipping away like water through rocks.
The lady colored and glanced at the man sitting next to Arnette, and Elisabeth finally placed who they were. Lord and Lady Percival.
“You can’t just say that, dear,” Lord Percival growled. “We do not want to start a panic.”
Cillian waved his arm as both Lord and Lady Percival turned to him nervously. “No harm done, my good lady,” he replied jovially. “Everyone in this room knows anyway.”
“I didn’t,” Cedric said.
Cillian glanced at him dismissively. “Well, everyone who needed to know anyway.”
“Seeing as I will one day rule Mooraven, I think it concerns me greatly what my people are up to,” Cedric replied. His tone was still light, but it had a hard edge. “And whether they are being massacred or not.”
He glanced at Elisabeth, looking betrayed.
“I recently learned,” Elisabeth said by way of explanation, trying to rid him of the accusation in his eyes, “Ismena has begun attacking the people of Mooraven.”
Cedric’s brows drew together as he seemed to be struggling to take in this information.
“She’s wiping out whole villages,” Cillian said, holding up his glass as if toasting such an action.
Cedric narrowed his ice blue eyes, turning them slowly to Cillian. The look on his face was one of pure death. It chilled Elisabeth to her core. “Is she now? You don’t seem to sound too distressed over it.”
Cillian smiled as he took a drink from his cup. “Why would I be? Ismena is doing us a favor by ridding us of those worthless creatures that once served Morren.”
Cedric was on his feet so quickly that Elisabeth didn’t realize what he was doing until his chair crashed on the stone floor. The jarring sound jolted her from her own seat and she lunged forward to grab him just as he pounced at Cillian.
Lady Percival screeched and several of the other courtiers gasped and sprang to their feet as well.
Cillian shoved away from the table so quickly that he fell from his chair.
She should not have been able to stop Cedric, he was far more powerful than her, but as she gripped his arm, he seemed to forget attacking Cillian. He wrenched his arm out of her grasp and jolted away, whirling to shoot her a confused look.
Elisabeth didn’t fully understand his surprise until she noticed that the cloth where she had grabbed him was crusted with ice.
Elisabeth looked down at her hand in horror then raised her gaze to Cedric’s. She had not meant for that to happen. She swallowed hard, feeling her stomach slosh, nearly disposing of her supper.
Cedric’s eyes darted to the courtiers and he quickly adjusted his tunic, hiding it from view. Though why he was protecting her when she could have very well have killed him was beyond her wildest comprehension.
And then the guards were there, grabbing Cedric. That was the wrong move for them to do. Cedric had been raised by mercenaries; Elisabeth was quite certain he knew how to brawl. He elbowed the guard behind him, twisting from his grasp, swinging his arm out to catch in the face of another guard. The last guard that tried to grab at him, he raised his leg and kicked in the stomach.
Once free, he turned back to Cillian, but Elisabeth threw herself in front of him. She shot her arms out to block his path, but didn’t dare touch him. She didn’t have to; Cedric didn’t try to step around her.
“Please, everyone return to your seats,” she cried over her shoulder. Her mask of calm slipped as she shot Cedric a desperate glance. He held her gaze for a long moment before finally stepping back, as he moved the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders and torso. Several of the guards grasped his arm again, but this time Cedric didn’t pull away.
Cillian dusted at his robes, shooting Cedric a dark glower. “He should be executed for this. Attacking a member of the council is treason. Obviously, he is as dangerous as we all believe.”
“I’m more than dangerous,” Cedric said with a dark laugh.
“He did not lay a finger upon you,” Elisabeth replied stonily, shooting them both a silencing glare. She waved at her guards to let them know that they should release Cedric. Then she gestured for the nearest servant to come closer. “Tell the cook to bring out the desserts.” The sooner this disastrous dinner was over, the better.
Cedric shook his head and offered the room a mocking smile. “You will have to excuse me, I haven’t a taste for such delicacies. When I was a boy, I had such a sweet-tooth and I would always steal the cakes and crumpets from the palace kitchen, but I ate too much and became quite ill. Now I simply cannot stand the stuff.”
He moved to step away, but one of the guards lunged for him, grasping his arm. He punched the man, sending him sprawling across the floor. Gasps filled the air and Cedric shot everyone a frustrated look before striding away, past all of the gaping courtiers and out of the room.
 ions for their journey to Mooraven had begun.
“Shall Morren’s son be joining us?” Cillian asked, sawing into his mutton with his knife.
“How should I know?” Elisabeth asked, watching him out of the corner of her eye to make certain that he did not empty any vials of poison into her glass. She didn’t think that he would attempt it in such a crowded room. There were too many witnesses. Besides, after the scare that Cedric created in announcing that he had poisoned everyone a week and a half ago, the servants taste tested all of the food before putting it out. If she was poisoned while dining, the list of suspects would be very short. And at the very top of the list would be Cillian who was sitting directly at her right.
Arnette was positioned at her left. Cedric when he deigned to grace them with his presence which wasn’t often, usually sat two seats down from him. That seat was currently empty. She had not seen Cedric since they had returned from their trip last night, even though she had tried to seek him out to inform him of the news of their upcoming journey to Mooraven. Cedric was impossible to find when he put his mind to it. There was no knowing if he was scurrying through some catacomb or traversing a dark abandoned hall. Assuming he was even in the castle at all.
Casting a suspicious glance at her glass as she raised it to her lips, she continued, “I am not the prince of Mooraven’s keeper.”
“Is it fitting for you to call him such?” Cillian asked, raising his own glass.
Elisabeth shot him a glare as she lowered hers. She wished that she could make him sit farther away, but because of his high position, he had the place of honor just at her right side. Which meant that she had to put up with him while she tried to eat. “What do you mean by that?” She had not called him Cedric, there was nothing improper about the way she addressed him.
Cillian smiled, or at least he tried to, but Elisabeth thought that the way his lips curled over his teeth looked more like a snarl. “You address Morren’s son as the prince of Mooraven, but truthfully he is not that anymore now, is he?”
Elisabeth tilted her head. “I don’t see why you would say that, unless you know something I do not. Has the court actually reached a decision to call him King of Mooraven? A pity I missed it.”
Cillian inhaled deeply, two spots of color blooming on his cheeks. At her left, Arnette choked on his mutton. “The council has decided to reject your request.”
“Oh, well. I do hope to be able to call him the King of Mooraven very soon,” she said, not because she believed it—in fact, she thought that the King of Mooraven had a horrible ring to it—but simply because she knew that was precisely what would anger Cillian the most.
Her days of playing the perfect courtier were long past. Apparently, courtiers were a crooked lot and just all around distasteful.
Cillian’s face grew so red that for a second, she was worried that he was choking on his food until she remembered that he was a traitor who wanted her dead and her stepmother on the throne. It was a disappointment when he drew in a ragged breath.
“What about the King of Havenkeep for a title then?” Gerald Belton asked, leaning forward and grinning at her from his position at the table. The young men sitting around him snickered.
“I think Queen of Havenkeep sounds much better,” she said, tightening her fingers around her knife. She squeezed it so hard that the ivy engravings carved into the handle imprinted in her flesh. She gritted her teeth as she felt the silver grow cold under her grasp.
“But enough of that,” she managed to get out without cracking her composure. “Let us speak of more important matters. Things that are actually happening soon. I hope you shall all be ready to leave for Mooraven in a few days’ time.” She released the knife and folded her hands in her lap.
“Such an undue trip,” Gerald’s mother Pricilia Belton said with an indignant sniff.
“Obviously the princess cares more for those wayward waifs in Mooraven than for her own courtiers,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion replied. Elisabeth could not remember her name.
She rolled her eyes. They didn’t seem to care that she was sitting right there, only a few places down the table from them. But she let them speak. They were right, for once in their lives.
She did care more for the people of Mooraven than these shallow tittering fools.
“Oh mother…” Gerald began but just then, a loud bang echoed through the hall as the doors burst open and Cedric stepped through. He was as pale as a ghoul, still in his disheveled tunic. His hair was unkempt, but then it always was.
“Oh, it appears I am late,” he said before he put on an arrogant smile like a mask. “You must forgive my terrible manners; I was raised in a forest after all. Though I’m sure you gentlefolk know all about that.” The way he said it was almost an admonition. Probably because several of the people, including Arnette, had been in power when he had been banished.
As Cedric passed the chair that had been reserved for him, he snagged it and dragged it along behind him as he strode around the table stopping at her right. He wedged his chair in the corner between her own chair and Cillian’s.
“Is this seat taken?” he asked as he sat down, despite the gasps of the other courtiers and the look of death that Cillian shot him.
Elisabeth struggled to keep her face impassive. “Oh, there you are. The high chancellor was wondering about your whereabouts.”
Cedric picked up Elisabeth’s glass and took a sip from it. When he sat it back down, she slid it in front of him with a frown. “Well, Cillian, old boy, if I had known how much you worried, I would have arrived sooner.” Cedric snagged Cillian’s napkin and draped it over his lap as the servants hurried in carrying his plate to him. When they moved to put a glass at his place, Elisabeth snatched it for herself.
The high chancellor nodded even as his eyes flashed murderously. “You are too generous.”
“I have my moments. But I must say, I am still trying to grow accustomed to these state dinners. As you well know things were not like this in the forest. Nay, not even Mooraven. My father and I often dined alone, any courtiers that we allowed to live were quite pleased to eat elsewhere so as to not draw further attention to themselves.” Cedric smiled. “Those were the days, when the royals were ordering the executions of the nobles.” He picked up his fork and glanced at Cillian. “Rather than the other way around.”
Cillian narrowed his serpentine eyes and looked like he was about to stab Cedric with his knife.
Before Cillian could reply, Elisabeth shot her hand into the air to summon the servants. “I think it is time to start serving the next course,” she said quickly, watching Cedric out of the corner of her eye, silently begging him to not press matters too far. Not in front of literally everyone who held a powerful position in Havenkeep’s court.
The server bowed and hurried off. Elisabeth turned back to Cedric and the high chancellor and forced a smile. “Such fine weather we’ve been having. I never dreamed that the sun could feel quite so warm.”
Arnette at her left nodded his head, but he was also looking between the two men nervously.
Cedric smirked, tapping his fingers against the table as the servants flocked around them. “Yes, very fine weather, Elisabeth. It is quite wonderful to feel the sun again, be a dear and only ever use your ice powers in the winter, if you must use them.”
“Well, I never used my powers before I don’t see why I should now,” she replied rigidly, glancing down the table to see if any of her courtiers were paying attention. Her ice powers were yet another reason she was so unpopular. Everyone feared another eternal winter. She tried her best to make certain that everyone forgot she even had them.
Cedric shook his head. “Such a waste of fine talent.” He turned to the high chancellor. “You know, I would never waste my powers by not using them. I would be far too lonely without my shadow courtiers. But I’m sure I do not have to explain myself to you. I know how you crave power yourself.”
Cillian gripped his fork so tightly that his knuckles grew white. “I have no idea what you speak of. I am in power to serve my people and my kingdom and that has always ever been why I have been in power.”
Cedric laughed out loud, such a surprising sound and genuinely amused, different from his usual careless chuckle, that Elisabeth felt herself wanting to join in. She lifted her napkin and coughed into it to disguise any giggles that might try to escape.
“What a ridiculous notion! What a farce. I thank you for the laugh.” Cedric shook his head as he chuckled. “No, as I, and you, and I am sure that anyone who has ever been in power, well know—people only come to power for a few choice reasons. The attention, the privilege, or, like my father, the power itself.”
“And what are your reasons for your power?” Arnette asked Cedric, adjusting his position in his seat. Elisabeth glanced at the older councilman. She believed that he supported her, but he had never seemed to approve of Cedric.
“Me? All three reasons naturally. Never waste a good thing by not appreciating it enough.”
Arnette nodded sagely and glanced back down at his food. Whatever he was thinking, Elisabeth had no idea. His expression was carefully schooled as it always was.
“You must be looking forward to our trip to Mooraven,” Lady Belton said to Cedric, contempt dripping from her tone as she stared down her narrow nose at him.
Cedric raised one eyebrow. “We are traveling to Mooraven? Why am I only just now hearing about this?”
“It was only decided today,” Elisabeth replied before any of her court could make matters worse.
“I don’t much wish to travel to Mooraven,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion said with a sniff. “Not with the massacres happening there right now.”
“Massacres?” Cedric asked, his charm slipping away like water through rocks.
The lady colored and glanced at the man sitting next to Arnette, and Elisabeth finally placed who they were. Lord and Lady Percival.
“You can’t just say that, dear,” Lord Percival growled. “We do not want to start a panic.”
Cillian waved his arm as both Lord and Lady Percival turned to him nervously. “No harm done, my good lady,” he replied jovially. “Everyone in this room knows anyway.”
“I didn’t,” Cedric said.
Cillian glanced at him dismissively. “Well, everyone who needed to know anyway.”
“Seeing as I will one day rule Mooraven, I think it concerns me greatly what my people are up to,” Cedric replied. His tone was still light, but it had a hard edge. “And whether they are being massacred or not.”
He glanced at Elisabeth, looking betrayed.
“I recently learned,” Elisabeth said by way of explanation, trying to rid him of the accusation in his eyes, “Ismena has begun attacking the people of Mooraven.”
Cedric’s brows drew together as he seemed to be struggling to take in this information.
“She’s wiping out whole villages,” Cillian said, holding up his glass as if toasting such an action.
Cedric narrowed his ice blue eyes, turning them slowly to Cillian. The look on his face was one of pure death. It chilled Elisabeth to her core. “Is she now? You don’t seem to sound too distressed over it.”
Cillian smiled as he took a drink from his cup. “Why would I be? Ismena is doing us a favor by ridding us of those worthless creatures that once served Morren.”
Cedric was on his feet so quickly that Elisabeth didn’t realize what he was doing until his chair crashed on the stone floor. The jarring sound jolted her from her own seat and she lunged forward to grab him just as he pounced at Cillian.
Lady Percival screeched and several of the other courtiers gasped and sprang to their feet as well.
Cillian shoved away from the table so quickly that he fell from his chair.
She should not have been able to stop Cedric, he was far more powerful than her, but as she gripped his arm, he seemed to forget attacking Cillian. He wrenched his arm out of her grasp and jolted away, whirling to shoot her a confused look.
Elisabeth didn’t fully understand his surprise until she noticed that the cloth where she had grabbed him was crusted with ice.
Elisabeth looked down at her hand in horror then raised her gaze to Cedric’s. She had not meant for that to happen. She swallowed hard, feeling her stomach slosh, nearly disposing of her supper.
Cedric’s eyes darted to the courtiers and he quickly adjusted his tunic, hiding it from view. Though why he was protecting her when she could have very well have killed him was beyond her wildest comprehension.
And then the guards were there, grabbing Cedric. That was the wrong move for them to do. Cedric had been raised by mercenaries; Elisabeth was quite certain he knew how to brawl. He elbowed the guard behind him, twisting from his grasp, swinging his arm out to catch in the face of another guard. The last guard that tried to grab at him, he raised his leg and kicked in the stomach.
Once free, he turned back to Cillian, but Elisabeth threw herself in front of him. She shot her arms out to block his path, but didn’t dare touch him. She didn’t have to; Cedric didn’t try to step around her.
“Please, everyone return to your seats,” she cried over her shoulder. Her mask of calm slipped as she shot Cedric a desperate glance. He held her gaze for a long moment before finally stepping back, as he moved the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders and torso. Several of the guards grasped his arm again, but this time Cedric didn’t pull away.
Cillian dusted at his robes, shooting Cedric a dark glower. “He should be executed for this. Attacking a member of the council is treason. Obviously, he is as dangerous as we all believe.”
“I’m more than dangerous,” Cedric said with a dark laugh.
“He did not lay a finger upon you,” Elisabeth replied stonily, shooting them both a silencing glare. She waved at her guards to let them know that they should release Cedric. Then she gestured for the nearest servant to come closer. “Tell the cook to bring out the desserts.” The sooner this disastrous dinner was over, the better.
Cedric shook his head and offered the room a mocking smile. “You will have to excuse me, I haven’t a taste for such delicacies. When I was a boy, I had such a sweet-tooth and I would always steal the cakes and crumpets from the palace kitchen, but I ate too much and became quite ill. Now I simply cannot stand the stuff.”
He moved to step away, but one of the guards lunged for him, grasping his arm. He punched the man, sending him sprawling across the floor. Gasps filled the air and Cedric shot everyone a frustrated look before striding away, past all of the gaping courtiers and out of the room.
 ions for their journey to Mooraven had begun.
“Shall Morren’s son be joining us?” Cillian asked, sawing into his mutton with his knife.
“How should I know?” Elisabeth asked, watching him out of the corner of her eye to make certain that he did not empty any vials of poison into her glass. She didn’t think that he would attempt it in such a crowded room. There were too many witnesses. Besides, after the scare that Cedric created in announcing that he had poisoned everyone a week and a half ago, the servants taste tested all of the food before putting it out. If she was poisoned while dining, the list of suspects would be very short. And at the very top of the list would be Cillian who was sitting directly at her right.
Arnette was positioned at her left. Cedric when he deigned to grace them with his presence which wasn’t often, usually sat two seats down from him. That seat was currently empty. She had not seen Cedric since they had returned from their trip last night, even though she had tried to seek him out to inform him of the news of their upcoming journey to Mooraven. Cedric was impossible to find when he put his mind to it. There was no knowing if he was scurrying through some catacomb or traversing a dark abandoned hall. Assuming he was even in the castle at all.
Casting a suspicious glance at her glass as she raised it to her lips, she continued, “I am not the prince of Mooraven’s keeper.”
“Is it fitting for you to call him such?” Cillian asked, raising his own glass.
Elisabeth shot him a glare as she lowered hers. She wished that she could make him sit farther away, but because of his high position, he had the place of honor just at her right side. Which meant that she had to put up with him while she tried to eat. “What do you mean by that?” She had not called him Cedric, there was nothing improper about the way she addressed him.
Cillian smiled, or at least he tried to, but Elisabeth thought that the way his lips curled over his teeth looked more like a snarl. “You address Morren’s son as the prince of Mooraven, but truthfully he is not that anymore now, is he?”
Elisabeth tilted her head. “I don’t see why you would say that, unless you know something I do not. Has the court actually reached a decision to call him King of Mooraven? A pity I missed it.”
Cillian inhaled deeply, two spots of color blooming on his cheeks. At her left, Arnette choked on his mutton. “The council has decided to reject your request.”
“Oh, well. I do hope to be able to call him the King of Mooraven very soon,” she said, not because she believed it—in fact, she thought that the King of Mooraven had a horrible ring to it—but simply because she knew that was precisely what would anger Cillian the most.
Her days of playing the perfect courtier were long past. Apparently, courtiers were a crooked lot and just all around distasteful.
Cillian’s face grew so red that for a second, she was worried that he was choking on his food until she remembered that he was a traitor who wanted her dead and her stepmother on the throne. It was a disappointment when he drew in a ragged breath.
“What about the King of Havenkeep for a title then?” Gerald Belton asked, leaning forward and grinning at her from his position at the table. The young men sitting around him snickered.
“I think Queen of Havenkeep sounds much better,” she said, tightening her fingers around her knife. She squeezed it so hard that the ivy engravings carved into the handle imprinted in her flesh. She gritted her teeth as she felt the silver grow cold under her grasp.
“But enough of that,” she managed to get out without cracking her composure. “Let us speak of more important matters. Things that are actually happening soon. I hope you shall all be ready to leave for Mooraven in a few days’ time.” She released the knife and folded her hands in her lap.
“Such an undue trip,” Gerald’s mother Pricilia Belton said with an indignant sniff.
“Obviously the princess cares more for those wayward waifs in Mooraven than for her own courtiers,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion replied. Elisabeth could not remember her name.
She rolled her eyes. They didn’t seem to care that she was sitting right there, only a few places down the table from them. But she let them speak. They were right, for once in their lives.
She did care more for the people of Mooraven than these shallow tittering fools.
“Oh mother…” Gerald began but just then, a loud bang echoed through the hall as the doors burst open and Cedric stepped through. He was as pale as a ghoul, still in his disheveled tunic. His hair was unkempt, but then it always was.
“Oh, it appears I am late,” he said before he put on an arrogant smile like a mask. “You must forgive my terrible manners; I was raised in a forest after all. Though I’m sure you gentlefolk know all about that.” The way he said it was almost an admonition. Probably because several of the people, including Arnette, had been in power when he had been banished.
As Cedric passed the chair that had been reserved for him, he snagged it and dragged it along behind him as he strode around the table stopping at her right. He wedged his chair in the corner between her own chair and Cillian’s.
“Is this seat taken?” he asked as he sat down, despite the gasps of the other courtiers and the look of death that Cillian shot him.
Elisabeth struggled to keep her face impassive. “Oh, there you are. The high chancellor was wondering about your whereabouts.”
Cedric picked up Elisabeth’s glass and took a sip from it. When he sat it back down, she slid it in front of him with a frown. “Well, Cillian, old boy, if I had known how much you worried, I would have arrived sooner.” Cedric snagged Cillian’s napkin and draped it over his lap as the servants hurried in carrying his plate to him. When they moved to put a glass at his place, Elisabeth snatched it for herself.
The high chancellor nodded even as his eyes flashed murderously. “You are too generous.”
“I have my moments. But I must say, I am still trying to grow accustomed to these state dinners. As you well know things were not like this in the forest. Nay, not even Mooraven. My father and I often dined alone, any courtiers that we allowed to live were quite pleased to eat elsewhere so as to not draw further attention to themselves.” Cedric smiled. “Those were the days, when the royals were ordering the executions of the nobles.” He picked up his fork and glanced at Cillian. “Rather than the other way around.”
Cillian narrowed his serpentine eyes and looked like he was about to stab Cedric with his knife.
Before Cillian could reply, Elisabeth shot her hand into the air to summon the servants. “I think it is time to start serving the next course,” she said quickly, watching Cedric out of the corner of her eye, silently begging him to not press matters too far. Not in front of literally everyone who held a powerful position in Havenkeep’s court.
The server bowed and hurried off. Elisabeth turned back to Cedric and the high chancellor and forced a smile. “Such fine weather we’ve been having. I never dreamed that the sun could feel quite so warm.”
Arnette at her left nodded his head, but he was also looking between the two men nervously.
Cedric smirked, tapping his fingers against the table as the servants flocked around them. “Yes, very fine weather, Elisabeth. It is quite wonderful to feel the sun again, be a dear and only ever use your ice powers in the winter, if you must use them.”
“Well, I never used my powers before I don’t see why I should now,” she replied rigidly, glancing down the table to see if any of her courtiers were paying attention. Her ice powers were yet another reason she was so unpopular. Everyone feared another eternal winter. She tried her best to make certain that everyone forgot she even had them.
Cedric shook his head. “Such a waste of fine talent.” He turned to the high chancellor. “You know, I would never waste my powers by not using them. I would be far too lonely without my shadow courtiers. But I’m sure I do not have to explain myself to you. I know how you crave power yourself.”
Cillian gripped his fork so tightly that his knuckles grew white. “I have no idea what you speak of. I am in power to serve my people and my kingdom and that has always ever been why I have been in power.”
Cedric laughed out loud, such a surprising sound and genuinely amused, different from his usual careless chuckle, that Elisabeth felt herself wanting to join in. She lifted her napkin and coughed into it to disguise any giggles that might try to escape.
“What a ridiculous notion! What a farce. I thank you for the laugh.” Cedric shook his head as he chuckled. “No, as I, and you, and I am sure that anyone who has ever been in power, well know—people only come to power for a few choice reasons. The attention, the privilege, or, like my father, the power itself.”
“And what are your reasons for your power?” Arnette asked Cedric, adjusting his position in his seat. Elisabeth glanced at the older councilman. She believed that he supported her, but he had never seemed to approve of Cedric.
“Me? All three reasons naturally. Never waste a good thing by not appreciating it enough.”
Arnette nodded sagely and glanced back down at his food. Whatever he was thinking, Elisabeth had no idea. His expression was carefully schooled as it always was.
“You must be looking forward to our trip to Mooraven,” Lady Belton said to Cedric, contempt dripping from her tone as she stared down her narrow nose at him.
Cedric raised one eyebrow. “We are traveling to Mooraven? Why am I only just now hearing about this?”
“It was only decided today,” Elisabeth replied before any of her court could make matters worse.
“I don’t much wish to travel to Mooraven,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion said with a sniff. “Not with the massacres happening there right now.”
“Massacres?” Cedric asked, his charm slipping away like water through rocks.
The lady colored and glanced at the man sitting next to Arnette, and Elisabeth finally placed who they were. Lord and Lady Percival.
“You can’t just say that, dear,” Lord Percival growled. “We do not want to start a panic.”
Cillian waved his arm as both Lord and Lady Percival turned to him nervously. “No harm done, my good lady,” he replied jovially. “Everyone in this room knows anyway.”
“I didn’t,” Cedric said.
Cillian glanced at him dismissively. “Well, everyone who needed to know anyway.”
“Seeing as I will one day rule Mooraven, I think it concerns me greatly what my people are up to,” Cedric replied. His tone was still light, but it had a hard edge. “And whether they are being massacred or not.”
He glanced at Elisabeth, looking betrayed.
“I recently learned,” Elisabeth said by way of explanation, trying to rid him of the accusation in his eyes, “Ismena has begun attacking the people of Mooraven.”
Cedric’s brows drew together as he seemed to be struggling to take in this information.
“She’s wiping out whole villages,” Cillian said, holding up his glass as if toasting such an action.
Cedric narrowed his ice blue eyes, turning them slowly to Cillian. The look on his face was one of pure death. It chilled Elisabeth to her core. “Is she now? You don’t seem to sound too distressed over it.”
Cillian smiled as he took a drink from his cup. “Why would I be? Ismena is doing us a favor by ridding us of those worthless creatures that once served Morren.”
Cedric was on his feet so quickly that Elisabeth didn’t realize what he was doing until his chair crashed on the stone floor. The jarring sound jolted her from her own seat and she lunged forward to grab him just as he pounced at Cillian.
Lady Percival screeched and several of the other courtiers gasped and sprang to their feet as well.
Cillian shoved away from the table so quickly that he fell from his chair.
She should not have been able to stop Cedric, he was far more powerful than her, but as she gripped his arm, he seemed to forget attacking Cillian. He wrenched his arm out of her grasp and jolted away, whirling to shoot her a confused look.
Elisabeth didn’t fully understand his surprise until she noticed that the cloth where she had grabbed him was crusted with ice.
Elisabeth looked down at her hand in horror then raised her gaze to Cedric’s. She had not meant for that to happen. She swallowed hard, feeling her stomach slosh, nearly disposing of her supper.
Cedric’s eyes darted to the courtiers and he quickly adjusted his tunic, hiding it from view. Though why he was protecting her when she could have very well have killed him was beyond her wildest comprehension.
And then the guards were there, grabbing Cedric. That was the wrong move for them to do. Cedric had been raised by mercenaries; Elisabeth was quite certain he knew how to brawl. He elbowed the guard behind him, twisting from his grasp, swinging his arm out to catch in the face of another guard. The last guard that tried to grab at him, he raised his leg and kicked in the stomach.
Once free, he turned back to Cillian, but Elisabeth threw herself in front of him. She shot her arms out to block his path, but didn’t dare touch him. She didn’t have to; Cedric didn’t try to step around her.
“Please, everyone return to your seats,” she cried over her shoulder. Her mask of calm slipped as she shot Cedric a desperate glance. He held her gaze for a long moment before finally stepping back, as he moved the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders and torso. Several of the guards grasped his arm again, but this time Cedric didn’t pull away.
Cillian dusted at his robes, shooting Cedric a dark glower. “He should be executed for this. Attacking a member of the council is treason. Obviously, he is as dangerous as we all believe.”
“I’m more than dangerous,” Cedric said with a dark laugh.
“He did not lay a finger upon you,” Elisabeth replied stonily, shooting them both a silencing glare. She waved at her guards to let them know that they should release Cedric. Then she gestured for the nearest servant to come closer. “Tell the cook to bring out the desserts.” The sooner this disastrous dinner was over, the better.
Cedric shook his head and offered the room a mocking smile. “You will have to excuse me, I haven’t a taste for such delicacies. When I was a boy, I had such a sweet-tooth and I would always steal the cakes and crumpets from the palace kitchen, but I ate too much and became quite ill. Now I simply cannot stand the stuff.”
He moved to step away, but one of the guards lunged for him, grasping his arm. He punched the man, sending him sprawling across the floor. Gasps filled the air and Cedric shot everyone a frustrated look before striding away, past all of the gaping courtiers and out of the room.
 ions for their journey to Mooraven had begun. 
“Shall Morren’s son be joining us?” Cillian asked, sawing into his mutton with his knife.
“How should I know?” Elisabeth asked, watching him out of the corner of her eye to make certain that he did not empty any vials of poison into her glass. She didn’t think that he would attempt it in such a crowded room. There were too many witnesses. Besides, after the scare that Cedric created in announcing that he had poisoned everyone a week and a half ago, the servants taste tested all of the food before putting it out. If she was poisoned while dining, the list of suspects would be very short. And at the very top of the list would be Cillian who was sitting directly at her right.
Arnette was positioned at her left. Cedric when he deigned to grace them with his presence which wasn’t often, usually sat two seats down from him. That seat was currently empty. She had not seen Cedric since they had returned from their trip last night, even though she had tried to seek him out to inform him of the news of their upcoming journey to Mooraven. Cedric was impossible to find when he put his mind to it. There was no knowing if he was scurrying through some catacomb or traversing a dark abandoned hall. Assuming he was even in the castle at all.
Casting a suspicious glance at her glass as she raised it to her lips, she continued, “I am not the prince of Mooraven’s keeper.”
“Is it fitting for you to call him such?” Cillian asked, raising his own glass.
Elisabeth shot him a glare as she lowered hers. She wished that she could make him sit farther away, but because of his high position, he had the place of honor just at her right side. Which meant that she had to put up with him while she tried to eat. “What do you mean by that?” She had not called him Cedric, there was nothing improper about the way she addressed him.
Cillian smiled, or at least he tried to, but Elisabeth thought that the way his lips curled over his teeth looked more like a snarl. “You address Morren’s son as the prince of Mooraven, but truthfully he is not that anymore now, is he?”
Elisabeth tilted her head. “I don’t see why you would say that, unless you know something I do not. Has the court actually reached a decision to call him King of Mooraven? A pity I missed it.”
Cillian inhaled deeply, two spots of color blooming on his cheeks. At her left, Arnette choked on his mutton. “The council has decided to reject your request.”
“Oh, well. I do hope to be able to call him the King of Mooraven very soon,” she said, not because she believed it—in fact, she thought that the King of Mooraven had a horrible ring to it—but simply because she knew that was precisely what would anger Cillian the most.
Her days of playing the perfect courtier were long past. Apparently, courtiers were a crooked lot and just all around distasteful.
Cillian’s face grew so red that for a second, she was worried that he was choking on his food until she remembered that he was a traitor who wanted her dead and her stepmother on the throne. It was a disappointment when he drew in a ragged breath.
“What about the King of Havenkeep for a title then?” Gerald Belton asked, leaning forward and grinning at her from his position at the table. The young men sitting around him snickered.
“I think Queen of Havenkeep sounds much better,” she said, tightening her fingers around her knife. She squeezed it so hard that the ivy engravings carved into the handle imprinted in her flesh. She gritted her teeth as she felt the silver grow cold under her grasp.
“But enough of that,” she managed to get out without cracking her composure. “Let us speak of more important matters. Things that are actually happening soon. I hope you shall all be ready to leave for Mooraven in a few days’ time.” She released the knife and folded her hands in her lap.
“Such an undue trip,” Gerald’s mother Pricilia Belton said with an indignant sniff.
“Obviously the princess cares more for those wayward waifs in Mooraven than for her own courtiers,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion replied. Elisabeth could not remember her name.
She rolled her eyes. They didn’t seem to care that she was sitting right there, only a few places down the table from them. But she let them speak. They were right, for once in their lives.
She did care more for the people of Mooraven than these shallow tittering fools.
“Oh mother…” Gerald began but just then, a loud bang echoed through the hall as the doors burst open and Cedric stepped through. He was as pale as a ghoul, still in his disheveled tunic. His hair was unkempt, but then it always was.
“Oh, it appears I am late,” he said before he put on an arrogant smile like a mask. “You must forgive my terrible manners; I was raised in a forest after all. Though I’m sure you gentlefolk know all about that.” The way he said it was almost an admonition. Probably because several of the people, including Arnette, had been in power when he had been banished.
As Cedric passed the chair that had been reserved for him, he snagged it and dragged it along behind him as he strode around the table stopping at her right. He wedged his chair in the corner between her own chair and Cillian’s.
“Is this seat taken?” he asked as he sat down, despite the gasps of the other courtiers and the look of death that Cillian shot him.
Elisabeth struggled to keep her face impassive. “Oh, there you are. The high chancellor was wondering about your whereabouts.”
Cedric picked up Elisabeth’s glass and took a sip from it. When he sat it back down, she slid it in front of him with a frown. “Well, Cillian, old boy, if I had known how much you worried, I would have arrived sooner.” Cedric snagged Cillian’s napkin and draped it over his lap as the servants hurried in carrying his plate to him. When they moved to put a glass at his place, Elisabeth snatched it for herself.
The high chancellor nodded even as his eyes flashed murderously. “You are too generous.”
“I have my moments. But I must say, I am still trying to grow accustomed to these state dinners. As you well know things were not like this in the forest. Nay, not even Mooraven. My father and I often dined alone, any courtiers that we allowed to live were quite pleased to eat elsewhere so as to not draw further attention to themselves.” Cedric smiled. “Those were the days, when the royals were ordering the executions of the nobles.” He picked up his fork and glanced at Cillian. “Rather than the other way around.”
Cillian narrowed his serpentine eyes and looked like he was about to stab Cedric with his knife.
Before Cillian could reply, Elisabeth shot her hand into the air to summon the servants. “I think it is time to start serving the next course,” she said quickly, watching Cedric out of the corner of her eye, silently begging him to not press matters too far. Not in front of literally everyone who held a powerful position in Havenkeep’s court.
The server bowed and hurried off. Elisabeth turned back to Cedric and the high chancellor and forced a smile. “Such fine weather we’ve been having. I never dreamed that the sun could feel quite so warm.”
Arnette at her left nodded his head, but he was also looking between the two men nervously.
Cedric smirked, tapping his fingers against the table as the servants flocked around them. “Yes, very fine weather, Elisabeth. It is quite wonderful to feel the sun again, be a dear and only ever use your ice powers in the winter, if you must use them.”
“Well, I never used my powers before I don’t see why I should now,” she replied rigidly, glancing down the table to see if any of her courtiers were paying attention. Her ice powers were yet another reason she was so unpopular. Everyone feared another eternal winter. She tried her best to make certain that everyone forgot she even had them.
Cedric shook his head. “Such a waste of fine talent.” He turned to the high chancellor. “You know, I would never waste my powers by not using them. I would be far too lonely without my shadow courtiers. But I’m sure I do not have to explain myself to you. I know how you crave power yourself.”
Cillian gripped his fork so tightly that his knuckles grew white. “I have no idea what you speak of. I am in power to serve my people and my kingdom and that has always ever been why I have been in power.”
Cedric laughed out loud, such a surprising sound and genuinely amused, different from his usual careless chuckle, that Elisabeth felt herself wanting to join in. She lifted her napkin and coughed into it to disguise any giggles that might try to escape.
“What a ridiculous notion! What a farce. I thank you for the laugh.” Cedric shook his head as he chuckled. “No, as I, and you, and I am sure that anyone who has ever been in power, well know—people only come to power for a few choice reasons. The attention, the privilege, or, like my father, the power itself.”
“And what are your reasons for your power?” Arnette asked Cedric, adjusting his position in his seat. Elisabeth glanced at the older councilman. She believed that he supported her, but he had never seemed to approve of Cedric.
“Me? All three reasons naturally. Never waste a good thing by not appreciating it enough.”
Arnette nodded sagely and glanced back down at his food. Whatever he was thinking, Elisabeth had no idea. His expression was carefully schooled as it always was.
“You must be looking forward to our trip to Mooraven,” Lady Belton said to Cedric, contempt dripping from her tone as she stared down her narrow nose at him.
Cedric raised one eyebrow. “We are traveling to Mooraven? Why am I only just now hearing about this?”
“It was only decided today,” Elisabeth replied before any of her court could make matters worse.
“I don’t much wish to travel to Mooraven,” Lady Belton’s dinner companion said with a sniff. “Not with the massacres happening there right now.”
“Massacres?” Cedric asked, his charm slipping away like water through rocks.
The lady colored and glanced at the man sitting next to Arnette, and Elisabeth finally placed who they were. Lord and Lady Percival.
“You can’t just say that, dear,” Lord Percival growled. “We do not want to start a panic.”
Cillian waved his arm as both Lord and Lady Percival turned to him nervously. “No harm done, my good lady,” he replied jovially. “Everyone in this room knows anyway.”
“I didn’t,” Cedric said.
Cillian glanced at him dismissively. “Well, everyone who needed to know anyway.”
“Seeing as I will one day rule Mooraven, I think it concerns me greatly what my people are up to,” Cedric replied. His tone was still light, but it had a hard edge. “And whether they are being massacred or not.”
He glanced at Elisabeth, looking betrayed.
“I recently learned,” Elisabeth said by way of explanation, trying to rid him of the accusation in his eyes, “Ismena has begun attacking the people of Mooraven.”
Cedric’s brows drew together as he seemed to be struggling to take in this information.
“She’s wiping out whole villages,” Cillian said, holding up his glass as if toasting such an action.
Cedric narrowed his ice blue eyes, turning them slowly to Cillian. The look on his face was one of pure death. It chilled Elisabeth to her core. “Is she now? You don’t seem to sound too distressed over it.”
Cillian smiled as he took a drink from his cup. “Why would I be? Ismena is doing us a favor by ridding us of those worthless creatures that once served Morren.”
Cedric was on his feet so quickly that Elisabeth didn’t realize what he was doing until his chair crashed on the stone floor. The jarring sound jolted her from her own seat and she lunged forward to grab him just as he pounced at Cillian.
Lady Percival screeched and several of the other courtiers gasped and sprang to their feet as well.
Cillian shoved away from the table so quickly that he fell from his chair.
She should not have been able to stop Cedric, he was far more powerful than her, but as she gripped his arm, he seemed to forget attacking Cillian. He wrenched his arm out of her grasp and jolted away, whirling to shoot her a confused look.
Elisabeth didn’t fully understand his surprise until she noticed that the cloth where she had grabbed him was crusted with ice.
Elisabeth looked down at her hand in horror then raised her gaze to Cedric’s. She had not meant for that to happen. She swallowed hard, feeling her stomach slosh, nearly disposing of her supper.
Cedric’s eyes darted to the courtiers and he quickly adjusted his tunic, hiding it from view. Though why he was protecting her when she could have very well have killed him was beyond her wildest comprehension.
And then the guards were there, grabbing Cedric. That was the wrong move for them to do. Cedric had been raised by mercenaries; Elisabeth was quite certain he knew how to brawl. He elbowed the guard behind him, twisting from his grasp, swinging his arm out to catch in the face of another guard. The last guard that tried to grab at him, he raised his leg and kicked in the stomach.
Once free, he turned back to Cillian, but Elisabeth threw herself in front of him. She shot her arms out to block his path, but didn’t dare touch him. She didn’t have to; Cedric didn’t try to step around her.
“Please, everyone return to your seats,” she cried over her shoulder. Her mask of calm slipped as she shot Cedric a desperate glance. He held her gaze for a long moment before finally stepping back, as he moved the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders and torso. Several of the guards grasped his arm again, but this time Cedric didn’t pull away.
Cillian dusted at his robes, shooting Cedric a dark glower. “He should be executed for this. Attacking a member of the council is treason. Obviously, he is as dangerous as we all believe.”
“I’m more than dangerous,” Cedric said with a dark laugh.
“He did not lay a finger upon you,” Elisabeth replied stonily, shooting them both a silencing glare. She waved at her guards to let them know that they should release Cedric. Then she gestured for the nearest servant to come closer. “Tell the cook to bring out the desserts.” The sooner this disastrous dinner was over, the better.
Cedric shook his head and offered the room a mocking smile. “You will have to excuse me, I haven’t a taste for such delicacies. When I was a boy, I had such a sweet-tooth and I would always steal the cakes and crumpets from the palace kitchen, but I ate too much and became quite ill. Now I simply cannot stand the stuff.”
He moved to step away, but one of the guards lunged for him, grasping his arm. He punched the man, sending him sprawling across the floor. Gasps filled the air and Cedric shot everyone a frustrated look before striding away, past all of the gaping courtiers and out of the room.




Chapter Twelve
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“Well,” Elisabeth said, drawing out the word far longer than necessary. “I don’t know what that was all about.” 
Cedric lowered the book that he had been reading and shot her a pointed look. “I lost my temper. There’s no need to act so surprised, I’ve done it before. Perhaps never in your company, but you just need to ask Aldrus and he will testify to the fact.”
Elisabeth shook her head. She no longer wanted to discuss the disastrous events of dinner. “What are you doing in my chambers again, Cedric?”
Cedric stretched his legs in front of him as he settled down further into the stuffed chair he was sitting in, situated right in front of the roaring fire that Elisabeth was pretty sure had not been lit when she dressed for dinner that night. “Because frankly, my dear, your room is much more comfortable than mine. Why should I not prefer your queenly chamber to my own measly guest one?”
Elisabeth lifted her skirts out of the way and made her way toward him. “I don’t think it is really proper for you to prefer my room to yours.”
Cedric blew out a breath and waved his hand as if knocking away her words. “When did I ever give you the impression that I cared a bit about propriety?”
Elisabeth eyed the book he had been reading, but he lay it in his lap so that she could not see what was written across the spine. She glanced at the bookshelf, hoping that the empty space would tell her what book it was. “Perhaps you may not care of your own honor, but what of mine?”
Cedric straightened, placing the book to the side. “What? Has someone challenged your honor? Do I need to kill anyone?”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes, reaching up to massage her temples. The longer she knew Cedric, the less she was sure she knew how to deal with him. Cedric watched her with a smirk on his face as he picked the book up again. However, a second later he snorted and slammed it shut. “What sort of ridiculous nonsense is this? Damsels in distress, charming knights.” He pulled a disgusted face. “Lizzie, did you pick out this story? It’s terrible.” He shook his head as if the very thought was ridiculous.
“Actually, Clotilde and some of the noble ladies chose this selection for me,” Elisabeth said, pressing her fingers into her bookshelf that was filled with many similar novels as she read the title The Romance of Tristen and His Lady. That she had read the story and enjoyed it was a completely different matter. One that was utterly unrelated to the question Cedric had asked.
“What this story needs a dark lord,” Cedric mumbled with a shake of his head. “A charismatic, extremely handsome one, who would trump that knight so soundly that he’d decide to go back to being a squire because he felt so inadequate. Some shadow magic would also be sufficient, as well as a talking crow or two.” Cedric gestured to the book. “Now that would make for a good story.” 
Elisabeth shook her head then turned away to hide her amused expression. She heard a faint rustle and turned her head to see that Cedric was now on his feet and standing far too near her. He braced his elbow on the bookshelf, pinning her between that and him. His arm brushed hers as he pushed the book back into its place.
“So, Liz,” he said. “Care to tell me why I was so uninformed at dinner today?”
“I only just learned of what Ismena was doing a few hours ago when I spoke with the court of my wishes to travel there,” Elisabeth replied, meeting his gaze and trying to ignore the proximity. Perhaps if she pretended that it didn’t affect her it would cease to do so. “I tried to find you to let you know, but you had made yourself scarce.”
“I do that sometimes,” he replied, then before she could say anything he continued. “I’m surprised that we are traveling to Mooraven on a court sanctioned trip.” The way he said it, made it very clear that Mooraven would have been his destination had anyone approved or not. “They had seemed rather against the idea.”
“I had to threaten them to get them to agree,” she admitted.
Cedric’s eyebrows shot up and he smiled at her with admiration.
“Ismena has to be stopped. We need to find the weapon she is looking for before she does.”
“I agree that Ismena needs to be stopped,” Cedric said, holding up his finger. “Before she can plunge us into yet another frostbitten winter, preferably, but what is all of this we nonsense?”
Elisabeth closed her eyes and took a deep fortifying breath before opening them again and looking him straight in his eyes. If they were truly the windows of the soul then Cedric’s soul was well guarded. “The fact of the matter is that I cannot trust any of my court in this.”
“And you think you can trust me?” Cedric’s smile was daring, mocking, challenging. “Are you certain that is wise?”
Elisabeth shook her head as she stepped away, shoving past him. She wrapped her arms around herself, the temperature dropping as she moved further from the fire’s warmth. “I’m not entirely sure what the wisest course of action is. All I know is that Ismena needs to be stopped. You’ve helped me defeat her before.”
“As you recall, that didn’t exactly end well. I would say that we only made matters worse considering that the reason Ismena is not dead is because she somehow turned herself into a wight. Immortal, invulnerable, and I fear just as nasty as before.”
“Where did you learn that?” She whirled to look back at Cedric. So that was how Ismena had survived. She somehow turned herself into a wight? Elisabeth would have never expected that from her vain stepmother.
“I have my sources,” he replied with an enigmatic smile. “But the fact of the matter is that Ismena will be a thousand times more difficult to kill now that she is undead. Possibly impossible.”
“I don’t know who else to turn to,” she said, looking at him pleadingly.
He chuckled. “What sweet music to my ears. That you think you can trust the son of Morren over anyone else? We must be in dark times indeed.”
“It’s not like I haven’t been in this position before,” she stated, tightening her arms around herself. Except this time the difference was that she was no longer forced to trust Cedric because she had no one else. Now she trusted him and no one else.
These were dark times.
He arched a single golden brow. “As you will recall, when I first agreed to go up against Ismena, who is an extremely powerful sorceress, mind you, at great personal peril, it was because we had an agreement. Do you expect me to do it this time out of the goodness of my heart?”
“Obviously not,” she muttered, sarcasm dripping from her tone, “Considering that you would probably shrivel up and die if you ever did anything out of the goodness of your heart.”
He smirked. “Let’s not test that theory, shall we?”
“What do you want?” Elisabeth asked, digging her fingers into her arm. This was it; Cedric could ask for anything he wanted and she would have to give it to him. This was when she put herself in his power. She began to wonder if this was such a good idea after all.
“What I’ve always wanted,” he replied, his smile still in place. His eyes dropped to her lips and lingered there a second too long causing Elisabeth’s heart to jolt before he blinked and looked aside. “Ismena is still alive and I have yet to rule sovereign in Mooraven, so I suppose that we both have neglected our sides of the previous bargain. Let’s look at this as an amendment of sorts.” He paused for a moment and turned back to her. “I kill Ismena once and for all, and you give me Mooraven. Just as we promised each other in that crumbling court.”
Elisabeth hesitated at the thought of Cedric becoming king in his father’s place, but finally she nodded. He was right, she had already promised it to him once, what did it matter if she did so again? It seemed that no matter how hard she tried this was where their destinies intertwined. In helping each other reclaim their kingdoms. Even if she wasn’t sure she wanted Cedric to rule, perhaps it was not her place to decide that?
Cedric held her gaze. “You aren’t planning on killing me to get out of the bargain again, are you?”
Elisabeth regarded him for a long moment, but if there was one thing, she was absolutely certain about Cedric of Mooraven, it was that she would never be able to kill him. “No.”
“Good, I like to think that we were past that point in our relationship, but I didn’t want to come to too hasty of a conclusion.” He smiled. “You can see how that would end badly for me.”
“Just as it would end badly for me if you chose to go back on your end of the bargain.”
“But you know that I consider myself a man of my word.”
“But are you really?” she asked, arching her brow.
“I like to think so,” he said with a smile.
Elisabeth pressed her lips together. He certainly had a way of saying many things, but never anything of meaning. Finally, she held out her hand. She supposed that she trusted him enough to keep his end of the bargain. As much as he lied, he had never actually led her astray. “Very well, we have a bargain.”
Cedric strode toward her slowly, stretching his fingers.
“I mean it this time, Liz,” he said, his ice blue eyes freezing her as he grasped her hand in the warm leather of his glove. Elisabeth’s breath hitched in her throat at the seriousness of his tone. “I will see that our bargain is fulfilled. Ismena’s life in exchange for Mooraven. No excuses, no setbacks, and no changing your mind.”
“Of course,” Elisabeth said as she jerked his hand. She wondered if any deity looked over their transaction. Would they see that both ends were fulfilled? Or would that responsibility rest on their shoulders alone?




Chapter Thirteen
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“Arnette,” Elisabeth said with surprise as she drew to a halt. A soft breeze wafted across her face, lifting her hair and bringing the scent of flowers with it. The garden was one of her favorite places to be, but rarely did she see anyone in her court out here when there wasn’t any event taking place outdoors.  
Her father’s old adviser turned his clouded blue eyes on her. He was sitting in the garden bench in the sunlight, and he looked somehow older, his gray hair glinting in the stray beams. She remembered when he had been a strong, noble man. But that had been when she was a little girl, back before Ismena had killed her father and taken over the kingdom. Now, even though he still looked strong, his wide shoulders were bent with the weight of the job he had once held. As one of Ismena’s courtiers, he had spent the three years of her regency constantly walking a thin line between advising the queen over what he thought was right and risking angering her by telling her too often what to do. His once brown hair had long ago lost all of its color.
He smiled at her, his eyes crinkling in the same way that she remembered and with that smile she was transported back to the days of her childhood. “Come, sit with me for a while, young one,” he said, patting the bench next to him. Unlike with Cillian, when Arnette called her young one it did not feel like an insult.
Elisabeth picked her way across the stone path that ran through the garden. After years of being buried under snow, the stones were uneven in a disrepair, and they had not as of yet been fixed. She sat down next to Arnette and shot him a wary look. “Why do I get the feeling that you have something that you want to tell me?”
Arnette smiled wearily. “I wanted to speak to you about your actions. It was extremely foolhardy of you to enter the council room uninvited and then threaten everyone within. I wish that you had spoken with me before doing so. I could have advised you.”
Elisabeth turned her attention to her crimson skirts splayed across the pale uneven stones, feeling her cheeks heat up. “What would you have said if I did?”
“I would have told you to think. You may have attained your goal, but at what cost?”
Elisabeth stiffened. “What do you mean?”
Arnette shook his head. “You shook many courtiers in there, princess. I’m afraid that you might have ruined your chances to not have a regent. They are afraid for what sort of queen you will make and will do everything in their power to make certain that you do not become one.”
Elisabeth swallowed. It was only three years until she came of age. Waiting those three years to rule would be a torture all its own, but if she did not do something to stop Ismena, there would be no kingdom for her to rule. Even as she told herself this, she wondered if Havenkeep would crumble no matter what she did. Though if it would be Ismena to destroy it, or another regent, or even Elisabeth herself who would somehow inadvertently bring about its downfall she had no idea. Still, she forced herself to say, “They only have three years. No matter how much they dislike me, I am still the crown princess, they can’t change the fact. What do they think that they can accomplish in that time?”
“Many things,” Arnette replied. “Yesterday, you proved to be an unpredictable force and if there is something that those men hate, it is someone who has power over them. There is nothing in the law that can stop you from becoming queen once you come of age, there’s nothing they can vote on to change your right to the throne. The ruler of Havenkeep has been determined by one thing for the hundred years it has flourished and that is your blood.”
“Then why do I get the feeling that you are withholding something from me? Something that I fear neither of us will like.”
Arnette swallowed and reached for her hand. “Because I fear that will leave the courtiers one way to stop your coming rule. And that is to spill your blood, my princess.”
Elisabeth gasped and pulled away. “But that is treason.”
“It wouldn’t matter if they succeed. And if they find another regent, they will have three years to perfect their plan. I can assure you, the chances of you reaching your twenty-first birthday become almost nonexistent.”
Elisabeth glanced away, trying to process the information. To think that many of her own court want her dead. There truly was no one she could trust in Havenkeep.
“If they are to kill you, the kingdom will fall. You are the last of your line, princess, and until you can produce an heir, the line of succession is murky. Wars will be fought over who the next ruler will be, and I can assure you this land will be naught but ash when they finally end.”
“Then I will not die,” Elisabeth stated as if it was that simple. As if there was some way to become immune to an assassin’s blade or to not be killed by poison.
Arnette shot her a hard look. “The high chancellor hopes that he will be the next regent. He has many supporters, there is a great chance that it will be him.”
Elisabeth pressed her nails into her palm, struggling to remain calm as she considered what this would mean. With Cillian as the regent, any wars fought against Ismena would be over before they could begin. Havenkeep would be lost.
“Which is why I hope that you will forgive me when you learn what I did,” Arnette continued softly.
Elisabeth inhaled sharply. The guarded tone to his voice frightened her. Like he was afraid of how she would react. But why should he be afraid to do anything to help her? “What did you do?”
Arnette squeezed his eyes shut, but when he opened them, his gaze was steady as he peered into her very core. “This very morning, I wrote out several letters and sent them to our allies beyond the seas. To every castle with a marriageable prince over the age of twenty-one.”
Elisabeth stared at him, trying to comprehend his words, but it was as if he had begun speaking an ancient language.
“I invited them to a ball,” Arnette continued steadily. “And to win the princess’s hand.”
Elisabeth surged to her feet, his words finally snapping her from her surprise. To win her hand? As if it was some object rather than her future. “You did not!” she cried. Her head swam and she braced her hand against the back of the seat to keep from falling.
Arnette shook his head. “The law of our land dictates that if you marry someone of noble blood over the age of twenty-one then you can ascend as queen. And since you do not seem to fancy any of the noble’s sons here in Havenkeep I took it upon myself to bring more suitable marriage partners to you here. When the princes arrive, you must choose for yourself a husband. Only then will you be able to rule your land without the threat of a regent.”
“You mean to auction me off,” she said sharply as she straightened, balling her fists.
“No, no, of course not. The choice is entirely up to you. But surely you can see that this is the answer to all of our problems. If you marry someone who is of the age to rule, you will not need a regent which means that your life will no longer be in danger.”
“This is ridiculous.” Elisabeth stepped away, her mind spinning. She was not ready to be married. She had not yet distinguished herself as queen, made certain that her position was secure. She would not lose her throne to either a regent or a king.
The throne of Havenkeep was shared by both the king and queen. It was ruled by blood, certainly which was why Elisabeth was to be queen and not Ismena, but while Stephan was alive the kingdom was just as much Ismena’s as Stephan’s.
“Forget the dark prince,” Arnette said softly.
Elisabeth whirled. “This has nothing to do with the dark prince! This has to do with you trying to determine my future.”
Arnette blinked as if stunned. “I do not know what you are speaking of, Your Highness.”
“You know exactly what I’m talking about, you’re the same as those other courtiers. To you I’m unpredictable, you want to be back in control only your way of doing it is not to kill me, but by devising what my future will be, by choosing who my husband will be, so that I am once again properly in my place.”
“I am not trying to decide your future, Your Highness, I am trying to save it. The choice of who you marry will still be entirely in your hands.”
“And if I choose Prince Cedric?” Elisabeth asked with a snort, crossing her arms. She already knew the answer to that. Arnette claimed that she had a choice, but that was untrue. She could only choose what he had already deemed acceptable.
Arnette stiffened. “You know he was never an option.”
“Why not?” she demanded, not knowing why exactly she was having this argument. She did not even wish to marry Cedric; she knew what such a union would mean for her country. “He is old enough and he is a prince is he not? His blood is noble enough for the clergy to deem the marriage binding.”
Arnette heaved a heavy sigh. “The whole purpose of this arrangement is for you to become queen. You know that the dark prince is an unpopular choice. There are more people who want him dead in this palace than want him alive. Simply because he is under your protection, doesn’t mean that he will live to see his next birthday.”
Elisabeth gritted her teeth, but Arnette was right. There were many ways to rid oneself of an enemy. Didn’t Cedric and the dwarfs speak of how they wished to kill the high chancellor to save themselves from having to deal with him?
Arnette shook his head, his hand hanging limply in his lap.  “Listen to me, my princess, cut off your ties with him. He will drag you down into the deep with him—and you did not fight to win your kingdom just for you to lose it in this way. Can you not see how much harm he has already caused? If it were not for your ridiculous claims that we return Mooraven to him, you would be sitting on the throne already with no talk of you requiring a regent.”
She rolled her eyes. “You know that is a lie as much as I do. The high chancellor would never have let me sit on the throne without a fight. He wants it for himself!”
“If it were not for your seemingly unbreakable ties with the prince that has caused every courtier in the palace—and believe me, everyone has—to worry where your heart truly lies, I would not have had to arrange this courtship with our allies’ heirs.”
Elisabeth shook her head vehemently, pointing at him. “Don’t you place this on my shoulders. Or on Cedric’s. Or even claim that you are doing this for my own good. You are using me as a pawn in your game!”
“I am trying to make you queen!” Arnette cried. He blinked and swallowed, seeming just as surprised by his outburst as she was. He regarded her softly, reminding her that this man had been her father’s best friend. That he was the closest thing to an uncle she had ever known. “So that you have the power to win your own games.”
Elisabeth blew out a breath and turned away. She bit her lip to keep from apologizing. As much as he angered her by acting out of turn, he had been her father’s dear friend. And now he worked for her, she knew that he had her best interest at heart. Or in the very least did not wish to see her dead. But to do this? To go behind her back and to do something so large—this was beyond even the privileges that he had.
“I served your father loyally, my princess. I want only the best for you. For Havenkeep. There has been too much unrest of late, we need you as our queen or else I fear our land will become nothing more than the ruins of an ancient civilization to serve as warnings to the kingdoms that will be built upon our ashes and bones.”
Elisabeth turned and opened her mouth to protest. Could he not, see? Havenkeep was not endangered by Cedric, or a possible union with him. It was Ismena. It was Cillian. It was a frozen regent. They were the ones who would bring this kingdom to its knees.
“So, keep that in mind, princess.” Arnette said before she could muster any argument. He pushed to his feet, grimacing from the obvious stiffness in his joints. “Because I regret nothing. The princes are coming. Perhaps someday you will come to see the wisdom of my actions.”




Chapter Fourteen
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“I thought I would find you here.”  
Elisabeth glanced up from her fingers which she was tracing across the metal latticework of the bench she had sunk into after Arnette left. A shadow blocked the sun and she had to squint to make out the silhouette of the person standing above her. Cedric tilted his head as he ran his gloved hand across his lips. “You spend a conspicuous amount of time out here. One might even hazard to guess that you like the outdoors.”
“What are you doing?”
“Why, hello to you as well. For a princess, you could probably stand to be a little more polite.”
“And for a prince, you could be a little less troublesome,” she said, rolling her eyes as Cedric stepped past her, sinking into the bench at her side. Immediately he sprawled his legs in front of him as he sank into an ungraceful slouch.
“If you keep complimenting me like this, I might just blush,” he drawled as he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “You know, after all the time you’ve spent in the sun of late, one would think that your complexion would darken at least a little bit. Enough so that it did not look like a sun-bleached bone.”
Elisabeth opened her mouth to demand how he knew what a bleached bone looked like, but then decided that she would rather not know. Instead, she shook her head. “You are one to talk. You are practically as pale as I am.”
“Not quite,” he murmured with a smirk. “Not even a snow hare’s fur is as white as your face. But my paleness can only be blamed on the fact that I skulk in shadows, love. One will find that it does terrible things to their complexion.”
“If you could only be a normal prince,” Elisabeth said with a huff as she laced her fingers together and stared at the ominous wall of the castle rising above her. The sun peeked out around one of its highest towers, throwing the rest of the walls in shadow.
She felt his fingers brush against the nape of her neck as he lifted a strand of her hair. She kept her attention focused straight ahead to keep from giving him the acknowledgment that he so obviously wanted. “You know that you don’t mean that.”
Elisabeth pressed her lips together as she shook her head. “I’m beginning to think that I do.”
Cedric clucked his tongue. “What’s bothering you?”
Elisabeth startled and glanced at him. “What?”
“It doesn’t take a philosopher to tell that there is something bothering you. Well, come now, out with it. What is it that is troubling you?”
“Nothing,” Elisabeth said quickly. She did not wish to hear Cedric’s take on the coming princes, or any other ridiculous scheme that he would suggest because of it, ranging from assassinating all of the princes to them creating a lasting union between Havenkeep and Mooraven before the others could arrive.
Cedric withdrew his hand. “Well, fortunately for you, I happen to be an expert at dealing with nothing. I’m very good at driving it away.”
Elisabeth studied him. He seemed the very perfect picture of ease with his eyelids drooping and his arms cushioning his head from the back of the bench, but she got the impression that he was watching her under his golden eyelashes.
She quickly looked away before he could interpret her expression. Her discussion with Arnette had left her upset and feeling very close to doing something stupid. Like throw herself into Cedric’s arms. “Honestly, what isn’t there to worry about with Ismena bent on destroying both Mooraven and Havenkeep, and my courtiers plotting against me? It seems to me that everything has fallen apart in a very short duration of time.”
“That doesn’t sound like nothing to me. Did you, by any chance, lie to me, Liz?”
She gritted her teeth and she tilted her head back, closing her eyes to calm herself as the sun soaked into her skin. “Don’t you have anything better to do than to torment me?”
“Not at the present moment, I don’t. Why? Do you have somewhere to be?”
“And what if I do?”
“Then I would be forced to remain here to keep the bench company while you go off on your queenly duties.”
Elisabeth snorted, an action that would warrant her a serious scolding from her peers in the court they were here to witness it. Queenly duties? As if she had any of those. “I suppose what I meant to ask was if you should be working fulfilling your end of the bargain?”
“You know, since leaving your room last night, I’ve been considering the wisdom of me making another bargain with you. How has our last one impacted me truly? I may be free of the forest, but I am still not king of Mooraven and on top of that I have a whole court full of stuffy selfish garmrs who hate my very existence. If you really think about it, my situation hasn’t really improved. I haven’t gotten much in return for my good deeds, might dissuade me from being noble in the future.”
Elisabeth laughed humorlessly. “Oh yes, you are such a martyr.”
Cedric smirked. “But I do try to see the light side of it as well. It is significantly warmer, and it is enjoyable to feel the sun again.” He glanced up at the castle. “There is also that my prison is less derelict. And withstanding the stuffy garmrs, the company is much improved as well.”
“Really?” Elisabeth asked, tilting her head toward Cedric so that she could see into his arctic blue eyes. They sparkled with merriment.
“Really. I don’t know what I would do without Luk. I feel I would be utterly desolate without him glowering at my every move.”
A surprised laugh burst from Elisabeth’s lips and Cedric grinned, immediately his countenance changing from dark and smug to sunny and joyful in an instant. Gone was the untrustworthy dark lord and in his place was a pleased boy.
A niggling thought that she had tried to stifle for the past weeks resurfaced. This boy had saved her. He had awoken her with true love’s kiss.
What did it mean that he was the one who woke her? That his kiss was considered one of true love. She did not love him, true she had begun feeling somewhat fond of him, but she still hated him just as much as she liked him. And was Cedric even capable of such a strong feeling as love? There was no way it could have been true love’s kiss and yet the fact remained. He had kissed her and she had woken. When only true love could do so.
What did true love even mean? That she could never be happy with anyone else? She sincerely hoped not, seeing as it would be disastrous if she ever chose Cedric. But even as that thought came, she wondered if they were meant to be rather than doomed. What if there was hope to overcome the obstacles keeping them apart?
Would she even want that? She had no idea, but her heart stirred and she did know that she wanted to kiss him. To see for herself if it was truly true love’s kiss or if all of this was just some cleverly devised trick to force her to fall for him. She would not put that past Cedric.
Her mind was screaming to her what a horrible idea this was, but she was beyond trying to do the smart thing. Elisabeth reached up and placed her hand across the side of his face, tracing the profile of his cheekbone with her thumb.
Cedric’s eyes turned questioning. He opened his mouth as if to ask a question, but before he could say anything Elisabeth closed the distance between them and pressed her lips against his.
What was she doing? She had no idea and for a second, just a second, she didn’t care. Elisabeth’s hand slid from his cheek to his hair at the base of his skull as she pressed against him harder, trying to kiss away her doubts, her worries, that voice in the back of her head screaming Don’t!
In that moment, the world could have ended and she would have been fine with it.
Cedric stiffened, his breath hitching and then a second later, he was kissing her back.
As his lips melded to hers, that thought returned with an avenging force Don’t! What was she doing? This was not true love’s kiss and she was a fool to think that it ever could be. True love could never be doomed from the start.
Elisabeth jerked away, the arm of the bench digging into the small of her back as she pressed herself against it. Something white on her crimson sleeve drew her attention. She frowned. It was snow.
“What was that?” Cedric breathed, looking her over, his eyes wide and startled. His hair was dotted with tiny snowflakes.
She felt all of the blood drain from her face. What was that? It was idiotic. It was dangerous. It was thrilling. “Nothing,” she said quickly, hoping that she could lead him to believe that it had not impacted her more than it already had.
As it was, she had to figure out some way to explain away the fact that she had kissed him in the first place.
“There sure seems to be a lot of nothing going on with you,” Cedric said, his tone hard and his expression turning dark.
Elisabeth blinked and glanced away, unsure of what to say. Cedric was more than willing to fill the void that would otherwise be filled with silence. He glanced up at the sky. “Is it snowing?”
Elisabeth glanced up at the sky. “Maybe a little bit.”
“Hmm,” Cedric hummed as he glanced back at her. “I know your plan. You intended to distract me from the true reason that I sought you out this afternoon. How very naughty of you.”
Elisabeth glanced back at him, his eyes were still hard but his expression had lightened and his lips were turned up in an easy grin. He seemed perfectly willing to pretend that he had felt nothing in that kiss and for once, Elisabeth was more than willing to go along with his lies. “And what did you want?”
“It’s a surprise,” Cedric said, his attention focused on his cloak as he reached into it.
“What are you—” she began stiffening as he whipped out a dark cloth. Before she could protest, he had the bag over her head.
“Cedric, you have crossed a line.” Elisabeth said harshly, her voice muffled by the material covering it. She reached up to remove the dark cloth, but Cedric’s hand grabbed hers.
“Nonsense, Lizzie, I haven’t crossed anything. I’m still sitting exactly where I was a second ago.”
“What are you doing?” Elisabeth asked as Cedric took her other hand in his and pulled her to her feet.
“You do not seem to have grasped the concept of surprises. I can’t tell you, the dwarves would be so disappointed—ah, there you are, boys. I was wondering when you would finally decide to show up.”
Elisabeth yanked her hands from his. “You involved the dwarfs!” More importantly, how long had they been there? She heard their soft footsteps on the stone path and prayed that they were only just arriving.
Cedric took her hand again and pulled her several more steps forward. “It was their idea.”
“No, it twasn’t,” chimed the chorus of voices.
“All right, so it wasn’t, but they still readily agreed.”
“We never get enough fun in the palace these days,” Aldrus said.
“Almost makes one miss the forest,” Alban muttered.
“At least there we had an adventure or two,” Aldrus continued.
Kenrick laughed. “Plus, now we can tell any future employer that on top of our already very long list of past accomplishments that we also managed to abduct a queen.”
“I’m not a queen quite yet,” Elisabeth said bitterly, remembering her conversation with Arnette and how convinced he was that she would be getting a regent. According to him, she would never live long enough to be queen unless she married a complete stranger.
“Close enough!” Aldrus cried.
Elisabeth rolled her eyes, though none of them really knew because she still had the blasted material covering her face. “You seem to be forgetting that little incident where we broke out of the palace in the middle of the night and the mercenaries at the temple. Wasn’t that plenty of adventure for you?”
“Not hardly,” Aldrus replied.
“How do you plan on making it past my guards?” Elisabeth asked, tapping her slipper against a protruding stone. “Who will certainly not be willing to allow you to walk off, towing their blindfolded queen behind you.”
“I thought ye weren’t a queen yet,” Aldrus chimed.
“Close enough,” she snapped.
“Who said I needed to get past your guards?” Cedric asked as the sound of stone rumbling on stone reached her ears.
Elisabeth straightened and reached for the cloth. “Is that—”
Cedric grabbed her hand and pulled her forward. “No peeking. Also, watch your step, I’d hate to have to catch you should you trip.”
Kenrick snorted. “Nay, he would not, the lover boy.”
Aldrus laughed. “You’re one to talk about being a lover boy, Kenrick.”
Elisabeth had lost count of how many times she had rolled her eyes since Cedric pulled that sack over her eyes.
As she stepped forward, the warmth of the sun was blocked out. The smell of mustiness and damp earth filled Elisabeth’s nose, even through the cloth of the sack on her head. She reached out a hand above her head and met cold, damp stone. “Where are you taking me?”
“I thought you were more astute than this, Lizzie,” Cedric said with a dark chuckle.
Elisabeth glared in the general direction of his voice even though he also couldn’t see that. “I know we’re in a secret passage, Cedric, I’m not stupid.”
“Oh, good.”
She muttered a prayer for the strength not to strangle him. “I just want to know where this passage is leading us.”
“Why would I tell you that after I went through all of the trouble to blindfold you? Seems awfully contradictory to me.”
“That’s right,” Aldrus chimed in. “We worked right hard to find these passageways, we’re not just goin’ ta give away our valuable information.”
“Though if ever ye want ta traverse these tunnels I’d be more ‘an happy ta be yer guide, princess,” Kenrick drawled.
“Well, the information is safe so long as we’re not bringin’ any ol’ bonnie lass to show off to,” Aldrus continued, cracking up.
“I don’t see why we be showin’ anyone at all,” Gabriel growled.
“Because Elisabeth be one of us,” Fergus said, his loud voice booming through the passage they were walking through.
Gabriel snarled. “Shut yer bloomin’ mouth, ye oaf. These walls aren’t soundproof. Are ye tryin’ to let every soul in this castle know our whereabouts.”
“Besides, Elisabeth is not one of us,” Alban muttered. “One night in that forest does not make her one of us.”
“Come now, gentlemen,” Cedric drawled. “Do try to not voice your opinions quite so loudly. The princess is right here and she is learning all of your secrets.”
“Besides,” Lucius said, finally speaking up. “The lass fought side by side with us. Does that not make her one of us?”
Alban harrumphed. “Only if you want to call what she did fighting.”
Elisabeth sighed. She wished that she didn’t have the sack over her head so she could rub at her temple where a headache was starting to form. “Cedric is right. I am right here boys and I think you have insulted me at least seven times by now.”
“Sorry, princess!” several voices chimed in.
“Weak sensibilities…” Gabriel muttered under his breath.
“Ah, here we are!” Cedric declared, drawing to a halt. Elisabeth ran into his arm and stepped back in surprise. A hand landed on the small of her back to steady her. She guessed that it was Fergus since he was the tallest of the dwarfs. There was the click of stones followed by a faint rumble.
“Where is here?” Through the cloth of the sack over her head, the air smelled too stale for her to be outside. The aromatic scent of food wafted up her nose.
“Patience, Lizzie, I’ve heard it’s a virtue. One that I have tasked myself, no matter how odious it will be, to help you develop.”
Ah yes, his silver tongue would be her downfall. “How generous of you.”
“I am the heart of generosity.” Cedric reached back and snagged her arm, yanking her several steps forward. She stumbled into his chest, feeling the rumble of his laugh as he reached up and tugged the sack from her head.
Elisabeth shoved her hair back as it fell in her face. She glanced around, taking in the room. Shelves lined the far wall and the wall to her left was made up by a floor to ceiling paned window. A large desk lay in front of her and in front of the desk was a blanket covered in food. Bookshelves and a large oak door took up the wall to her right.
“Where are we?” Elisabeth asked, placing her hands on her hips. They were still in the castle but she had never been in this room before.
“I doubt you would believe me if I told you,” Cedric replied, striding in front of her and tossing the cloth onto the desk. “Nor be overly pleased with my answer.”
“That answer is not comforting.”
Cedric pulled himself up onto the desk next to the cloth and rested his chin in his hand. “Brace yourself, my love.”
“Just tell me already,” she snapped.
He tsked. “No need to be so mean. Very well, if you must know, you are standing in the high chancellor’s private study.”
Elisabeth blinked, glanced around the room, then blinked again. She turned her attention back to Cedric as she felt the blood drain from her face. “You did not.”
He smirked. “I did.”
Elisabeth dropped her face into her hands. “You will—no, we all will get into so much trouble if he learns.”
“You forget that I have no intention of getting caught. Besides, I’m not entirely sure if it is possible for the High chancellor to hate either of us any more than he already does.” Cedric pushed off the desk and strode over the woven blanket, dropping down on the corner. He lifted a glass, already filled with a sparkling liquid.
“And what is the occasion?” she demanded as the dwarfs surged forward all taking their seats at the blanket. She noticed the decidedly vacant seat at Cedric’s right. Conveniently enough, between the dwarfs and the food, they somehow managed to fill up the rest of the blanket so there was nowhere else for her to sit.
Cedric languidly sipped from his glass, watching her over the rim. “Does a squire need an occasion to dote upon the lady of his affections?”
Elisabeth arched a brow. “You are no squire and you are not doting.”
Quite frankly, after the courtyard and her slip of control, the last place she wanted to be was anywhere near Cedric. She feared her control would slip again, only this time in front of an audience.
Cedric placed his hand over his heart and rolled onto his back. “You wound me. Truly. What if I had brought you here to inform you of my recent decision to do something meaningful and noble with my life and thus become a squire?”
Elisabeth barked a laugh. “Ha! You do something meaningful and noble in your life? I think not!”
“You know how fond I am of surprising people,” Cedric mumbled, plucking a grape and popping it into his mouth. “I like to consider it a hobby of mine.”
“You also like to consider lying a hobby of yours.” Oh honestly, how did she end up tangled with the dark prince? What had gone wrong with her life to allow this to happen?
Far too many things, it seemed.
Cedric shrugged. “If you must know, the occasion is simply this. We shall be leaving for Mooraven soon and I did not wish to waste an opportunity to enjoy a meal in Cillian’s private study right under his crooked nose. Now will you cease your inquisition and sit down? You act as if you have all day when in truth Cillian will probably be back very soon.”
Elisabeth sighed and strode toward him, plopping down at his side, glaring at him the whole time. She picked up a strawberry and very angrily stuffed it into her mouth. “You are idiotic.”
“I prefer the term reckless. I think it better suits me.”
Several of the dwarfs nodded as if agreeing with him. Lucius shrugged as Elisabeth shot him a pleading look. He seemed to be the only one other than her with even a smidge of sense. But like her, he was still powerless to stop Cedric. It seemed the only thing that would eventually stop Cedric was death. Or perhaps not even that. At this point she wouldn’t put it past him to even somehow slip away from death’s grasp with his sly speeches and his glittering blue eyes.
“Besides, did you not hear me when I said that I had no intention of getting caught? So, unless you plan to tell Cillian, I believe that we are safe. I’m sure the dwarfs will not tattle, would you boys?”
“Not on my honor,” Aldrus said, downing the entire contents of his glass.
“Well, that is unfortunate,” Cedric said with a shake of his head. “Seeing as you have no honor to begin with. I suppose we cannot trust Aldrus, but I’m sure the other dwarfs will suitably silence him, wouldn’t you, boys?”
“Twould be a pleasure to finally silence that blabbermouth,” Gabriel muttered.
Alban clinked his glass against Gabriel’s in silent agreement.
“Betrayed by me own kin,” Aldrus said with a heavy sigh.
Kenrick chuckled. “Ye know I cannot make any promises, Cedric. What if the chancellor were to send a bonnie lass on me?”
“I’m sure, brave as you are, that you’ll hold up the best you can.” Cedric plucked a strawberry from the bowl, but instead of eating it, he simply twirled it around in his fingers.
Kenrick dipped his head. “Ye know I’d try.”
“But I’m sure every man can commiserate with you on the dangers of a beautiful damsel.” Cedric’s eyes briefly landed on Elisabeth. “Which is why I feel so safe near you, dear.”
Elisabeth frowned, her drink halfway to her lips and shot Cedric a surprised look. He said often enough how beautiful she was. This was the first time that he had ever insinuated she was anything less than fair. “Pray tell, what is that supposed to even mean?”
“Anything, everything.” Cedric yawned and rolled lazily onto his back. “Feel free to interpret it any way you would like.”
“I don’t even know how to begin to interpret it.”
“And I am sure, that is not my problem.”
Elisabeth blew out her breath. “Honestly, I don’t know how I can carry a conversation with you. I barely understand half the things that come out of your mouth, and the other half I cannot trust.”
“Lizzie, my dear, the moment I want you to actually understand what I am saying, I will be certain to cease being cryptic—forthwith! But if you truly must know what I meant it is this. Better to keep the danger before your eyes then allow it to sneak up behind you and stab you very uncharitably in the back. That is all.”
“Oh, so I’m a danger now?”
“I thought that we had already determined that all beautiful damsels are.”
“Especially the beautiful ones,” Kenrick added.
“First you seem to be insulting my looks and now you are calling me beautiful, make up your mind.”
Cedric eyed her, an unreadable expression in his eyes. “Oh, believe me, darling, my mind is made up. Beauty is to the eye of the beholder. Except in your case. For even if the eye of the beholder is put out, he would have to admit that you are the fairest in the land.”
Elisabeth scooted away, glancing down at the food. Perhaps everyone was right about Cedric having a spell over her. Somehow, she found herself taking his side in his personal crusade for Mooraven when she had so much more to trouble with. She trusted him when she really shouldn’t. And with a single glance from him, she felt every ounce of her resolve and good senses slip away.
Yes, a spell was the only real explanation for it.
She silently popped a grape into her mouth.
Cedric finally gave up on his strawberry and tossed it to Fergus who caught it and popped it into his mouth. He pushed to his feet and wandered over to the desk.
Elisabeth watched him go, wishing that she wouldn’t notice how his new leather tunic fit his slim form. By the Tree of Life what was happening to her? She needed to get herself under control before she made a mess of everything. “What are you doing?”
“What does it look like I am doing?” he asked as he began sorting through the papers on the desk, he paused at the first stack though and smirked. “The clever rascal finally realized to hide his papers.” He stooped over and began tugging open the drawers.
“What exactly are you hoping to find?”
Cedric didn’t bother replying as he wandered over to the nearest bookshelf, running his finger across a shelf and holding his finger up. The tip was a dull gray.
He smirked, looking far more devious than any sort of decent person should. “Interesting that there is a fine layer of dust covering all of his shelves except for one area right here.”
“Cedric,” she said again.
Cedric snorted. “Lizzie, do stop lecturing me. Can you not see? I am here, the high chancellor’s papers are here, and the high chancellor is not here. Really it is too much temptation for me to be expected to resist. Love poems?” he said with a gleeful laugh as he pulled a tome off the shelf. “My very favorite place to hide illicit material.” He opened it and several loose papers fluttered out. Cedric knelt and picked up the papers, only instead of putting them back in the book, he tucked them into his pocket and placed the book back into its place.
“Cedric, put those letters back,” Elisabeth hissed.
Cedric glanced back at her and arched her eyebrow. “Why would I do that?”
“Because when he discovers them missing, he will know that you took them.”
“And then he will do what? I’m already on his kill list or are you unaware that he is lobbying support to have me executed?”
“You are only going to make matters worse for us.”
Cedric slid a glance to her. “Cillian works for Ismena, fully intent on dethroning you before you can even acquire a throne. And he’s wanted me dead since the moment he laid his eyes on me. Honestly, my dear, I really don’t see how we can make him want us dead more. However, if we manage to gather evidence of this treasonous arrangement between him and your stepmother, we could use it against him in the future.”
Elisabeth pressed her lips together before finally nodding. “Fine, since we are here I suppose we can… but do not think for a second that I approve at all of your reckless behavior.”
Cedric smirked. “It’s only risky if we are caught.”
As if its sole purpose was to contradict his words, footsteps sounded outside the door.
“Yes, I’ll be right there,” Cillian said, his muffled voice drifting through the door. “I simply need to gather some papers.”
Elisabeth clamped her hand over her lips as the sound of a key turning in the lock echoed through the suddenly still room. Eternal winter, she could practically feel all credibility she had in front of her courtiers slip away.
Kenrick, who was closest to the door, sprang to his feet, and pulled the latch back into place just as it began to lift. The door shook on its hinges as the person on the other side pushed on it, but it held firm.
“Excellent work, Kenrick,” Aldrus whispered.
On the other side of the door, Cillian muttered and the grating sound of the key returning to the lock once again filled the room. Kenrick grabbed the latch again and held it steady, not allowing it to lift.
“Hurry, clean up!” Lucius hissed. The dwarfs all sprang to their feet, moving mercifully silent as they rolled up the blanket, all of the remaining food inside.
They then bustled to the passage and opened it with a click, waving for the others to join them. Elisabeth glanced around the room one last time, her heart leaping when she saw the black cloth still on the desk. She picked it up and rushed to Cedric’s side, grasping his arm and yanking him to the door.
“Kenrick, come on!” Lucius hissed as Cillian called for a guard.
Kenrick smiled and pushed the latch down one last time before darting after them.
The passageway had just rolled shut when Elisabeth heard the door burst open. She could hear Cillian’s voice although the wall muffled his words so that they were intelligible, she could hear the anger in his tone.
They took off down the passage, finally coming to a stop what seemed like half the palace way. Elisabeth slumped against the stone wall breathing hard.
“He’s gonna think that his study is haunted!” Kenrick cried, laughing heartily. Fergus and Aldrus joined in. Even Gabriel and Alban looked amused.
Florian and Lucius however looked grave. “That was a close call.”
“Too close.” Elisabeth whirled and glared at Cedric who was grinning as if this was all just a grand adventure and they weren’t playing very dangerous games with deadly men.
Cedric chuckled. “Lighten up, Liz, if we don’t face death every now and then how will we truly know that we are alive?”
“I have had more than my fair share of death in the past eighteen years of my life. I know that I am alive and I would very much like to keep it that way!”
Cedric narrowed his eyes. “Yes, it must have been terribly dreadful growing up in a castle like you did. Just think of the drafts or the cobwebs. You were quite at your peril.”
Elisabeth gritted her teeth. “Ismena banished me to the winter palace after she killed my father, and you mock me for my imprisonment.”
“What a horrible place to be banished to. You must be so jealous of us who were banished to the forest. We were at our leisure. Dodging giant spiders and trying not to be eaten by garmrs, a very enjoyable experience.”
Elisabeth gaped at Cedric, surprised at the anger in his expression.
He pointed a gloved finger at her. “You act as if you are the only one to ever suffer. You forget, Liz, that you were not the only one who lost your kingdom, the life of your father, and your freedom to Ismena. You just are the only one who isn’t willing to do what it takes to stop her.”
Elisabeth glanced away. She hated that Cedric put Morren on the same level as her father, but her conversation with Lucius had her holding her tongue. Of course, he would idolize his dead father. She did not like it, but it did make sense.
Finally, she met his hard gaze. “It is cruel of you to insinuate that I do not know what death is like. You forget that the very thing that gave me life sent my mother to the otherworlds. I never even had a chance to know my mother.”
“Neither did I,” Cedric said simply. Three words. Three simple words, and yet they carried so much pain.




Chapter Fifteen
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Elisabeth released a frustrated cry as she paced the length of her chamber, her elegant red brocade dress swaying around her. She caught sight of her reflection in the hand mirror resting on her vanity and glared at it with disdain. She resisted the urge to toss the mirror against the wall. To break it. Doing so would not break her free.  
Though she would take some modicum of pleasure from such an act.
She felt so trapped. A beautiful face to be dressed up and put out on display then returned to her chambers. Not free to voice her opinions or make her own decisions. Or to rule her kingdom.
Only good to be married off.
No one heeded her when she spoke. No one cared what she said. She begged her courtiers to consider her warnings.
She paused and breathed deeply through her nose, trying to calm herself. They would leave for Mooraven in just a few days. Yes, it had taken far longer than she would have liked, but the courtiers could not postpone the journey forever. In three days, the court would be traveling, and she would be on her way to Mooraven where she would finally be able to do something.
And when they returned… Arnette promised that the princes would be waiting.
In the meantime, her courtiers would not even consider making any preparations for the event of an attack. They were too busy griping about having to postpone the tournament because of their journey. The tournament be hanged!
It was enough to make her want to scream. To rail. To curse the world and her lot in it. But she couldn’t. She was forced to keep up an act, to be the princess everyone wanted her to be. Perfect, poised, without a fault. Or an opinion.
It made her wonder if perhaps Cedric was right. Maybe there was no straightforward route to defeating Ismena. Maybe her only hope was to go behind everyone’s back, because there really was no knowing who would throw their lot in with her stepmother.
The only person who even made an effort to keep her updated on what was going on in her very palace was Arnette. And then it wasn’t even about a subject that Elisabeth had any interest in.
It was surprising how many princes had replied with an affirmative to the invitation Arnette sent out to them. As if they relished the idea of being paraded, reduced to simply their marriageable charm. It seemed ridiculous to her that they would travel so far from their lands just to meet the future queen of a small cold island far to the north and vie for her hand.
And all for what? Rumors of her beauty? The wish for more land? Future alliances? Pressure from their parents or advisers? Why would they be coming? What would she face when the princes finally arrived?
Whether she knew the answers to these questions, whether she even wanted these princes here would not change anything. The invitations had been sent; they had been accepted.
The staff of the castle bustled happily preparing for their arrival and for the ball that would herald it when both events were at least a month away.
They should be preparing for war.
It was coming whether they were ready or not. She knew full well that her stepmother would not rest until Elisabeth was dead and Ismena was once again sitting on the throne.
And nothing. Not balls, not an army of princes, not the highest wall in the world was going to stop her attack when it came.
Elisabeth shook her head and stepped out of her room. Staying up here thinking about it was not going to do anything. She should go talk to Cedric, even if she didn’t know completely what to say. It seemed that they were both pretending that two days ago had never transpired, but it was still uncomfortable to spend so much time in his presence. When she did, she remembered kissing him, or how he tried to turn her father into some sort of monster, or how he tried to make Morren seem like a human. But he was also willing to help her with Ismena when no one else would acknowledge the threat, even if he was doing it at a price.
Perhaps she should talk to him about the letters that he found in the high chancellor’s office. He had said that they would not help them at all. They were old, not anything that would convict Cillian, but perhaps it would help her understand him further to read these letters that Cillian had clearly wanted to hide.
She hiked her skirts and hurried down the hall and down the circular stairs to the main level of the castle. She was surprised when she stepped out into one of the many halls that connected the castle from one end to the other to find that it was chaos. Servants rushed from one place to another in a controlled panic. Elisabeth stepped out of her tower door and nearly collided with a young page boy. He tripped over himself to bow and apologize as he rushed off at the same time.
She frowned. Now what was going on? She stepped forward and snagged a young maid rushing past with her arms full of linen.
“What is happening?” she demanded when the girl skidded to a stop and looked up at her wide eyed. Were her courtiers finally heeding her warning and stocking up supplies in the event of a siege? Or had Ismena attacked and they were working to set up a hospital?
“We must prepare for the visitor, Your Highness,” the girl said with a bob of a curtsy.
Visitor? “What visitor?” she asked, her eyes flickering over the hall. Was one of the princes arriving earlier than anticipated? Much earlier than anticipated, oh bother it all she wasn’t ready to deal with this yet.
“I’m not quite sure,” the girl said with a worried glance toward the end of the hall. “It be visitin’ royalty of some sort. They’ll be arriving today. We were only just told this mornin’.”
A woman’s voice came echoing down the hall. “Annabelle!”
The maid dropped another quick curtsy. “Pardon me, Your Highness, but I really have to get these linens to the room bein’ prepared or the headmistress will have my head.”
Elisabeth nodded and released the girl’s arm. She raced down the hall without another word or backward glance. Elisabeth watched her then turned to take in the other servants rushing around.
So, royalty was arriving today.
She wished someone had told her.
She frowned and continued down the hall, her frown deepened as she saw more and more servants rushing around carrying linens or running errands. She stepped into the great room where a large fire was roaring, making the room uncomfortably warm. Arnette was standing near the fire, arguing about something. Not caring who he was speaking to or what he was saying, Elisabeth strode forward. When she neared, she saw that it was one of the courtiers. She did not remember his name, but she did remember seeing him always walking in Cillian’s shadow.
Arnette waved his hand and the man backed away without even bothering to bow to her and strode out of the room. Elisabeth watched him go, feeling her suspicion rising before her gaze flew back to Arnette.
He dropped into a quick bow. “Your Highness, did you wish to see me about something?”
Elisabeth bit her lip and glanced back over her shoulder at the man disappearing around the corner. “What is happening today, Arnette? I’ve been told that we are having a royal visitor coming today. Is one of the princes arriving early?”
Arnette stared at her for a long moment, his murky gray eyes uncomprehending before he finally seemed to understand what she was saying. He took a long moment to blink before shaking his head. “No, no. That is not it at all.”
“Then who is coming?” she demanded.
Arnette glanced down and adjusted his spectacles. He looked back up at her, his lips pressed into a thin line and the wrinkles around his mouth deeper than she had ever seen. “The Princess Eirwen of Alain.”
“Who?” Elisabeth demanded, feeling the world sway underneath her. She rested her hand against the mantle of the fireplace to keep from falling. The name sounded vaguely familiar. But more importantly, who was this supposed royalty from Alain, Ismena’s former kingdom?
Someone cleared their throat loudly behind her and Elisabeth turned to see Cillian step into the room. Elisabeth gritted her teeth as she met his gaze. They regarded each other icily for a long moment before he finally dropped into a bow. “Princess Eirwen is the last remaining niece of our former regent and the previous queen of Alain.”
Elisabeth felt her breath stall. This girl? This girl who was arriving at her palace was Ismena’s niece? Had Cillian lost his mind to so openly show his support for Ismena? Had all of her other counselors lost their minds to allow this?
“Her whole family was slaughtered by the armies of Mooraven during the Seven Years’ War. It was quite tragic,” Cillian continued, bowing his head as if it grieved him greatly. He was probably just trying to hide his smug smile.
Now Elisabeth knew where she had heard that name before. Foggy memories of her childhood from before her father died, before she had realized the monster that was her stepmother, before she had known the true horrors of war. The memories were of a young blonde girl who was Elisabeth’s age coming to stay with them. Ismena had said that Eirwen could be a playmate for Elisabeth who had trouble being friends with the noble’s children.
She hadn’t known why Eirwen came over, she had stayed for a year and then had been sent away back to Alain. She had always thought that the young princess was sad, but no one had told her why.
“Why is she coming?” Elisabeth asked, straightening. He was such an expert on giving her information, but only about things that did not matter. What had happened to Eirwen’s family during the Seven Years’ War did not explain why she was coming here.
“Because she wants to rule Alain,” Cillian said as if it was such a simple sentence, one that did not have undertones of treason mixed in.
It felt as if someone had kicked her in the gut. Of course, Eirwen wanted to rule. It seemed that everyone wanted to rule some piece of her kingdom. Though, this was too meticulously planned. How could Ismena’s niece arrive at her castle at the same time that Ismena was building an army to defeat Elisabeth and not be in league with her?
Elisabeth nodded stiffly, struggling to keep her face from revealing just how frustrated she was by all of this. “She will be disappointed when she learns that this journey was in vain.”
“She has a valid claim,” Arnette said softly. “As a member of the royal family of Alain, she claims that she has more right to the throne than you since the inheritance is in her blood. It was not a kingdom we conquered through war, but by the allegiance of marriage.”
“And there is the matter of Mooraven,” Cillian said almost gleefully. “She says that if Morren’s son can claim the throne of Mooraven then the throne of Alain should be hers.”
Elisabeth squeezed her eyes shut and blew out a breath. Cedric was always causing her problems with his need to sit on Mooraven’s throne.
“She has many supporters already in Alain. They would rather see her on their throne than some queen of a foreign city,” Arnette added, though every word he said seemed to pain him. Unlike Cillian who was smiling like a cat after it had caught a mouse. “To avoid war, we invited her to come here to conduct negotiations to see about putting her on the throne as a regent of Alain.”
Always with them trying to have a regent rule in her place.
“Why did no one tell me of this?” Elisabeth demanded, finally forcing her eyes open. She first shot an accusing look at Cillian then her eyes landed on Arnette. She had hoped she could at least count on him a little bit. Did his loyalties to her father not reflect even the slightest bit on her?
“I apologize, princess,” Arnette said with a heavy breath. He looked as if he had aged even more over the span of mere seconds, heavy lines creased his face and the skin under his eyes was almost as dark as the suit jacket he was wearing.
“It was not something that you needed to concern yourself over,” Cillian said, shooting Arnette a hard look.
Elisabeth clenched her fist. “Someone wants to take one of my kingdoms and you believe that I should not concern myself over this fact?” she spat.
“I did not think it was something that would concern you since you seemed so willing to give away Mooraven to that traitor,” Cillian snarled, leaning toward Elisabeth. She forced herself not to pull away even though she detested his face being so near her own.
“What are you saying about me? I hope it isn’t anything vicious. I’m sure you all know how I hate calumny.”
They all broke away, Cillian backing up several steps as they all turned toward the new comer. Cedric strode toward them, his sharp gaze flicking between all three of them.
He looked every bit the dark lord with his cruel smile and mocking eyes. He was wearing a new black suit. This had the raven crest of Mooraven embroidered into the front. “For instance, I would be careful who I called a traitor. Especially seeing as between the two of us I’m the one who hasn’t committed treason. Besides I have never once pretended loyalty to you or this kingdom. How can I be a traitor against that which I do not serve?”
Cillian clenched his fist, his face growing red. He looked like he was ready to attack Cedric with his bare fists. As much as Elisabeth would like to see him lose that battle, she didn’t have time for this.
“High chancellor, you have yet to tell me why you did not inform me of the Princess Eirwen’s coming arrival,” Elisabeth said, stepping forward. “Why?”
Cillian smiled although it was far more strained than his smile from just before. “I feared that once your majesty learned of the coming arrival of the princess, you would demand that she be sent away. A slight we could not afford if we are to avoid war. Actual war, not the fantasy that you seem to believe is coming.”
“Of course, I would! She is obviously here to fulfill Ismena’s bidding.”
“Why else would she decide to arrive now?” Cedric said as he raised his fist to his mouth and coughed. Cillian shot him an angry glance.
“You are paranoid, Your Highness, you think that Ismena is behind every unexplained phenomenon,” Cillian said. Arnette did not speak up for either side.
“Only the ones that end in an eternal winter,” Cedric said, shooting Elisabeth a pointed glare. She frowned at him until she realized that the room was no longer hot and stuffy. Her eyes flew to the mantle that she had been gripping to see that a fine layer of ice covered it. She quickly pulled her hands away and tucked them in her skirts.
“Whatever your excuses,” she said, trying to control herself and keep her magic from leaking out further. “You had no right to make the decision to keep this from me.”
“I had every right,” Cillian said with a slow smile. “Since I am soon to be declared the next regent, it is my duty to make certain that you do not do anything to endanger this kingdom or your future rule.”
Elisabeth gasped and stumbled back, gripping the mantle again to steady herself. Cedric took a step toward her, but then paused and glanced at Cillian as if calculating how quickly he could kill him before the guards descended.
Despite her best efforts to calm herself, she could see her breath escape her lips as the temperature dropped and Cillian’s smile grew. “Oh, do not tell me that I forgot to inform you of the council’s decision to name me your regent in light of your recent… escapades. Dear me, it must have slipped my mind.”




Chapter Sixteen
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Despite the unpleasant turn of events, Cedric could not help but smirk as Cillian swept from the room in a grand display. The high chancellor may think that he was winning as he moved all of his pieces into place, but in truth, he was revealing his hand. Too early, in Cedric’s estimation. The game was only just beginning.  
Although he rather detested how upset it made Lizzie. She sagged against the mantel. Cedric glanced at her and she narrowed her eyes at him. “What are you being so smug about?”
Cedric’s mouth hitched up higher. “My dear, how can I not be when I am so much more intelligent than everyone else? It is always so amusing to watch them trying to be smart.”
She rolled her eyes. “I don’t see how even you can be amused by this turn of events. Did you not hear Cillian? He is going to make himself the regent!”
“Only until you are queen. Three years is not too long.”
“We’ll probably both be dead by then and you know it.”
“Well then, I really don’t see how we have anything to worry about,” Cedric replied. “Sounds to me like it is the next generation’s problem.”
Arnette choked and Cedric’s smile grew. He had no idea why Liz tolerated the man. He would never trust any of his father’s old advisers. Neither did his father, which was why he relieved them of their positions and their heads often enough. Well, before he had become trapped in a mirror that was.
Cedric really should speak to his father about how that came to be, but somehow, he just hadn’t found the time to ask the mirror any questions. Funny how that happened.
“You do realize that Cillian will have the power to do everything that he likes after this?” she demanded.
Cedric snorted. Cillian may crave the power; Cedric could see it in his eyes, but knowing what true power was really like, he knew that it would never belong to a man like that.
“Aren’t you the least bit concerned about being executed?” she asked, crossing her arms.
“As if I would let a pompous fool like Cillian execute me,” he said with a dry chuckle. “Really, Liz, you must have more faith in me.”
Besides, Cillian was not the true enemy here. The enemy was Ismena. The true danger of Cillian was his connection to her. Cedric thought of what he had found in the high chancellor’s study. Cedric supposed they could be loosely called love letters—except there was no love involved. They were dated shortly after King Stephan’s death and Elisabeth’s banishment to the winter palace. Apparently, the wicked queen and the current high chancellor had been in a relationship. From what Cedric had gathered from it, they had just been using each other. Apparently after the death of her husband, Ismena had needed a man’s attention to make her feel better, but it was clear that she didn’t truly love him. Cedric wondered if she was at all capable of love anymore. Cillian did it for the high positions she granted him and the queen’s favor.
It was disgusting all the same. Unfortunately, those letters would not be enough to convict Cillian of any of his crimes, seeing as his relationship with Ismena had been before the council had decided that she was a traitor to the throne. Something they had not decided until after her defeat. How convenient for them to wait till there was no threat to finally do something.
That was why he had decided not to share them with Lizzie. They might lower Cillian’s popularity, but unlike any recent letters from Ismena would have done, these notes would not lead to his swift execution for treason. Pity.
Still, Ismena was who they needed to focus on. Cut the head from the snake and the rest of her minions would bleed out. Or in the very least he could finally get the full satisfaction of killing Cillian himself and not feel guilt from knowing that he removed a piece from the board too early.
He glanced at Liz who was still glaring at him. They had yet to finish their game they started in the woods that night they met. He would have to remind her about that later so that he could finally show her how she was really supposed to play. Ruthlessly, without mercy, and relentless cunning.
Of course, this princess of Alain might prove a problem. He knew that her part undoubtedly lay on Ismena’s side of the board, but whether she was a pawn or some higher piece was yet to be seen. He did know one thing, if her family had been murdered by Morren… well, he had seen how his father dealt with his enemies. She would be no friend of his.
“You do not have to wait until your twenty-first birthday to be queen,” Arnette finally said, shooting Cedric a dirty look. Cedric had begun to wonder if the former adviser had somehow lost his tongue, but he supposed that he could not be so lucky.
If possible, dear Liz grew even more upset with these words. Cedric arched his brow. What was this? He knew the laws of Havenkeep, perhaps not as well as the laws of Mooraven, but since being freed of his banishment, he had spent many long hours in the palace library. One tended to learn a thing or two when their only companions were ancient dusty tomes.
He knew that there was a way the princess could be queen and that was to marry. However, long ago the restriction was made that the marriage had to be to someone who was already of age and of noble blood in order for it to be deemed binding by the clergy. Cedric happened to fit both of those specifics, but as of yet Liz had yet to mention anything of the sort to him.
He wondered why, she obviously cared for him. And he would be the answer to all of their problems. Perhaps she did not want to take any liberties on their friendship… or whatever their relationship was considered by her.
But surely Arnette was not suggesting that they marry. He knew the man hated him at least as much as he hated Arnette. Arnette was one of the people who agreed to imprison Cedric in a forest with only dwarfs, garmrs, and wyverns for company.
He opened his mouth to inquire about what Arnette meant, but then a distant sound reached his ears. It was the low brass sound of the signal trumpet being blown.
Unless they were under an attack, that could mean only one thing. The princess of Alain had arrived.




Chapter Seventeen
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The castle of Havenkeep was not quite how Eirwen remembered. It was large and cavernous and mostly made of stone with far too many open spaces, unlike the trim, elegant palaces of Alain—that much she remembered. But she now saw small details that she never noticed as a child. Carvings etched into the walls, a large chandelier hanging from the ceiling. This castle was not as elegant as even the most poorly decorated palace in Alain, but it was not quite as crude as she had remembered from her brief visit as a child.  
That time had been a dark period of her life and she had been embittered toward many things. She did not remember fondly the strange holding area where she had stayed shortly after her family had been murdered. Or the aunt who had seemingly reluctantly taken her in, a truth made apparent by the fact that she had sent Eirwen away only a year after she was orphaned. The very second that it was finally decided that it was safe for the last remaining member of the royal family to leave, she was shipped off in the care of a nursemaid, far from her aunt and her seeming perfect family and the kingdom that she chose to rule rather than her own.
Eirwen looked at the guards, all lining the wall, still as statues, their hands clenched over their chests in salutes. Behind her were her guards. Only four had been permitted entrance, though she did not worry. Her warriors were well trained and would defend her with their lives.
Her only other traveling companions were a maid and her old nursemaid who she did not leave anywhere without. The woman was no longer required to teach Eirwen her histories or the legends of the land, but now she stayed on as a lowly maid who helped her bathe and change, caring for her every need. Eirwen had often told Thora that the position was too far below the woman who had raised her after her mother died and her aunt abandoned her, but her nursemaid always replied that nothing having to do with her care was beneath her.
The door to the end of the vast hall opened and in strode a single figure. She was far taller than Eirwen had been expecting. Of course, she remembered Elisabeth as being a waddling toddler. The young girl who smiled quickly and cried too easily had grown up. Dressed in a simple red gown that contrasted her natural paleness and brought out the ruby tones of her lips, the newcomer was almost too beautiful to look at.
Princess Elisabeth White. This girl was the future queen of Havenkeep. And her cousin, in a way.
Elisabeth was young, Eirwen knew that she was a few years younger than herself, but with her stunning beauty she looked older. She had a presence that commanded attention and despite her youth, she suspected that Elisabeth would make a good queen.
Of course, the poor princess would never have the opportunity to truly prove herself.
Eirwen had never thought that anyone could ever be as beautiful as the aunt she had always envied, but now she saw that she was wrong. The princess was fair enough that she had little doubt the sun would rise every morning just to see her again.
It hurt to behold and faintly she wondered, does she remember me?
They had once been friends and companions. Elisabeth had been one of the few bright spots in her life during that dreadful first year after her family died. She had spent many long hours playing with her young cousin, who had fairly worshiped the very ground that Eirwen walked on. Look at that young girl now. She was fairest in the land; she was to be queen. And Eirwen was still nothing more than an orphan with no future.
Unless she was willing to carve her future out herself. But to do so, she would have to carve through flesh and blood and still beating hearts. And as cold as her own heart was, she was not as certain if she was truly that cold now that she was here.
Elisabeth strode straight toward her, not pausing a step. She walked so gracefully and with an ease that Eirwen could never attain. Not since her accident had made a practical cripple out of her. Elisabeth stopped at the end of the hall, bestowing on her a dazzling smile that looked almost genuine. She reached her hands out and clasped Eirwen’s. “It is such a pleasure to have you here, dear cousin.”
Eirwen quickly recovered from her shock and dropped into sloppy a curtsy. She had known that Havenkeep could not afford to refuse her, but she had not expected such a warm welcome. This was politics, she reminded herself. Treating your enemy as your closest friend.
Perhaps she would have been so much less out of her element had she been brought up in this world, raised to rule as the princess of her land. But instead, she had been sent to a secluded corner of the kingdom to be forgotten by the aunt who was the only family she had left. To be remembered in name only by the people who she would one day rule if her aunt had no heirs.
It had never been intended for the heir of Havenkeep to inherit Alain as well, but it seems that fact was forgotten. Be that what it may, it was a fact of the past. Now she would not just rule Alain. She and Ismena would rule the whole of Illesya.
She regretted harming Elisabeth. She remembered the young girl she had taken under her wing and tried to protect when she had been brought to the palace. She had been so desperate for a purpose, something that she could use to forget the horrors she had seen that she quickly decided that the young princess was that purpose. She took care of Elisabeth and taught her everything she knew, up until she had been sent away.
The princess before her had been the best friend she had ever had, but looking in her eyes she saw no recognition. Of course, she saw none. Elisabeth was some years younger than her, practically an infant when Eirwen’s family had been slaughtered.
It was understandable that she did not remember her.
Eirwen steeled herself. She would do what needed to be done. They were both different girls than they had been at that time. It was no longer her job to protect Elisabeth. She had a new purpose and while it was not easy to forget her previous purpose, she reminded herself of how sweet it would be when she finally brought the dark prince to his knees.
As if summoned by her thoughts, she looked up to see him watching them from a balcony over their heads. He was leaning against a pillar, unobserved by everyone else, but Eirwen felt his gaze burning into her skull.
Her eyes locked with his across the distance and suddenly all she could see was the fire that had scarred her right arm and neck. All she could hear were her sister’s screams as they tried to escape. She remembered the pain in her leg when she broke it by flinging herself into the well.
The fire of her rage burned more brightly than the fire from her memories. And she looked back at the girl in front of her. Her cousin who would dare make treaties and alliances with this son of a beast. This creature of darkness.
This was the reason she would be able to do what needed to be done. Because finally she would have her vengeance for her family. For her mother and father and brothers and sisters who were slaughtered by his people.
She would not let anything stop her.
Not even a girl she once loved.
“Come,” Elisabeth said, pulling Eirwen past the robed men who were approaching her without an introduction or a second glance. “We shall take tea in my chambers and you can tell me about your journeys. I hope that you fared well in your travels. Your arrival was so unexpected. You see, we are planning to travel to Mooraven in only a few days’ time. I suppose that you will be joining us.”
“Of course,” Eirwen said, swallowing her distaste. She limped heavily after her cousin; her limbs were stiff from the chill that had penetrated through her furs the entire journey. As each day progressed it seemed that it became colder and colder out.
She could only assume that it was her aunt’s doing. Even living in the remotest corners, sheltered to the very north of the lands, Eirwen had resented the cold. She did not hate the snow itself, but the cold and never seeing the sun, she did. When Ismena had died, while she mourned her one relative, she had rejoiced over the coming of the sun.
Until the cold suddenly returned. She had not known why until Ismena arrived at her palace and she realized that it had been heralding her return.
Elisabeth shot a smile at her over her shoulder. It was as false as Eirwen’s supposed reason for arriving. “I hope that we can be friends as we once were.”
Eirwen’s heart stopped altogether. Did she remember her? She searched her cousin’s face, but Elisabeth turned back away, leaving Eirwen scrambling for her resolve. She had promised herself that the past would remain firmly in the past where it could not hinder her, but now she wondered if that was true.
Eirwen shot one last look at the balcony to steel herself, but it was empty and she was left feeling oddly lost.
He had left.
She was his enemy, she would herald his destruction, and he did not even stay to greet her.




Chapter Eighteen
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Elisabeth blew out a shaky breath as she rubbed at her temples, her fingers were beginning to tremble from exhaustion. Her muscles felt stiff and unnatural. Elisabeth squeezed her eyes shut as she shook her head. She was glad that the day was finally over. The princess of Alain had been introduced into the castle, and it still stood. She had dined with the court, minus Cedric who had once again taken his meal in his chamber and no one had been poisoned by the sorceress. Everything had gone without a hitch.  
Nothing had shattered in on itself. The world still continued and Havenkeep still stood. That was not to say that it could not very well fall apart on the morrow. Eirwen would probably wait until she was not watched so suspiciously before she struck in whichever way, she would to aid Ismena.
But for today…for today they had survived.
Elisabeth considered her night dress that Clotilde had just changed her into. Unless of course, now was the time when Eirwen would decide to strike. That thought sent her heart to pounding and Elisabeth threw on her dressing gown. Perhaps she should check just one last time to make certain that her cousin was retired safely in her room. Elisabeth slipped out of her room, an excuse on her lips for the guard standing there but then she found none. She frowned.
Her chambers were supposed to be guarded at all hours. Someone was slacking in their duties. Luk would not be happy about this. Normally, she would not even care, but tonight of all nights she felt this carelessness was potentially deadly.
Shaking her head, Elisabeth moved to the stairs that led from her tower chamber down to the rest of the palace. She would have to deal with that later.
She quickly found her way to the wing where Eirwen was supposed to be staying and was surprised to find the girl in the hall right outside her room. She was even more surprised when she saw Cedric there as well.
“My lady,” Cedric said as he moved to stride past Eirwen. He dipped his chin, but did not bow. Not that he had to. They were technically both of the same status. Royalty with no actual crown or throne, unable to rule their kingdom. They all three were, even if Elisabeth was the one most likely to someday rule, she still was not queen yet.
“You mock me,” Eirwen spat, clenching her fist. Her fair hair was still pulled up and she was wearing the same dark dinner gown that she had been in earlier. She had not changed at all even though she had left Elisabeth’s presence an hour ago.
“I mock many people, and in many different ways. Sometimes subtle, sometimes not,” Cedric said nonchalantly as he drew to a halt and looked Eirwen over. “But never have I been able to mock someone without even doing anything.”
“You know very well what I mean. That you would dare even walk through this hallway—”
Cedric raised his brow. “Would you rather I glided? No, this is a fine hallway. Last I checked it led me to my destination. And it did it in a much more straightforward manner than the other hallways I could have chosen.”
Eirwen stepped forward, jamming a finger in his face. He looked mildly surprised that she would be so familiar with him. It surprised Elisabeth. As far as she knew, this was the first time they had even actually spoken. “You dare even speak to me after what your father did to my family.”
“I hate to break it to you, but I am not my father. And if you are holding a grudge against me for what he did, that is rather poor form.” Eirwen’s eyes flashed dangerously, but Cedric didn’t seem to notice. “Sorry to disappoint you because you cannot extract your revenge on me, but we can’t always blame people for what their families have done.”
“You are your father. You are of his bloodline and you have no right to even speak to me.”
“You wish to speak to me of same bloodlines?” Cedric said. “You truly want to complain about something that my father did fifteen years ago when you have an aunt who wishes to freeze the world?”
“Maybe the world should freeze,” Eirwen stated, crossing her arms. Her stance daring Cedric. A dare that Elisabeth knew full well that he would not be able to resist. “Maybe that’s what it deserves.”
“Perhaps so,” he said with the smile that she had been expecting. “But that doesn’t mean I want to live in a frozen world. And whether I deserve what I wish or not, does not mean that I will not fight for it.”
Eirwen was shaking now, looking ready to launch herself at Cedric. Elisabeth picked up her skirts and hurried between them before any ancient and vague treaties could be broken. “Enough.”
She didn’t know what else to say. She was in both of their places and yet neither. She had always judged Cedric for his father and she had blamed Eirwen for her stepmother, but fortunately that was enough to distract Cedric.
He grinned at her. “Hello, love. If I had known that all I had to do to get your company was to try to start a war, I would have done it ages ago.”
“Is everything a game to you?” Eirwen demanded, straightening and pulling herself together.
“I’m afraid so,” Cedric said, flashing her smile. “I find things are much more interesting that way.”
Eirwen turned to Elisabeth, her eyes full of a poison more deadly than anything a sorceress could concoct. “I cannot comprehend why you tolerate him.”
“I—” Elisabeth began, but Cedric cut her off before she could figure out a way to explain something that she did not rightly understand herself.
“Perhaps she decided to forgive me for something I had nothing to do with. Or perhaps she is in love with me. You never know with women and their emotions. They can love secretly and they can hold grudges for a lifetime. Upwards to fifteen years if you can believe it.”
“You will pay,” was all Eirwen whispered.
“Care to share how much you are expecting me to pay?”
“Everything,” She sneered at him before turning back to her room and slamming the door behind her.
“I think that went extremely well,” Cedric said as the sound echoed in the world.
Elisabeth wasn’t sure if she should cry or throw back her head and laugh like the madwoman, she was feeling herself become. “You’ve been wrong before, of course.”
Cedric’s eyebrows furrowed as he looked her over. “Are you wearing a nightdress?”
Elisabeth glared at him before grabbing his arm and dragging him down the hall. She did not stop until they were back in the great room. It was empty at this hour of night, save for a maid who was cleaning out the fire. One look at Cedric and Elisabeth and she rushed off. Elisabeth was thankful until she realized that the girl could very well be heading off to spread rumors about their nonexistent relationship.
Cedric pulled away, grimacing and rubbing at his arm. “If you wanted to get me alone, Liz. All you had to do was ask. There was no need to manhandle me so.”
Elisabeth gritted her teeth as she whirled on him. “What did you think you were doing?”
Cedric arched his brow. “You will have to be more specific about what it was I was doing before I describe my thoughts behind it.”
“Why would you instigate her in such a way!”
“I did not instigate her. I simply walked down the hall,” Cedric said. His tone was light, but his eyes were flat. Dull. Angry. Tired, even. “It was she who heaped needless accusations on me.”
Elisabeth turned away, rubbing at her temples. “Cedric, her family was murdered in the war. If you could do your best not to anger her… she does not need more of a reason to hate you!”
Cedric tilted his head. “It is amusing that you think anything I can do will actually change her mind. It is already made up, my dear.”
She turned away at him, trying to massage away the tension in the muscles of her shoulders. “I suppose that you are right. We will have to keep a close eye on her. In a few days we will be traveling to Mooraven and hopefully she will not find an opportunity to kill us all then.”
“You are very optimistic.”
“What exactly do you expect me to do?” she demanded.
“You could always throw the lass out. Make her head back to her castle and her aunt.”
“But what if she isn’t truly our enemy?”
Cedric snorted. “Fat chance at that.”
Elisabeth blew out a breath and looked away. “Even if I want to do that, I cannot. You know that I don’t have any power here.”
“Yes, that becomes more and more apparent every day.”
She looked up at him, her eyes flashing. “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”
“At the present moment? No. All that awaits me is sleep and I have been avoiding that for some time. Conversing, even if the person I must converse with is you, is preferable to that.”
She noticed for the first time the dark circles that lined under his eyes.
She wanted to reach up and trace her fingers across them, to hold his hand, but she couldn’t. She could feel the distance between them like it was a palpable substance. She was not the only one worried here. His people were being slaughtered and he probably felt it very keenly.
Perhaps it worried her all the more knowing that Cedric was worried. Vain, arrogant, smug Cedric. Worried?
She quickly looked away again before she decided to do something idiotic, like kiss him again. “I am floundering, Cedric. And I don’t know what to do anymore,” she whispered. She hated that her voice broke and the tears filled her vision, but she couldn’t hold them in anymore. She tried so hard to be strong, but only ever was just an illusion. She wasn’t strong. She never had been. She hadn’t been able to defeat Ismena the first time without the aid of a dark prince and seven mercenary dwarfs, how was she supposed to defeat Ismena now that she was practically immortal?
Cedric’s eyes softened for a second, before they hardened once again. “I don’t know what to tell you, love. Except that you need to actually figure out what you’re fighting for. When you do that, perhaps you will actually have the will to do whatever it takes to accomplish this.”
“I know full well what I’m fighting for,” Elisabeth said, balling her hands into her fists. “I’m fighting for Havenkeep. For my people. To defeat Ismena.”
Cedric’s eyebrows rose. “Noble goals, truly. But I don’t think that’s what you’re fighting for.”
Elisabeth recoiled as if his words had struck her. Anger welled up in her core. “If you are such an expert on the matter then what are you fighting for?”
Cedric inhaled deeply. “I’m still trying to figure that out for myself, Liz.”
She shook her head. She thought that where they stood was clear. They had made a bargain. They would defeat Ismena and save both their kingdoms. Everything about it was clear. Perhaps they did not know how they would do it, but they knew what they were trying to do. That was until Cedric had opened his mouth and now, she was not so certain.
“What are you trying to say?”
“Absolutely nothing. Nothing at all. Now if you’ll excuse me, I think I will actually go get some sleep.” With those words, Cedric turned and strode out of the room.




Chapter Nineteen
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Elisabeth was too tired for this. It was too early in the morning to deal with most things, but the theatrics of her courtiers… well, she struggled to not lose her temper in front of these people on a good day. 
She rubbed at her sore eyes and glared. Cedric looked like he had fallen asleep on his horse. Or perhaps that slouched manner was just how he rode. Seven ponies whinnied around her, those had been difficult to find under such short notice, but the dwarves were adamant against riding on the larger horses. ‘Twould be a death sentence for sure, or so they said.
Her own horse, white as the snowfall that had covered the ground for so many years, stood beside her, saddled and ready to go. She had decided against a carriage, to travel more quickly. However, it seemed that her sacrifice would be in vain because several of the ladies insisted on needing a carriage anyway.
“First, she expects me to travel to Mooraven, now she expects me to travel without comfort. What will our benevolent queen expect next?” Lady Percival muttered to Lady Belton.
Elisabeth sent a prayer to anyone who may be listening that she not lose her patience and do something she might regret.
“I am not forcing you to come, I am only requiring that my council members travel with me.” She wished that they didn’t have to come either, but if an immediate course of action was necessary, she would need their support before she was able to officially do anything. Oh, how she hated the laws of this land and how they constantly restrained her. Age was a mere number. A number should not determine the fate of an entire kingdom.
No one else was required to come on this trip to Mooraven, and yet almost the entire court stood in that courtyard complaining bitterly.
Lady Percival sniffed loudly; her nose was already tinged red in the cool morning air. “Well then you should expect me to come along. Lord Percival does not go anywhere that I do not.”
Elisabeth sighed. “Then you can ride with Lord Percival. On a horse.”
“Your Highness,” Arnette said, sidling beside her. “Do not press such an unnecessary order.” He turned to Lady Percival and smiled. “I already have the stable boys preparing the carriages for our trip.”
Elisabeth gritted her teeth. Even her allies, or at least those who claimed to be her allies, belittled her.
“I shall miss the tournament greatly. Such a pity that this trip came up,” Lady Belton said to her son. “You were set to win the fencing competition for certain.”
If she had to hear one more complaint about postponing the tournament, she was liable to cancel all tournaments. Forever.
“The tournament was not cancelled, merely postponed. Now you have the opportunity to compete against princes,” Arnette said, turning to Gerald. Elisabeth pursed her lips. By the snow, she was starting to think like Cedric because at this moment she wanted to forget about politics and tell Gerald just what she thought of his over inflated ego.
She balled her hand into a fist and turned away before she said something she would regret. Now wasn’t the time to be going and making enemies, not when she was already so unpopular. Although she was beginning to think that perhaps some enemies were unavoidable.
She focused on climbing onto her horse, everyone was dragging their feet it seemed and perhaps the only way to start this journey was for her to ride out the gate and force everyone to chase after her. As if sensing her thoughts, Luk grabbed her horse’s reins and patting the steed on the nose. “Patience, princess, no war was won in a day.”
“There’s always a first time for everything,” Cedric said, turning his horse toward them and riding up beside Elisabeth. Luk shot him a sour look. “I mean me, Lizzie, and the boys did defeat a tyrant in a day.”
Luk shook his head. “Well, do us a favor and next time you defeat a tyrant… be a little more thorough.”
Cedric chuckled and glanced at Elisabeth. “Now that is capital advice, but honestly, dear, are you going to tell me that you dragged me out of bed at this unholy hour just to wait around for everyone else to complain? Because I have a few complaints of my own if that is the case.”
“You know that this wasn’t my intention,” she hissed back.
Cedric waved his hand nonchalantly. “Intentions are as intentions go.”
Eventually, everyone was ready to leave, by now the sun was already high in the sky and it was closer to noon than the early morning hour Elisabeth had hoped to depart at. Cedric looked almost as angry as she felt, but at least they were finally making their way to Mooraven.
Elisabeth stared at the horizon as they moved down the road. So much of her life she had been imprisoned between the walls of one castle or another, she had actually seen very little of the kingdom she would one day rule. She wished that she could stop at the scattered villages. Visit her people, actually hear what they thought, what they struggled with every day. But unfortunately, the one thing she did not have at this moment was the luxury of time. As long as Ismena still lived, and the people of Mooraven were threatened by her, Elisabeth did not have time to focus on much else.
Suddenly a loud creak followed by a startled cry behind her. Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder to see that one of the wheels of the nearest carriage had sunk deep into the mud. The horses strained against their reins but it didn’t budge.
Elisabeth sighed and lowered her head. This was going to be a very long journey.
Three days later, three long and despicably taxing days later, it started to snow. Which only served to lower the morale of the group. Even Cedric rode with his shoulders hunched and a scowl on his face. “Summer was nice while it lasted, wasn’t it?”
Elisabeth squinted at the sky with a frown. She was less concerned with the snow, or even the cold, one gets used to that when it flows in one’s veins. No, what concerned her was what the snow represented. Ismena was growing in power, bringing her eternal winter with her. Elisabeth curled her gloved fingers around the reins.
“Look, boys!” Fergus hollered a second later. “Home.”
Elisabeth looked up, surprised by his outburst, only to see a dark line marring the horizon. She knew almost immediately from the chill that coursed through her that it was the woods where she found Cedric. From this distance the dead trees looked dark and tangled together, but she remembered that many of them were white. The whole forest was white with the snow once.
The winter palace was to the east of this point, they would follow the road west, around the woods and along the coast. Elisabeth had never seen the coast; she was looking forward to that part of the journey at least.
“Speak for yourself,” Alban muttered. “Tis no home of mine.” Gabriel grunted in agreement and Florian made a sharp sign. Elisabeth had been trying to learn the language he used with his hands, but she had to admit she was a poor student. Still, she was almost certain that it was some form of rude or crass signal.
“For a second I thought we had been going in the wrong direction and were somehow near the Skalvanian mountains,” Lucius added with a dry chuckle.
Aldrus shot Fergus a supportive smile. “I for one don’t think it was so bad, it had a certain charm to it.”
“And I for one think you are an idiot,” Alban grumbled.
“I wonder how our old friends the garmrs are doing,” Cedric asks with a tilt of his head.
“Why does this portion of the forest look so dead?” Elisabeth asked, tilting her head. As they approached it, she realized that it was not the distance causing her vision to blur. The forest truly was darker. The trees were blackened as if charred, gone were their white bark.
Cedric glanced at the forest and then back at her. “This portion of the forest is closer to where the wyvern makes his nest. His breath kills the trees. It’s why we set up our own camp much farther west of this. Wyvern’s breath is good at killing more than just trees.”
“The wyvern… I thought there were multiple wyverns and that they roamed all over the forest like the draugrs and the giant spiders and the garmrs.”
“Many wyverns? No, no, my dear, there is but one and you can thank the stars in the sky that there is but the one.”
“Hmm,” Elisabeth murmured, looking out over the dead trees. “I did not know that.” She supposed there was much about the forest where Cedric had spent much of his life that she didn’t know.
As if reading her thoughts Cedric sent her a long smile. “Stick by me, princess, I can teach you many things.”
She rolled her eyes and released a huff of breath that she could unfortunately see. “I’m sure that one of the dwarfs will very easily be a suitable substitute. And far less annoying too.”
A chorus of aye’s rang out, causing Elisabeth to smile. A smile that just as quickly slipped from her face when she looked up to see Luk turn his horse around and signal his men before calling out, “We’ll make camp here!”
She sighed and glanced up at the sky. It was still early enough that they had plenty of daylight to ride to. But she supposed that in the time it would take to make camp for the entire entourage they would use up all of that sunlight. Oh, how she wished this was the quick journey she had planned on. How many people died in Mooraven for every day spent dragging these carriages? By the time they made it there it would be too late. Ismena would have already found this weapon.
She lifted her stiff body off of her horse, not waiting for anyone to hurry around to help her. As she stretched her back, she looked up to see Cedric still watching her from his horse, an odd look on his face.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing,” Cedric replied, glancing away, but not before she saw his smirk. “It’s just I haven’t been so near the forest in a long time.”
She was almost certain that was not what he had been thinking. The look on his face had been one that she knew well, one of mischief. However, almost as if to punctuate his words, a howl echoed up from the forest. She glanced at the woods, a shiver running up her spine as she remembered the garmrs that guarded the forest that chased her that night she had fled from the winter palace. If it weren’t for her happening upon the dwarf’s hut she would have undoubtedly been eaten.
Cedric shared another significant glance with the dwarfs, causing her suspicions to rise, but before she could voice any of them, Clotilde was at her side fussing over the wrinkles in her dress and Luk was at her other side taking her horse’s reins, and she was whisked away in the bustle of making camp.




Chapter Twenty
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Elisabeth did not even know that tents could be so well furnished. She perched on the edge of her chair and glared at the end table. A chair and table, who had thought that such a thing was even… by the mysterious maker, how did they even manage to pack furniture with them?  
Blasted carriages and everything unnecessary about them.
Which was more important? That her servants and courtiers listen to their future queen, or make certain that she was comfortable with furniture in her tent and crumpets.
Elisabeth angrily bit into the crumpet; she didn’t even want to know what sort of cooking supplies they managed to pack while she wasn’t paying attention to be able to bake a crumpet on the road. Not to mention all the cooks that they had to bring along.
This was supposed to be a quick journey, not a parade!
Ismena would know they were coming far before they were even near her. And she wouldn’t even need Cillian to tell her.
The tent flap opened and Elisabeth looked up, ready to send Clotilde away again. She didn’t want to be unduly harsh to her servant, but she was in no mood for company.
However, when Cedric stepped through, Elisabeth’s protests died on her lips. Perhaps she was only in no mood for most company. “What are you doing here? If anyone saw you enter my tent the rumors would be more numerous than snowflakes.”
“Then it’s a good thing that I was extremely sneaky.” He holds up a single finger in front of his grinning lips. She was quite certain that no matter how sneaky Cedric could be, he couldn’t stop her courtiers from finding something to gossip about.
She set aside her crumpet and rested her chin in her hand. “All right, so what did you want to speak to me about that you would risk accusations of being my lover?”
“Am I not?”
She narrowed her eyes and Cedric’s grin only widened. “I came to inform you that this whole show is quite ridiculous and not even remotely convincing. We both know that we will discover nothing in Mooraven if we remain with this caravan. Not with Cillian and Ismena’s niece herself as our traveling companions. We will be steered far clear of any information of any ancient weapons. We will see only the part of Mooraven they wish for us to see. And there’s also the little matter of the fact that your presence in Mooraven would be the perfect opportunity to assassinate you and blame me for it. Remove us both from the playing field, as well as remove any sympathy for the people of Mooraven.”
“You think they will try to kill me in Mooraven?”
“I’ve seen the way Cillian looks at you,” Cedric murmurs, finally sobering. “Like you are already a dead woman. Mark my words, if there is any trust in you for anything I say, believe me when I say there is an ambush awaiting us in Mooraven.”
Elisabeth pulled her lip between her teeth. “You can’t be certain.”
“If I were Ismena, this is what I would do. Your death will be very private, no one will actually truly know what became of you just what the stories tell. But I can assure you, my execution will be very public.”
“And what do you propose we do? Cancel the journey and return to Havenkeep? That still will not help us defeat Ismena, it would just be admitting defeat.”
“Actually, what I propose is we run away. We see the Mooraven we need to see and we leave behind everyone holding us back.” He shrugs. “And also, those who would like to see us dead.”
Elisabeth tapped the table with her finger. This would be a solution to her frustrations, but as queen could she just pick up and leave, slip away with Cedric. She wouldn’t be very popular with her people at all. Then it wasn’t as if she was entirely popular, especially if Cedric was correct and they were planning to kill her anyway.
This may be her only option to save Havenkeep.
To save her own frozen life.
And Cedric…
Outside her tent, shouts started filling the night, followed by another howl, eerily similar to what she had heard earlier that evening. “What is that?”
Cedric glanced over his shoulder. “I would wager it is only a garmr attack.”
Elisabeth sprang to her feet, so quickly that black spots filled her vision and she had to brace herself on that very dratted table to keep from toppling over.
“Calm down, I’m sure it is nothing your guards cannot handle. What it will accomplish is allow us a chance to slip away.”
“Did you plan this?”
Cedric shot her a cunning smile. “As much as I enjoy leading you people to believe it, I don’t actually have any control over the garmrs. I only pretend to because well, you should see your faces when I mention a garmr. I did anticipate something like this happening though when I heard the garmr howl earlier. It is very unlike a garmr to be so near the wyvern’s territory, even the guardians of the forest give it a wide berth. So, I wagered that if the garmr was out this far odds were something had driven it from its home, and that it would be leaving the wyvern’s territory as soon as possible. Once it did, it would probably see our very sizable camp and choose to strike it since garmrs hate humans in and out of the forest. After that it was only a matter of waiting for me to be proven right. A taxing ordeal to be certain but one I suffered through.”
Elisabeth pressed her lips together and crossed her arms. “You suspected all of this and yet you didn’t tell the guards?”
Cedric rolls his eyes. “As if they would have believed me. Garmrs are scary to look at but their true danger is the pack. Your simpering courtiers will be plenty safe from a lone garmr.”
“So then why are you here?”
“I’m not here to rescue you,” Cedric says with a snort. He chuckles to himself for a second. “I’m here to abscond with you. The dwarfs have already slipped off but you were too heavily watched for you to just walk out of the camp. We both were. This little distraction gives us the opportunity we need. The guards will be busy with the garmr and anyone Cillian or any other courtier sent to watch us would undoubtedly be running for cover. But we don’t have long before your ever so persistent captain of your guard sends someone to check up on you. In fact, I would wager we have mere minutes.”
Cedric holds out his hand. “So, are you coming?” Elisabeth stared at the black leather of his gloves, the familiar worn grooves and the places where the leather was starting to tear. He cleared his throat. “You’re keeping the dwarfs waiting.”
“I don’t know if I should,” she whispered. This was such a radical step. Enemies would be made. But then she supposed making enemies was unavoidable. They were probably already made.
But this would be an act of outright defiance against her courtiers. Courtiers who served her father, many of them had seen her grow up.
They were courtiers who had served Ismena too though…
Ones who had ignored her claims that her stepmother had poisoned her father.
Ones who had not argued against her exile to the winter palace, they were probably relieved that she was no longer their problem.
They had already decided to give her another regent. So why was she so worried about losing something she never had. She was beginning to realize that they would not give her their support no matter what she did.
Her eyes drifted upward into his, pools of pale blue like the ice. They crinkle at the edges and then he glanced back toward the tent flap. When they returned to her, they had a tint of an unfamiliar expression. Worry. “I won’t go without you, Lizzie.”
Those words hardened her resolve. If she stayed and was killed, then it was Cedric’s life that would be forfeit. As a princess she had always been raised knowing that her decisions and her actions would affect more than just her. Today was the first day that those consequences seemed almost crippling. She slipped her pale hand into Cedric’s darkly clad fingers.
“Let’s not keep the dwarfs waiting then.”




Chapter Twenty-One
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Eirwen shook her head, folding her hands together as she strode through the cacophony of the camp. And what had happened to cause this much chaos and panic? A single garmr showed its furry face. 
The guards dealt with the garmr… eventually. After it had torn through the camp. It’s a wonder no one had been harmed. People certainly screamed like they were being hurt though. When it first started Eirwen had thought that perhaps her aunt had moved up the time table, although she couldn’t for the life of her figure out why Ismena had decided not to attack them in Mooraven. But Ismena had promised Eirwen Cedric’s blood. And Eirwen had every confidence that her stepmother would deliver. After all, she would deliver on her own sidethe bargain. Her cousin. 
She had thought her aunt’s plan foolhardy. There were so many things that could go wrong. A full-on attack never seemed like the best course of action, or at least Eirwen thought so. Even if it was an ambush as Ismena planned. Perhaps it was because of what happened to her family… but Eirwen found the thought distasteful.
Still, everything had been planned out perfectly. The ambush would appear to be an attack from the people of Mooraven, with just enough survivors, and by survivors Eirwen meant those still loyal to her aunt, left to tell the tale. Any loyalists would be slaughtered, most of Elisabeth’s guards, a few members of the court, and the princess herself would tragically disappear. Eirwen didn’t think she even wanted to know what her aunt had planned for Elisabeth or why she needed her alive, but the princess was not to be harmed no matter what in the attack.
And Cedric… well, Cedric would survive the initial onslaught. A public execution was precisely what Morren’s son deserved.
Which was why she hadn’t been able to figure out why her aunt would choose to attack them now without at least informing her.
She had sent one of her guards to investigate what was going on outside the tent, while the other stood guard over her. He returned to inform her that a garmr of all things had attacked the camp, not Ismena after all. If it had been her guards in charge the crisis would have ended before it even could have begun, but from what Eirwen heard, it took six guards to corral the beast before one was finally able to cut it down.
It’s a small wonder that no one had died.
Well, no one except the garmr that was.
“Such a pity,” she breathed as she moved past the guards and the courtiers who had gathered to ogle. The poor garmr, Eirwen had no idea what had driven it from its home and to attack here. She slipped past the final guard, this one cleaning blood off of his sword with a cloth. He looked puffed up and proud of himself. Eirwen narrowed her eyes as she knelt in the grass. It crackled under her weight, the poor grass had only been beginning to spring to life again just to have the frost return and revert it to its brown form.
She had never seen the guardians of the forest, but she had read many tales of the garmrs. They were smaller than she thought. She had imagined them to be the size of bears when she read those books as a child. But this garmr, if it was the size of any bear, it would be a very small bear. Still, for a wolf it was huge, with thick dark fur. Blood soaking through the stab wound in its neck that had ended its existence.
The guardian of the forest, killed in a camp on the side of the road.
She huffed a bitter sigh and shook her head. Did it truly deem them a threat even from this far out? Or had the garmr chosen to attack for some other reason. Her aunt would probably know. For a time, Ismena had made the forest her temporary court as she reaped the inhabitants of Mooraven to turn into her frozen army. It was isolated enough that they would not have to fear detection. But near enough to Mooraven to do whatever she wanted there.
That was before her aunt set out into Mooraven itself in search of the ancient weapon she for some reason believed in. She had heard that the journey had taken Ismena to the very southernmost portion of the island. Whatever her aunt had found there, whether it was the weapon she sought or absolutely nothing, she believed that the days of stalling were finally over. Ismena had finally decided on a decisive move against Elisabeth. Something that Ismena had been loath to do, she claimed until she had this ancient power at her disposal, but Eirwen wondered if perhaps there was not another reason her aunt hesitated.
She didn’t think her aunt actually believed that she needed this weapon to defeat Elisabeth. Ismena led a frozen army, impervious to most attacks. What stopped her from ruling Illesya now? Why did she need a weapon to defeat her stepdaughter when she was already fully capable of the action?
Eirwen had no idea. Sometimes she wished her aunt would actually confide in her. Because from where she stood it appeared that Ismena was perhaps just as hesitant to destroy Elisabeth as she was. And that did not bode well.
If they both doubted then their plot was surely doomed.
Eirwen wondered if she truly had what it took to steal the throne from her cousin. And if Ismena also lacked that ruthlessness… then the coup would fail. Elisabeth would rule. And it would be a treasonous death for them both.
Eirwen gritted her teeth and pushed to her feet, moving past the fallen garmr. No, it was not right to doubt her aunt. Nor was it prudent. Ismena was half wight, if she had any heart left, it had frozen over. She wouldn’t hesitate, and if Eirwen wanted a place in her coming kingdom, neither could she.
She turned to head back toward her tent. Best not to lose too much sleep over a dead garmr. She had a prince to kill, what was one beast in the grander scheme of things of revenge and stealing a kingdom?
However, she drew to a halt when she noticed that Arnette, perhaps one of Elisabeth’s staunchest supporters, and the most vocal on his views, was standing with a tall broad-shouldered guard with sandy blonde hair. She recognized the young man as the head of Elisabeth’s guard.
The two men had their heads lowered and were discussing something, it did not look as if the news was particularly good.
Eirwen hedged closer, keeping her head down, hoping not to draw too much attention to herself. She doubted she could succeed very well; she wasn’t exactly the most inconspicuous person with her fur cloak and pronounced limp. But the men were too focused on the conversation.
“What do you mean gone?” Arnette whispered. His complexion resembled the gray sky.
“I cannot locate her. Nor can my men locate the prince or any of his dwarfs.”
If possible Arnette paled even more. “Did he take her?”
“I do not believe that she left unwillingly. There would have been some signs of a struggle. Elisabeth could kill a man with a flick of her wrist.”
“We both know that boy is her weakness.”
“Perhaps, which is why I think he convinced her to leave with him. But to where and to do what… Maker save us. I don’t know.” The guardsman paused and ran a hand down his eye. He looked like he had aged years in that conversation. It was then that his eyes landed on Eirwen. She struggled to mask the surprise in her expression, but it was obvious by his suspicious glare that he did not buy it.
Best not to pretend that she hadn’t heard them. It was very obvious that she had. Eirwen pressed her fingers to her lips. “This changes everything, doesn’t it?”
“Yes,” Luk drew out. “I hope you were not looking too forward to the trip to Mooraven. All members of the court will be returning to Crestrock so that our numbers can fully focus on locating the princess.”
There wouldn’t be an ambush after all… Eirwen wished she didn’t feel relief. It felt almost like a betrayal to her aunt to be glad that the plan hadn’t worked. This meant more weeks of her aunt roaming the country like a homeless wraith, it meant they had to wait longer to regain their kingdoms and help their people. It was just that she despised bloodshed so…
She dipped her chin and turned and strode away. Her head was spinning over what this could all mean. Someone knew just what they were planning and had taken measures to foil that plot.
She had underestimated the opposition.
This did change everything. She would have to write to her aunt and warn her of this development. They needed a new plan.




Chapter Twenty-Two
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“Honestly, Cedric, you behave as a child.”  
Cedric looked up at her, his glare fierce but it was made almost laughable by his ridiculously over the top shivering. He had his cloak wrapped around him like a blanket and Elisabeth couldn’t help it. She smirked. Cedric’s glare deepened. “I am cold, and I hate being cold.”
“It’s hardly even chilly.”
“I’m chilled to my bones. I cannot conceive how you are not cold. It’s bloody freezing.”
“I got used to the cold long ago.” Elisabeth arched a single brow. Compared to what ran through her veins, this was nothing.
“I was certainly used to it myself. But I have spent the past three weeks trying desperately to become unused to it.”
“Well, you had better get used to it again and quickly, because if we don’t stop Ismena the world will be like this all the time again.”
“If we don’t stop Ismena then both you and I are very likely going to be dead so we won’t have to worry about getting used to anything.”
Yes, there was that… Elisabeth pressed her lips together as she picked her way over the roots and fallen branches of the forest. How different this stroll with Cedric was to the first time she had entered these woods. Then she had been fleeing, tripping over every root and dead branch in her path, pursued by garmrs and fleeing for her life. Now she simply walked into the forest as if it were just any place and not the final wellspring of magic. Here the trees were blackened rather than white, however each step brought them farther from the wyvern’s lair and closer to the forest she had grown accustomed to.
And yet how little had changed as well.
Still, she had no other choice but to enter the dangerous forest, still she was forced to resort to bargains with a dark prince, still it was cold. And still Ismena wanted her dead.
In some respects, it seemed that nothing ever changed.
“This reminds me of those nights I spent in a broken castle,” Cedric grumbled with an over exaggerated shudder. “You would be surprised how many holes and cracks you will find in the walls of a castle that has been abandoned for a thousand years. Those were some cold nights. I don’t appreciate the reminder, although I suppose a lot of things will be reminding me of it. Especially when we actually see the blasted castle again.”
“Do you remember the summer?” Elisabeth murmured, glancing up at. She could barely make out the charcoal-colored clouds through the blackened branches reaching towards the sky. She missed the sun already. In the short amount of time that she had spent with it, it had become a dear friend to her. “Not just warm weather for a few weeks or days, but months of it. So much time that flowers get to live a full life, and trees can fully bud?”
“Sounds like a fantasy, doesn’t it?” Cedric’s tone was wistful.
Elisabeth looked over her shoulder at him. “Do you think we will ever live to witness a summer? A full one that is.”
He paused and tilted his head, studying her for an overly long moment. His gaze was like a flame, heating her beyond what was comfortable. She glanced away, struggling to shutter the memories of their kiss. If she allowed her heart to grow fluttery every time Cedric looked at her then this would be an extremely long journey. And she wondered if she would even be able to accomplish a frostbitten thing.
“Princess, if you tried you could turn this whole frostbitten land into an eternal summer.”
Elisabeth snorted. “I control ice, Cedric. Not warmth or the sun’s rays. I control ice and snow.”
“Do you remember nothing of what I said that first night in my crumbling castle?” Cedric’s tone is soft. Perhaps he was too tired to be harsh and bitter, but Elisabeth wished he would be. Her breath stalled in her lungs as she thought back to that fateful day she met Cedric. If she could have seen what he would come to mean to her, she would have thought herself mad.
“You control the cold, just like I control the shadows. So, if I can do this.” Cedric drew his arms apart even though it meant that he had to leave the sanctuary of his cloak. Between his arms, the darkness fled, leaving an orb of light, so bright it almost appeared to be daylight. “Then I have every confidence that you can cause the cold to depart just as I can with the shadows. It’s not about what you command, Lizzie. It’s about what you command it to do.”
“I don’t know… What if I make everything worse by trying?”
Cedric dropped his arms, the stretch of light disappearing. He stepped toward her and took one of her hands in his own. “Your magic is a part of you, Lizzie. It reacts to what you react to. What you feel. Your fears control your magic, it’s why you lose control when you are upset. Your magic tries to protect you. What I’m saying, Liz, is you have more control over your magic than you think. And if you fear creating an eternal winter? Then it won’t happen, your magic won’t work against you like that.”
“What about in the courtyard?” Elisabeth asked. Her breath stalled in her throat as Cedric raised his eyes. It had grown too dark to see their exact color, but she knew exactly how they looked. He shifted and she knew he was thinking about the kiss as well. “I wasn’t afraid then and still it snowed.”
“I think you were probably feeling a very different emotion then.” She could practically hear the smirk in his voice.
“I didn’t see shadows dancing around the courtyard, is it safe to assume that you were not feeling the same thing?”
She didn’t know which she preferred. For Cedric to admit that he was toying with her feelings and that he truly cared nothing for her. It would hurt but at least she could move on and not have to entertain her own affections for a dark prince. Or for him to kiss her again, which would open up a whole host of problems later down the line. But right now, in this moment, she wanted him to kiss her and badly.
Cedric playfully flicked her nose. “No, it is not. But I have spent the past years mastering my magic, you have spent them suppressing yours. What it is safe to assume is that I have far more control over my magic than you do.”
“How do you control your magic?”
“Practice and diligence, love. It also helps that I am not mortally afraid of a portion of myself.”
Elisabeth glanced down at her hand, still clasped in Cedric’s. His thumb moving back and forth on her knuckles. It was easy for him to say. She was scared of so many parts of her.
The part that controlled snow.
The part that still saw Ismena as her mother.
The part that loved Cedric.
Her breath stalled in her throat, her heart beating against her chest as if looking for some escape. Had she truly just admitted, albeit to herself that she loved Cedric? When did that become an indisputable fact?
When did Cedric become a person, she couldn’t imagine living without?
Cedric tightened his fingers around hers. “I for one have every confidence that you can do it. And until that time, I’ll be here to hold your hand through it.”
Blast it all, she wanted to kiss the fool.
Perhaps even run off with him, her kingdom be hanged. They didn’t even appreciate her anyway. At least if she and Cedric never returned, she stood a chance at living a long and happy life. Not hunted by Ismena, not sold off at the auction to any prince who wasn’t Cedric.
Just a boy and a girl, their magic, and an abandoned destiny.
She yanked her hand out of his. What was she thinking? She couldn’t leave her people to Ismena’s rule. And Cedric certainly wouldn’t leave his people.
She turned away.
“Was it something I said?” Cedric asked, fortunately he didn’t sound offended, only amused. She had no idea what he could find amusing about this situation. Blasted man.
“No,” she murmured, her voice cracking. Tears threatened to pour from her eyes. She blinked repeatedly, thankful for the cover darkness. “It is only our cursed fates.”
“Do I have time to unravel that statement before you start crying or should I rush into comforting you now?”
Elisabeth reached up and wiped at her eyes. So much for the cover of darkness. Cedric knew her too well for someone who she could never be with. “My people consider you the enemy.”
“And?”
“Our fathers did terrible things in their fight against each other.”
“I am aware of this fact.”
“My father exiled you. Your father is linked with my mother’s death.”
“What does that have to do with us?”
Elisabeth whirled, her hand balled into a fist, trying to hold back her rage. But still it spilled over. Through the blur of her tears, she noticed fat snowflakes fluttering from the sky. She knew Cedric noticed them too. He held out his hand and caught one.
“We should have been perfect for each other. You are a prince of the royal blood I am required to marry. And yet you are somehow the only person I cannot have. How is that fair? In a different world, we could have united the lands. Our love could have brought peace, but everyone is determined to make a war out of it.”
Cedric’s hand dropped. “You just said love. Do you…?”
Elisabeth glanced away, her gaze turning to the ground, to the snowflakes drifting down around her, blanketing this charred world in a fresh snowfall. “What does it matter if I do? I never told you but princes are coming from across the whole frozen world to attempt to win my hand. And if I want to help you and keep you safe from Cillian… then I have to give it away. The only way to save you, the only means I have of keeping my promise to you, and ensure your return of Mooraven is to marry another.” She raised her gaze, tears spilling over. “Don’t you see, our fates are twisted together, in a terrible and wonderful and inexplicable way but it can’t stay that way forever. It’s a cruelty I cannot bear. Why would I meet you only to love you when I can never have you?”
Cedric stepped forward, two short strides and then his arms were around her, the worn glove resting against her cheek and wiping away her tears.
“Don’t I get a say in the matter?” he breathed.
“And what would that be?”
“I would say hang fate, and any curses we might be under. We make our own destiny. Chart our own course across the stars. The past is in the past, our lives are ours now. Why should anyone tell us how to live it? Why should the deeds of our fathers keep us apart?”
“But, Cedric, we have responsibilities. We can’t just do what we want.”
“Why can’t we? The heavens know I have not had much in this whole frost forsaken world, I have had everything expected of me, and have gotten nothing in return. I lost my family, and lived a life in exile, I am hated and feared by most everyone I meet. All I want is to be with you. Is that truly too much to ask as recompense for everything I have lost?”
Tears continued to course down her cheek. Elisabeth buried her face into Cedric’s collar. “It may be,” she choked out.
He tightened his arms around her. “I don’t care. If we survive, if we defeat Ismena and save everyone, then don’t we deserve a little bit of happiness after that? Besides, who says that we have to sacrifice either of our kingdoms to be together? There is no law forbidding us from marriage, in fact the law says that if we marry you become queen. So, who cares what everyone will say? We can find a way; I believe in us. I believe in you.”
“Now your trust is just unfounded,” Elisabeth managed to choke out. Her throat was closing off, she could barely breathe. She wanted nothing more than to fall into Cedric’s arms and never ever leave. Never face the world or their expectations of her.
“You’re the queen of Havenkeep, love. You control ice and snow. You are the most powerful person I know.”
“No one will approve.”
“I don’t think I can eloquently explain the depth of how little I care for what they will say. This isn’t their lives. It’s ours. And even if the world freezes, or it is burnt to the ground, I am going to be here by your side. Right where I belong. Marry me, Lizzie?”
Elisabeth pulled back, she wished she could see Cedric’s expression. Surely, he could not be serious. It was exactly what she wanted him to say and everything that she feared he would. She wondered if she had the strength to say no, not when everything in her begged her to accept. Was Cedric, right? Was a little happiness not too much to ask for?
“What if the sacrifice is too much?”
“I refuse to sacrifice for happiness. Not anymore. You can choose to lie down and accept defeat, but I for one am going to fight for you. And Maker help whoever may choose to stand in my way.”
Elisabeth tightened her fingers around his tunic, she never wanted to let go. “What if we lose everything?”
“We will have each other.”
“Promise?”
“Trust me, you couldn’t be rid of me even if you really wanted to. I’m more resilient than a wight—” She cut him off, by reaching up and grasping the back of his head and pulling him toward her. She pressed her lips against his, rising on her toes to deepen the kiss. Cedric moaned, his hand moving across her cheek to tuck into her hair. Finally, Elisabeth pulled away, she noticed that it was snowing harder now, flakes dotted Cedric’s hair, glowing slightly in the darkness. But in Cedric’s arms she felt no effects of the cold.
She reached up and stroked the side of his face.
“Can I take that as a, yes?” he asked, grinning widely, Elisabeth couldn’t help but smile back.
“You can take it as a yes on one condition.”
“What’s that condition, my darling?”
“Love me forever,” Elisabeth whispered, stroking Cedric’s chin before leaning in and pressing her lips to his again.




Chapter Twenty-Three
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“As much as I hate to say this, if we stand around here kissing much longer the dwarfs are liable to come looking for us. And that might not be the best way to inform them of our new engagement.” 
Cedric pulled away, planting one last lingering kiss on her forehead before unwrapping her from his arms. Elisabeth shuddered for the first time feeling the chill and reached up to dislodge some stray snowflakes from his hair.
She released a breath as she studied Cedric. She couldn’t fully fathom what she had agreed to, but she also couldn’t find it in herself to regret even for a second. No matter what they faced after this, at least they would face it together. For the first time that she could remember, Elisabeth actually looked to the future with anticipation.
“We can, of course, inform the dwarfs of our engagement. But I think it would be best if no one else knew. At least not until Ismena has been laid to rest once and for all, and that battle at least is over with.”
“A secret engagement has a terribly wicked ring to it,” Cedric whispered, wrapping his fingers around hers. “Very well, darling. Believe it or not, I can be discreet if I so desire.”
“It is probably a good thing neither of our fathers lived to see this moment,” Elisabeth murmured as she glanced up at the sky. White flakes continued to rain down. She had no idea if they were because of her or Ismena but she supposed in this forest where everything was already dead, they weren’t doing any harm.
Cedric fell silent as they continued on their way, picking over the gangly roots and long shriveled up brush. “Do you think my father would have been proud of me, Liz?”
“I can’t say that I knew him well enough to say so.”
“Your father would have been proud of you; he would have been mad not to. I mean just look at you, you are a wonder. Regardless of your penchant for a certain dark prince.”
Elisabeth choked on her next words. She was going to cry again for the second time that evening. “Cedric, I’m sure your father would feel the same way about you.”
“I’m not sure,” Cedric murmured wistfully. “Do you think I am anything like him?”
“No, you are a far better man than your father was. I may not have recognized it when I first saw you, I thought because of your arrogant manners and your dark powers that you were just like Morren. I feared and hated you because of it. But you are good and kind hearted. You look after the dwarfs; you care for me when I don’t deserve it.” Elisabeth turned and pressed her hand against Cedric’s heart. “You’re a good man.”
“But a lousy dark lord it would seem,” Cedric said, heaving a sigh. “That’s just the problem. I’m not sure if my father could ever be proud of me when I am not like him. He raised me to be like him and I… failed.”
“I know how it feels to long for someone’s approval. But there are just some people who you should not give the power to change you. I know it just more than death when that person is your parent, but it doesn’t change the truth.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as a sliver of her heart cracked at the reminder of everything that Ismena had once meant to her.
“I truly am a lousy dark lord to be admitting this but seeing as you are my fiancé, I suppose that there is no harm in admitting how confused I feel about my father. It’s always such a dark topic for you, you despise my father. Perhaps there is a part of me that despises him too. But I miss him, and I wish things were different at the same time.”
“I suppose I understand how you feel. On one hand I cannot fathom how you could still care for that monster, but another part of me understands that he was your father. It is natural for a child to want to love their parents. And he was the only parent you had. It must have been hard.”
“If you had a second chance with your father, what would be the first thing you do?”
“Oh.” Elisabeth paused a moment to consider this. “I suppose I would tell him… tell him that I forgave him for leaving me with only Ismena. And I would tell him that I missed him.”
Cedric lowered his head, his hand resting on the satchel at his side. Finally, he cleared his throat. “Too bad the world doesn’t give second chances.”
Elisabeth took his hand in hers, intertwining their fingers. “Everyone else in this whole world may hate us, or even possibly want us dead, but at least we have each other.”
“And the dwarfs, speaking of we truly shouldn’t keep them waiting. They tend to highly dislike that sort of thing.”
“Heaven forbid,” Elisabeth said with a small laugh as she stepped forward.
“Aye the heavens should forbid such a thing,” came a voice off to their left. Elisabeth looked over to see seven shadowy forms step out from the trees. She quickly pulled her hand from Cedric’s grasp, blushing. She wondered how long the dwarfs had been there.
“I thought you were supposed to wait for us at the cottage?” Cedric asked, looking from Elisabeth to the dwarfs.
“We were, but we got bored,” Aldrus said.
“And worried,” Lucius added.
“Aye,” Fergus boomed, his voice penetrating the stillness of the forest. “Sure was taking ye a long time to arrive.”
“We were on our way,” Cedric replied, shifting next to Elisabeth, his hand brushing hers. “But honestly, boys, you used to have more faith in me.”
“It’s not just ye, it’s this forest,” Lucius’s voice lowered with each word as if he was worried someone was listening in. “It’s changed, there is something off about it.”
“I haven’t seen a garmr since stepping foot in here,” Alban added, his voice in its natural gruff mumble.
“Funny that the last garmr we saw was outside the woods.” Aldrus was the only one to actually laugh at his own statement.
Elisabeth glanced around the still woods. “Truly? I had assumed the garmrs were simply avoiding us because we are in the wyvern’s territory.”
“Only the border,” Gabriel growled.
Cedric rubbed at his chin. “True, but you can never be too cautious when it comes to wyverns. Even if you are a garmr. But if they weren’t spotted even near the cottage… well, that is concerning.”
“Precisely,” Aldrus said brightly. “Which is why we thought it would be best to check on ye.”
“Best we stick together till we know what is going on,” Kenrick added.
“For once, you may be right,” Cedric said as he stepped forward. “So, tell me boys, how did the cottage look?”
“Slightly destroyed, but otherwise just like home,” Aldrus replied somewhat wistfully.
Just ahead like a line had been drawn through the woods, the blackened trees suddenly morphed into the equally dead pale bark that Elisabeth remembered.
“Now this is starting to look more like home,” Cedric said wistfully.
The bone white bare trees stretched toward the cloudy gray sky, dead leaves and dead weeds crunched under her feet. Even without piles of snow covering the ground, the forest did not look much different. It certainly didn’t look any less deadly. And it was so cold that even if there wasn’t much snow on the ground, it still almost felt as if it was still winter.
“Blimey,” Fergus muttered, wrapping his cloak around him. “Has it always been this cold here?”
“What a horrid blasted accursed place,” Gabriel spat.
“All that and then some,” Alban replied.
Elisabeth suddenly felt a pang of guilt. Not only had this been Cedric’s prison, but it had been theirs as well. She felt bad that they had to return, but it wasn’t her plan to travel through this forest. Besides this was the fastest and most direct way to get to Mooraven.
Cedric glanced over his shoulder a long moment before turning back around. He seemed to be on edge, his shoulders were tense and his otherwise nonchalant face was drawn.
“What is it?” Elisabeth asked, hurrying to his side. She longed to reach for his hand again, but she didn’t think this was exactly the best place to explain to the dwarfs all that had transpired. Best to wait until they at least reached the dwarf’s cottage.
“Nothing… it’s just I’m wondering where the guardians of the forest could be, it isn’t like them to be this quiet.”
“Bothered us plenty enough when we were living here,” Gabriel harrumphed.
“Ah,” Kenrick said, “but wasn’t it nice the little while that we had where we didn’t have to worry about garmrs day in and day out?”
“Missed the taste of them though,” Alban replied gruffly.
“Never thought I’d come back willingly,” Lucius murmured quietly, resting his hand on Florian’s shoulder.
Honestly, neither had she. And yet here she walked straight into the woods of her own volition, surrounded by seven dwarfs and her fiancé of all things. How her life had changed in these long weeks since she was forced to flee here due to Ismena.
Cedric looked over at Lucius. “You boys didn’t have to come.”
“Aye we did, lad. We follow you.”
“Of course,” Cedric said. “Although to be fair, I didn’t give you much of a choice on whether to follow me or not. I would hardly hold you to that after all this time.”
“No, no, I distinctly remember you gave us a choice. It was to serve you and live, or die painfully.” Kenrick nods. “Yes, that’s how I remember it.”
Elisabeth shook her head. “I thought the dwarfs decided to spare you, and that they raised you.”
“Oh, they did. But after they decided to spare me, I still had to make the decision to spare them. I was a very powerful nine-year-old, you know.”
Aldrus grinned and lunged at Cedric to try to shove him over, but Cedric grabbed him and ruffled Aldrus’s hair.
Elisabeth rested her hands on her hips. This was hardly the time or the place for this. “Do you boys know how to behave?”
Cedric looked up, tossing his hair out of his eyes and grinned slyly. “I did once, but it’s been so long that I’ve probably forgotten how.”
“Same,” Aldrus said.
“I know how to behave perfectly well,” Kenrick said, stepping toward her and raising her hand to his lips. “Especially around ladies.”
Cedric laughed again before suddenly lunging across the distance to Kenrick and tackling him to the forest floor. Dead leaves crunched under them as they rolled around, play brawling.
Alban, Aldrus, Fergus, and Gabriel all let out war cries and each rushed to join the fight. Aldrus and Fergus joining Kenrick’s side. Gabriel and Alban aiding Cedric.
Elisabeth rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help laughing. They were childish. But there was a certain charm to childishness, a certain carefree manner that was almost intoxicating, leaving her wanting more. To become childish as well and leave all of her troubles behind.
Of course, she knew that never could happen. She did not have the abandon that Cedric and the dwarfs shared. The weight of the crown she didn’t even wear kept her firmly grounded in reality.
Lucius and Florian alone remained standing with Elisabeth. Lucius looking on the brawl with the eyes of a patronizing father and Florian silently staring ahead with an impassive expression on his face.
Elisabeth never knew what the silent dwarf was thinking. He rarely allowed more than a halfhearted smile or glare to cross his face and she could not understand the sign language he spoke with the other dwarfs and Cedric. All she knew was that he was fiercely loyal to his brothers and Cedric, and she believed—she hoped—by default, herself as well.
Finally, the fight ended. Cedric came out on top. Of course. Even though the largest of the dwarfs, Fergus was on the other side, he was still only the largest of the dwarfs. Cedric towered over them all. And while none of them fought fair, Elisabeth noticed that Cedric had a bad habit of blinding the eyes of anyone who appeared to be getting even the minutest upper hand by cloaking a shadow over their face.
He pushed to his feet with a grin, dusting at his tunic. He was a mess, his cloak stained with mud and his hair was riddled with leaves.
“Are you quite happy now?” Elisabeth asked, pursing her lips.
Cedric dropped into a mock bow—his arms outspread. “I live to please. Myself primarily and I believe that I have quite succeeded at that goal.”
Elisabeth tried to muster a scowl but as Cedric rose a leaf fell from his hair and she couldn’t help the laugh that escaped.
Cedric smirked at her. “I see you find leaves amusing, Lizzie. Obviously, you haven’t spent any long amounts of time in the woods otherwise you would be infinitely less amused by the pests.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. “The entire time you were in the forest, the ground was covered by a blanket of snow, you never had an opportunity to see very many leaves.”
“Yes, well. I think I would probably prefer leaves to the cold.”
“Aye, me too,” Aldrus murmured.
Cedric shot him a scowl out of the corner of his eye. “That is easy for you to say, you lived in a cozy cottage rather than a drafty castle.”
“No one made you live in that castle, my liege,” Lucius said quietly.
“Nonsense!” Cedric said with a wave of his hand. “Of course, I had to live in that palace. I am a prince. It is expected of me.”
Lucius snorted, but didn’t say what he was clearly thinking. He probably realized that he would be the next dwarf tackled to the ground if he did.
Elisabeth rested her hands on her hips realizing that it would fall to her to keep them on track. “Where will we be spending the night? The cottage or your old castle?”
Cedric glanced up at the sky and shrugged. “I don’t know. The dwarfs want to stop by their cottage and pick up some of their belongings that they had left behind when they previously fled.”
“Me collection of weapons,” Alban moaned quietly. “They’re probably well on their way to rusting by now.”
“Aye, what a waste,” Lucius said. “The elements had a full opportunity to get in when the wights destroyed our walls.”
Elisabeth winced. That was partially her fault. They had been after her. She may have given the dwarfs a replacement home in the palace, but could it ever truly replace the one that had been destroyed? The one that had housed them for well over a decade.
She assumed the dwarfs had built the cottage with their own two hands, seeing that other than the ruins of the castle, it was the only other structure in the forest. She knew that it had been their prison, but the winter palace had been her prison as well, not even for as long and it still held a special place in her heart. It felt almost like home.
Cedric released a breath and turned in a small circle. “I wish I could say that I like what has been done with the place, but really, I think it actually looked better with the snow.”
Elisabeth pressed her lips together. She would never miss the snow, but perhaps Cedric was right in this one place. The trees were still leafless and dead. Without the snow to blanket their branches, they looked even worse. Even more skeletal than before.
This forest truly seemed formidable. Elisabeth doubted that she would even risk entering it if she were not doing so at the side of eight individuals who had lived out the past decade in it.
“It certainly feels different,” Aldrus said.
“Aye, it does.” Fergus frowned.
“There’s somethin’ in the atmosphere,” Lucius murmured.
“I’m just wondering why there wasn’t a welcome party,” Cedric added with a frown.
Elisabeth watched him for a minute before also frowning and turning her attention to the oddly still forest. When she had first entered the forest, she hadn’t been very far in before she was assaulted by garmrs. It seemed that she could never go more than a few steps from either Cedric or the dwarf’s sides before she was swarmed by creatures. Vampiric bats and giant spiders. But now the forest was still. There were no garmrs, no vampiric bats, no giant spiders. She didn’t even see a draugr trudging through the dead leaves in the distance.
Something grabbed her arm and she startled, turning to see Cedric standing right beside her, his hand clasped around her upper arm. “Stay close, Lizzie,” is all he said before he turned. All traces of his earlier playfulness were gone as he strode through the fallen leaves and dead underbrush.
Elisabeth adjusted her cloak and followed only a few steps behind him. The dwarfs fanned out around her, moving on all sides like a protective circle. She wondered if she was the sole target of their protection. She wanted to tell them that they shouldn’t bother, that they should focus on protecting themselves, but she knew that none of them would listen.
Besides, she was far out of her element in this wood.
As much as she despised the close-lipped smiles and hidden intents of the court, that was the environment that she was best suited to survive in. 
Suddenly, ahead of her, Cedric drew to an abrupt halt. Elisabeth nearly stumbled into him.
“What is it—” she began but the words died on her throat as she looked past Cedric. Littering the blood-soaked ground were dozens of bodies.
“Stars above,” Cedric murmured so quietly that Elisabeth barely heard the prayer despite the sudden stillness of the forest.
Her hands flew to cover her mouth as she took in the carnage. Garmrs bodies lay strewn across the forest floor as if they had been flung there by some invisible force. Their large, powerful bodies lay limp and lifeless, their dark fur stained even darker where they had been sliced and hacked. Blood soaked through the earth and pooled against the leaves. Everywhere she looked there was death.
“Who—who could have done this?” she asked at last, her voice breaking.
Yes, these creatures had once hunted her, but they had also once been living beings. Guarding the forest had been their purpose and she had never blamed them for that any more than she would have blamed a regular wolf from having to feed.
“By the winter’s chill,” Lucius said. Elisabeth turned to him. He and the other dwarfs were standing stiffly to the side, their pale faces almost shining in the dim light.
What in Illesya could have brought these fearsome beasts so low? What had killed them?
Elisabeth shivered, but it had nothing to do with the ever increasing cold in the air. Her breath fogged around her face as she exhaled a shaky breath.
Cedric stepped forward, the leaves crunching loudly under his boot. In the still forest, the sound was almost enough to make Elisabeth flinch.
He strode toward the nearest garmr and knelt next to it.
“What happened here, Cedric?” Elisabeth asked.
Cedric stared at the bodies silently for a long moment. “Don’t think I’m ignoring you, Lizzie,” he said at last. “I’m just thinking.”
Lucius stepped forward and knelt next to Cedric as the other dwarfs moved around the edge of the carnage, their hands on their weapons as they stood alert. “What was it, lad?” he murmured.
“It must have—they must have gotten into a fight with another pack of garmrs,” Cedric said at last. He blinked and pulled his gaze from the carnage, twisting an arrogant expression on his face when Florian shoots him a quick look. “What? It’s been known to happen.”
Elisabeth frowned. “Cedric, why are you lying?”
“Well, I can’t be sure, but I think that is what happened,” Cedric argued, standing up. “Look at how deep the claws bit into the flesh.”
Elisabeth most certainly did not want to look at how deeply the claws dug into the flesh. She averted her eyes. “This is just… this is all too horrible.”
“You see a dead monster and you mourn it.” Cedric’s mouth twisted as he leaned forward and pressed his lips against her forehead. “You are too good for this world.”
Elisabeth watched Cedric trudge away before hurrying after him. They all walked in silence for a while before Alban let out a shout that caused Elisabeth to jump.
“Ah here it is!” Kenrick cried gleefully.
Aldrus sighed heavily. “Home sweet destroyed home.”
Elisabeth looked up taking in the large dark shape in the middle of a clearing of trees. The remains of the dwarf’s old cottage. Memories washed over her as icy as the wind that suddenly blew through the trees. She, Cedric, and the dwarfs had to flee through the catacombs as the wights destroyed the dwarf’s home. Tore it apart from the outside. Now only portions of the walls remained with holes large enough for any manner of creature to crawl or slither through.
It was in those catacombs that Cedric was hurt while trying to help her. He had been stabbed by a wight and in that moment Elisabeth realized that she cared more for him than she had ever thought herself capable.
Up till that moment, she had been planning to kill him. Elisabeth laughed at the naivety of her former self. The man she had come to love and at one point in time she had actually considered killing him…
Elisabeth was no killer.
An advantage that Ismena would doubtless use against her. Her stepmother was already well aware of how soft Elisabeth was.
What would Ismena think when she realized that Elisabeth had fallen in love with Cedric, a man once considered her enemy. Elisabeth supposed she knew what she would say. She would say that love was nothing more than an illusion. Still, Ismena’s own actions didn’t seem to reflect that belief. At least Elisabeth liked to pretend that once Ismena did love her. That she loved her father.
It was a cruel trick to play on herself. Ismena had killed Stephan. She had tried to kill Elisabeth.
A hand rested on her shoulder and she turned to see Cedric standing there. A concerned look on his face, masked by arrogance. But she was growing to know Cedric well enough that she could tell when he was simply putting on a mask to hide his true feelings.
“Perhaps it would be best if you went inside to brood. It’s far warmer there.”
She rolled her eyes and followed him inside. As they stepped through the cottage door, Elisabeth felt seven pairs of eyes on them. “What?” she asked, glancing over her
 shoulder to where the dwarfs were all congregated around the large kitchen table. It was covered in debris and dirt but it still stood strong, it was hardy workmanship. 
“Ye feeling all right?” Lucius asked, tilting his chin inquisitively.
Cedric shrugged as he stepped in and moved to a chest in the back next to the dwarf’s beds. Their wooden frames were still well put together, but the mattresses certainly had seen better days. He rummaged through it until he pulled out some blankets. “A bit cold, but I think I’ll probably live.”
“Princess?”
Elisabeth glanced at them just as a blanket slammed into her face. Elisabeth spat her hair out of her mouth and bent over to pick it up.
“Heads up, Liz,” Cedric called.
She shot him an aggravated look as she shook out the blanket and draped it over her shoulders. “What about me?” she asked the dwarfs, pointedly ignoring Cedric’s smug expression.
“Are you feeling all right?”
“I’m fine, a tad hungry I suppose. Why?”
“It’s just, the two of ye are acting awful strange,” Aldrus said, looking serious for perhaps the first time in his life.
“Hardly fighting at all, ye two,” Kenrick added.
Gabriel shook his head. “It’s downright concerning.”
“That blanket incident should have turned into a shouting match,” Aldrus continued.
Cedric snorted. “Is that all? Well, rest at ease boys. We have been dealing with things like dead garmrs, we haven’t had a whole lot of time to argue.”
“The lads think ye two have fallen ill,” Fergus thundered. “But if ye ask me, I would say the cause of yer sudden ability to get along is that you have finally admitted to the romantic tension that have been stewing for weeks now. I’d bet money on it.”
“If you’re gonna bet on something as dumb as that then you’re on,” Aldrus said with a laugh. One by one the other dwarfs joined in betting money against Fergus.
Elisabeth bit down on her lip and glanced at Cedric. “We should tell them,” she whispered.
“Indeed. Well, Fergus,” Cedric said, looking into Elisabeth’s eyes. His grin caused her to laugh, pure mischief written across his face. “It looks like you are about to be one wealthy dwarf.”




Chapter Twenty-Four
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Cedric shuddered as the cold wind whipped through the tattered holes of his cloak. He had thought his days of having to put up with this were behind him. But apparently, they were not.  
He settled down on the flat rock outside the dwarf’s house and stretched out his legs. Over the years this rock had become one of his preferred places to meditate. A place to be alone, while still near the dwarfs, a much less oppressive solitude than his castle provided. He was used to it being covered in snow and having to brush it off to even be able to sit on it, but then if this storm persisted, he might very well become used to that again.
He glanced back at the cottage over his shoulder but he couldn’t see anyone inside. The dwarfs and Elisabeth were sitting around the fire to keep warm.
His heart was light. Lighter than he had ever remembered it being. Perhaps it was this unfamiliar feeling that inspired an even more unfamiliar desire to reflect.
He wondered what his father would think. Would Morren approve of the match? Stephan had been Morren’s enemy, Ismena his own personal foe, and yet somehow Cedric had a feeling that his father would be amused by the fact that Cedric wanted to marry their daughter rather than be offended. Elisabeth was a princess, a powerful one at that, set to inherit all of Illesya. And he loved her.
Once upon a time, Morren loved Cedric’s mother. Cedric wondered if his father still cared for such things.
He could always ask him.
The silver mirror weighed at his satchel, like it was a heavy stone. He was painfully aware of its existence at his side. Of his father’s presence.
Cedric glanced down at the satchel, fingering the edges of the lip as he debated. He desperately wanted to know if his father would approve of his choice. But he was perhaps more afraid that his father would not. He didn’t want to feel that familiar crushing weight of his father’s disappointment, especially not today when things were finally starting to go his way. 
“Blasted cold, isn’t it?”
Cedric looked up as Lucius shuffled out of the house, his short arm wrapped around his stocky frame. His blonde beard blew in the wind. Already several snowflakes were entrapped in its confines.
“That it is,” Cedric said, shifting in his seat on the flat stone. “I am glad to see that you have not lost your perception in your old age.”
Lucius harrumphed. “And I see that you have not matured with yours.”
Cedric arched a brow. “Care to disclose what I’ve done this time?”
Lucius rubbed at his nose, his own bushy brows furrowing. “Only if you care to disclose why you lied to the lass. Your fiancé as it were.”
Cedric leaned back, propping himself on his elbows, Morren’s mirror still safely in his satchel, far from any harm. For a second, he wondered what would happen if he broke the mirror. What would happen to his father then? “I lie a lot, Lucius, to Lizzie particularly. You’re going to have to be more specific than that.”
“Those were not claw marks on those garmrs,” Lucius replied, his voice grave. “Those were the slashes of a sword.”
Cedric swallowed and turned his gaze to the surrounding trees, peering as far as he could. Which was not very far. The familiar darkness of night wrapped around him, whispering how it would serve him. Begging him to bend it to his will. “I am aware of that fact, Lucius.”
“Why did you tell the princess that it was then?” Lucius demanded.
“Because, while I know someone killed the garmrs, I don’t know who it could have been. Lizzie worries too much. I didn’t want to concern her further over something that we had no answer for.”
Lucius shook his head. “All the same, lad, I don’t like keeping this from her. What if this information is important—”
Cedric shook his head. “The second it ends up being important, I will tell her. And not a second sooner. What would Lizzie do anyway with the threat? Scowl at it? She’s a princess, and one who is not overly skilled in combat or able to control her powers. No, I don’t think she needs to know at all, because her knowing would change nothing.”
“You underestimate her,” Lucius muttered, his lips pulling downward.
“Nay, Lucius. I overestimate her. The problem is that she underestimates herself. And as long as she continues to do that, she will not do the great things I know she is capable of.”
“Ye’re such a charmer, Cedric,” Kenrick said, sauntering to his side. “Tis no wonder why the princess is already besotted with you.”
“It was never a wonder why she fell for me. She was lost the second she first lay her eyes on me. I have a certain charm you know. One that people cannot resist.”
“Save for those who want to kill you,” Gabriel said as he trudged toward Cedric, the wind looking like it would blow the stocky dwarf over.
“Poor souls,” Kenrick said, shaking his head. “They have yet to see the light.”
“I don’t know how they’ve lasted this long,” Cedric said dryly, staring down at the frozen mud under his boot.
“We were all goners the second we met ye,” Aldrus said, walking side by side with his twin. “Yer impossible to not like.”
“The second I lay me eyes on ye, I knew I would follow ye to the end,” Alban muttered quietly.
Cedric held up a single finger. “I distinctly remember there was a moment’s hesitation when you couldn’t decide whether I would be your knife’s new sheath or not.”
Florian shook his head as he came up behind Lucius and signed. As soon as we lay our eyes on you, all fight left our spirits.
Cedric smiled and rested his hand on his shoulder. “I’m rather glad that it did.”
“Ye was a terror even as a child,” Gabriel said, but he reached forward and ruffled Cedric’s hair.
Cedric ducked his head, scowling at the dwarfs. He had come outside to be alone, not to have every one of the dwarfs follow him out. By the stars, it was freezing out, he would have thought that at least would have earned him some alone time.
“What does a person have to do to get some solitude out here?” Cedric asked, raising both his eyebrows. “Did you all leave Lizzie alone in the cottage?”
“Nay, Fergus be keepin’ her company,” Gabriel rumbled deeply.
Cedric cleared his throat. “Why have just Fergus when she could have all of your company as well?”
“I believe he’s tryin’ to say that he wants to be left alone,” Aldrus whispered loudly to Kenrick.
Kenrick nodded silently. “I do believe that you are right.”
Lucius looked Cedric over. “We’re proud of ye, lad,” he said at last. “That’s what we came out here to say. We’re proud of the man ye are growing up to be.”
Cedric opened his mouth, but for the first time he didn’t know what to say. Florian patted Cedric’s shoulder and Gabriel ruffled his hair again as each of the dwarfs said a chorus of ayes.
Blast it, he was blushing. The dwarfs may pretend to be ruthless mercenaries, but in reality, they had always treated him like a son. His eyes flicked down to the satchel. Perhaps he didn’t need his father’s approval. Lizzie loved him.
The dwarfs were proud of him.
Maybe that was all that mattered.
Lucius dipped his head and ushered the dwarfs back toward the cottage.
Florian paused and signed, If you need us, boy, we’re always here.
Cedric nodded to him with a ghost of a smile. “I know that, Florian. Thank you.”
Florian turned and followed the other dwarfs back to the cottage. Already, the wind was blowing so hard that the small fluttering of snowflakes were beginning to be whipped into a snowstorm.
Finally, he was alone. Cedric released a breath that fogged out around his face and pulled out the mirror. He didn’t need to be afraid of it, he reminded himself. His father had no more power over him than he gave him.
“Mirror, mirror, in my hand give me whichever answer I demand…” Cedric trailed off trying to figure out how to work his next question into a rhyme. With his father in the mirror, the laws that govern the Nytheran mirror were a little messy. Generally, the mirror had no consciousness since it was well… a mirror. Now that Morren spoke through it though he was still bound to the law of the rhyme that the mirror was, but Cedric assumed anything asked not in a rhyme was essentially fair game. His father could choose to reply, or he could choose not to.
The mirror glowed blue without him having to finish the rhyme. I thought you would never use the mirror again.
“You’re supposed to know everything.”
Everything that has happened and is happening, yes the mirror can show me that. But as for future events, well, even a Nytheran Mirror cannot see that. If I had the power of future vision, I would have been able to know what my fate was and reverse it. And one cannot change a fate once it has been decided.
Cedric yawned. “This isn’t exactly why I pulled you out to talk about.”
How did I fail you when I raised you? You have the key to ultimate knowledge at your fingertips and yet you shy away from it.
“Perhaps my father taught me the folly of reaching for unlimited power. Could lead to very nasty things happening to you. Like, for instance, ending up trapped in a mirror for almost two decades.”
Ungrateful boy.
“Oh, was there something that I was supposed to be grateful to you for? Because last I checked every bad thing that has happened to me has been because I am your son. And you were a rotten father to begin with.” Cedric blinked once, he surprised himself by actually saying what was on his mind.
I was a king. A dark lord. A scourge. I had no time to be a father.
“You aren’t any of those things anymore. Now you are a mirror. Would you say that your schedule has opened up now?”
I may be confined to these small spaces, but you could change that.
Cedric smirked. “But why would I want to? If you come out, I will never have the opportunity to become what you were and you would never have the opportunity to become what you weren’t.”
You got your slick tongue from your mother. I swear it was not from my line, I was always plainspoken. If I wanted something, I took it. If I wished to destroy something, I did. And when I desired to end someone, I told them plainly. It’s not my fault that no one ever believed me. I was honest about what I was. You, my son, are not.
Cedric tilted his head, his breath stalling in his throat. “You spoke of mother.”
I did.
“You never speak of mother,” Cedric prompted, his breath baited. Throughout his entire childhood, Cedric had heard a few phrases about her that he had managed to pry from Morren when he was in a drunken state. She had left when Cedric was so young that he could not even remember anything about her.
He knew that he shared her golden locks. But other than that, he knew nothing of the woman who gave him life. Who somehow wed the dark lord and stole his heart? And then left both her husband and infant son behind.
He knew nothing of who she was nor why she had left them.
I could speak of her now. I could tell you everything that you want to know about her… but what would be in it for me?
“I’m a good ally to have,” Cedric said. “Especially since I am currently holding you in my hand.”
Perhaps, but what need have I for an ally when I cannot even leave this mirror?
Cedric trapped his chin. “I could always smash you, if you won’t tell me.”
Be my guest. Anything would be better than my eternal imprisonment. But I think you will find that Nytheran glass does not shatter so easily.
“You brought it upon yourself. More than that, you deserve it. It’s because of you that I was imprisoned.”
Nay, my boy. That one is on Stephan. I never imprisoned you.
“You’re the one who started the war with him!”
That may be, but I was not the one who imprisoned a boy. I did everything I could for you, Cedric. I wouldn’t make you fight even though I had a mighty warrior on my hands.
“I was a child.”
You were still stronger than men twice your age, but despite that fact, I would not let you enter the war. Even I could see that there was a great chance that I would not win against the combined forces of Alain and Havenkeep, especially after the wights devastated more than half my army. I kept you from the fight to protect you, in case we lost I didn’t want you to be implicit.
“But you didn’t seem to care for the dwarfs,” Cedric spat, his gaze turning to the dwarfs huddled inside the dark cottage. His fellow prisoners in captivity. They were imprisoned for fighting a war they had no care for, him imprisoned despite not having fought.
You’re getting off topic, boy. War is war, there are always casualties.
Cedric arched a brow. “What do you want from me?”
I want freedom. Ask me how to escape this mirror and once I am free, I will tell you everything you wish to know of your mother.
Cedric paused and considered this. He could always demand through rhyme that Morren tell him about his mother, but he supposed he was a sentimental fool. He wanted to hear about his mother from his father’s own free will, not due to a curse of being bound to a mirror.
“Where is this weapon that Ismena was searching for?”
That is not what you should be asking.
“Prove you can be trusted. You won’t get me to free you until I am certain that you won’t stab me in the back the second you have arms.”
I am your father; I would not stab you in the back.
“Or my allies.”
Ah, don’t want to double cross your dearly beloved princess, do you? I suppose congratulations are in order, I would be proud if not for the fact that you are following exactly in my path. And you see how that turned out.
“Ismena? The weapon?”
Very well, travel to the south of Mooraven, as far as the sea. There seek out the girl with raven hair and familiar eyes. She will bring you to the weapon.
“How very vague.”
Morren chuckled. I hope you will choose to use my knowledge again soon. I quite enjoy our little chats.




Chapter Twenty-Five
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Cedric was probably hiding something from her. Either that or he was so used to being secretive, he didn’t know how to act when he was actually being truthful. She pressed her lips together as she stared at the crisscrossing beams of the cottage over her head. But what could Cedric be hiding from her? Why would he hide something from her?  
She struggled to sit up, weighed down under the mildew smelling blankets that had been piled on top of her. The cottage had once been cozy but ever since the wights ripped holes into the walls, it was no longer an ideal refuge from a storm. At least the blankets that the dwarfs had pulled from a large chest had done their job and kept her from freezing to death in the night.
Assuming she could freeze to death. She had ice in her veins, could the cold truly be used against her.
Elisabeth looked around, taking in the slumbering forms of the dwarfs heaped around the fire, half lying on top of each other in their slumber. The last and only other time she had spent the night in this cottage was the night before she had met Cedric. She had slept uneasily, despite her bargain with the dwarfs, half expecting them to kill her in her sleep. Which was ridiculous because if they had wanted her dead, they could have just as easily killed her while she was awake.
It was almost like she had been thrust back in time because as she continued to look around the cottage’s single room, she realized that it was just her and the dwarfs there. Cedric was gone.
Elisabeth swung her legs over the side of the three torn mattresses that had been pushed together to make a bed long enough for her to lie on. She hurried to the dwarfs’ side. “Lucius, Florian, Gabriel, Kenrick, Fergus, Alban, Aldrus, someone wake up and tell me where Cedric is.”
“Oh, hush yer demands yer royalfulness,” Gabriel growled, but his gruff words were cut off by a yawn. He rolled over and appeared to fall back asleep.
She rested her hands on her hips and raised her voice. “Did anyone know that Cedric had left?”
Her heart beat frantically in her chest as she considered the other possibility. That Cedric had been taken by something. But why would that something take only him and leave Elisabeth and the dwarfs unharmed?
“Calm yer fretting, lass,” Lucius said, sitting up. He rubbed at his eyes, his beard pointing in all sorts of directions. He sleepily ran a hand down it. “He left for his castle last night.”
“What?” Elisabeth looked around the cottage as if half expecting Cedric to suddenly appear. “Why?”
“Said something about propriety and not sharing the room with his fiancé until they were married and something about doing it right.” Kenrick shrugged. “Honestly I stopped paying attention after he said the word propriety.”
“Well, I suppose this is just like old times then. You boys ready to pay the son of Morren a call?” Elisabeth ran a hand down the white skirts of her dress. One of the perks of having to leave her camp so suddenly that she left behind her clothes was that she didn’t need to stop and change all the time. In fact, it may be the only perk. It wasn’t even much of a perk, but since she was used to having to change outfits for every meal, it was somewhat freeing to be able to wake up and traipse around in her wrinkled gown from the night before.
“Can’t we wake up first?” Kenrick asked, his voice taking on a certain frustrating whine.
“And eat?” Fergus asked.
Elisabeth sighed and rolled her eyes. “Very well.”
Sometime later after a short meal of some dried berries that had brought when they left camp, the dwarfs were finally all standing, although Gabriel looked like he was liable to murder anyone who got too close to him.
Elisabeth stepped toward the door of the cottage, though she supposed that she didn’t need to walk through it since she could just as easily slip through one of the holes in the wall. In fact, only Lucius, Gabriel, Fergus, and Florian walked out the door behind her. The three younger dwarfs found other ways out.
She was relieved to see that the snow was already melting even if it did leave a swampy marsh for her to wade through. She wasn’t quite ready to see the ground totally blanketed in snow just yet. She held her skirts up, trying to salvage them as much as possible as she sloshed through the forest in the direction of Cedric’s castle. It was really more of ruins, all that was left of an ancient civilization in the days of old that had dared to try to settle in the forest.
The ruins of the castle had been Cedric’s home during the days of his captivity. She remembered clearly when she had first seen them, how awed she was by the legends of the place. And then she had learned who lived there and she had been filled with rage. She had thought it her personal responsibility to wipe out Morren’s line.
Now she was considering being a part of it by marrying Cedric. And if they lived long enough, probably birthing more heirs to Morren’s name into the world.
She was not too proud to admit that the irony of the situation was laughable. But honestly, she didn’t care what she had once thought. Cedric was so much more than the heir to an enemy throne and perpetrator of black magic that he was. He was a complicated man, equal part light and dark. He was her friend, her confidant. The only person she truly felt she could talk to about her fears and worries. He was an ally.
And quite frankly she owed him her life. Multiple times over.
How had things gotten so complicated? She had been ready to kill him, now she had fallen in love with him. And she had somehow chosen him over her kingdom. She still wasn’t quite sure how she had gotten to the point where she would make that decision. She had once thought that she would do anything it took to be the best ruler Illesya had ever seen.
And now she was following in her father’s footsteps, marrying for love when it could leave their kingdom at a political disadvantage.
Elisabeth groaned and massaged her brow.
No, she didn’t want to think of it that way. Uniting the lands and making Mooraven Havenkeep’s equal and no longer simply a conquered land, may not be a popular choice since the war, but a whole Illesya, may be the only way to truly heal from what all three kingdoms had done to each other in the past. Now if only she could convince Eirwen of that, or she could lose Alain to her cousin.
Her father was always known for his military precision during war. She decided that she wanted to be known for peace. She would fight for that peace, but she would have it. After everything that had happened to everyone in Illesya, to her and Cedric, they all deserved a little peace.
Elisabeth crossed the threshold of the ruins, under the stone archway that looked almost like it would collapse on her. She wondered how many more years it would stand there until finally crumbling to be claimed by the forest. The courtyard was just as dead, this time there was no snow blanketing to cover the twisting roots and hollow husks of bushes. However, when she stepped into the time ravaged hall where she had first met Cedric, the room was filled with shadow courtiers as if nothing had ever changed.
She spotted Cedric sitting on his throne, and strode toward him, walking past shadow courtiers and even through a woman who had walked in front of her. The woman hissed and she hoped that it wasn’t Gertrude. She had made enough of an enemy with that woman.
She stopped at the foot of Cedric’s throne and arched her brow. “Your crown is crooked.” She gestured to the crown made of pure shadows that graced his brow.
“At least I am wearing a crown,” Cedric murmured, his words half muffled by the hand resting in front of his mouth as he leisurely rested his chin in his palm.
“Crowns can be quite expensive, you know. I left mine back at the castle for safe keeping.”
Cedric chuckled and Elisabeth felt one side of her mouth pull up as she glanced away, her eyes returning to the dwarfs who were greeting some shadow courtiers as if they were old friends rather than the projects of Cedric’s bored mind. Aldrus was even conversing with a group of crows who were perched on the nearby window sill. Cedric’s influence showed greatly here and for the first time she wondered if their sanity had survived their captivity.
If her own sanity had survived her time spent in the dark forest.
She turned back to Cedric. “When are we leaving?” She hated the thought of even spending another day in this warped wood where giant spiders existed. Sometimes she wondered how Cedric and the dwarfs survived the long years they were here. She could barely stand a few days, and it made her feel awful to consider what they must have gone through. Being back here was probably torture to them.
And it pained her heart to think of Cedric or any of the dwarfs suffering.
Cedric pushed from his throne, and held out a hand and she slid her own into his hold. “Soon, my love. You know, it was in these crumbling ruins where I learned to dance.”
Elisabeth arched her brow. “You didn’t know how to dance before that?” She had tutors training her how to dance almost as soon as she had taken her first step.
“I think it is safe to assume that our father’s had different priorities. I could wield a sword skillfully enough to kill a man before my first decade. There wasn’t any time to learn to dance until my exile. Then I conjured up a shadow partner and tried my best to make do.”
Cedric raised his arm, pulling her into a twirl. Except he yanked on her arm too hard and sent her sprawling into his chest. She glared up at him as he grinned sheepishly. “Learned to dance, did you?”
“I never said that I learned to dance well.”
She felt a smile pull at her own lips. “It’s just nice to know that there’s something you’re actually not good at.”
Cedric snorted. “You’re wicked.”
“What can I say? You’re a bad influence.”
Cedric’s smile grew as he leaned forward, bumping his nose against hers. “Oh, I most certainly am that.”
“As amusing as this is to watch,” Lucius said, clearing his throat loudly. Elisabeth pulled away to see that the dwarfs had all gathered a short distance away. She pressed a hand to her cheeks, feeling them warm up.
“Ye two are not gonna manage to keep this a secret very long,” Alban said, shaking his head. “I’d bet me money on it.”
“For once, I don’t think those are odds I will challenge,” his brother said.
Cedric rolled his eyes. “Is there any specific reason you lads interrupted us?”
“Aye,” Lucius said as Florian signed something. “Just that we need to be leaving if we want to reach the Mooraven border of the forest by nightfall.”
“Oh, is that all,” Cedric drawled. “Very well, boys, I suppose it’s time for me to finally return home.” He turned to Elisabeth and gestured toward the door. “After you, my queen.”




Chapter Twenty-Six
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Elisabeth found herself able to breathe freer as they left the forest. Her burdens suddenly seemed so much less heavy, out in the open air not stifled by the dead trees.                                                                                                                                                              
Despite being expected to rule over it and the sordid way the kingdom twisted its way around her heritage, Elisabeth had never actually stepped foot in Mooraven. She had visited Alain a few times with her stepmother, but Mooraven was different. Mooraven had been the enemy kingdom, crushed under the heel of Havenkeep’s armies and never to rise to power again.
She had learned from her tutors that Mooraven was much flatter, more of a marshland than Havenkeep’s hilly country. If civilizations had settled in Mooraven before, they did not build structures that last. The ruins that dotted both Alain and Havenkeep could not be found anywhere in Mooraven’s flatlands.
She peered over the bleak atmosphere. It didn’t look very different. The grass was green, the dirt was brown, the same small melting piles of snow slushed under her feet as had in the forest. Squinting, she glanced up at the mostly cloudy sky where only slivers of sunlight managed to break through.
The sky of Mooraven looked no different than the sky of Havenkeep either.
And yet it was all right for these people to suffer and to die and not for the people of Havenkeep?
Cedric stood a long moment behind her. She turned to see his eyes roaming over the countryside, gleaming with appreciation. Finally, after eleven years of exile, he was home.
Elisabeth found herself smiling at the thought. She should have sent him to Mooraven long before now. But then, she doubted her courtiers would ever have agreed to send Cedric back to his home. They would have claimed that he was simply returning to Mooraven to incite riots.
“Look,” Gabriel growled, nodding his bearded chin to the horizon. Elisabeth squinted, taking in the smoke rising in the distance. She could just make out the dark forms of houses dotting the horizon. She had no idea what a village was doing so close to the border of the forest.
The closest settlement in Havenkeep to the forest was the winter palace, with its fortified walls and armed guards. No villagers were brave enough to settle anywhere near the woods.
Cedric yanked his dark hood over his head and glanced at Elisabeth. “You may want to do something about disguising… that.” He paused and waved his finger toward her.
Elisabeth shook her head but pulled her own cloak up. It was no good, it was too fine a material. It would draw attention, no matter what she did to disguise herself and her striking features.
Cedric released a long-pained breath obviously thinking the same thing. “I can’t take you anywhere.”
Florian made a few sharp signs.
“I doubt it would be a trap,” Lucius said with a tilt of his head as he stroked at his beard. “They would hardly know where we would come out, or get word out ahead of us. We carved days off our journey by going through the forest instead of around it. But you’re right, Florian, perhaps it is best if the prince and princess remain here until we determine the exact nature of this encampment and any dangers they may pose.”
“Not a chance,” Elisabeth and Cedric said at the exact same time. She glanced over at him and pressed her lips together.
Lucius sighed. “I think perhaps it was better before you two started getting along all the time.”
“I just made it back to Mooraven, I’m not going to stand aside and not do anything for my people now that I’m here. Besides, you know that I am more than capable of taking care of myself.” 
“I’ve waited all my life while everyone around me made the choices for me.” Elisabeth crossed her arms. “I’m not doing it anymore.”
“I’m just tryna keep ye safe,” Lucius said.
Everyone wanted to keep her safe now, but it was too late. She had already lived with a monster for most of her life. “You’re sounding like Luk is what you’re doing.”
Lucius sighed.
“Come now, I have every confidence in you and the other dwarf’s battle prowess if the worst comes to it. You kept me safe from garmrs, what are a few villagers compared to that?”
“We aren’t as young as we used to be, lass.”
“Speak for yourself,” Kenrick cried out, scandalized as Alban and Aldrus nodded in agreement.
Cedric rested a hand on Lucius’s shoulder. “I appreciate your concern, but I’ve never let things like danger stop me before. And you should know, Lucius, I never lose a fight.”
Gabriel harrumphed. “At this rate we should have just sent Florian and Lucius ahead to scout, if we were just planning on standing around here and talking anyway, at least something could have been accomplished.”
“If we were so concerned about scouting something we could easily look into it ourselves, I could just have my crows do it. But since it is only a short way from where we are currently standing and there isn’t actually any sign of danger whatsoever, I figured why don’t we just enjoy a hike.” Cedric shoved at Gabriel as he strode past him in the direction of the dark houses and the distant smoke.
Elisabeth hiked her skirts and struggled to follow after Cedric as he sprang across the marshy ground as if it was hard turf. Her boots sunk into the moist earth with every step, and every time she lifted her foot out of it, she nearly lost her shoes. She was only thankful that she had been wearing sturdy boots for traveling rather than the dainty slippers that were apparently all the rage in court.
She was panting by the time they neared the dark pillar of smoke. It was much larger than she had first thought from a distance, it blocked out much of the sky, filling the air and choking her lungs with a putrid scent. She stumbled to a stop, watching as Cedric stalked toward a small gathering of men standing at the side of the fire.
“What is going on here?” he asked
“What’s it to you?” the man demanded, a scowl covering his face.
“I asked. And I would like an answer,” Cedric replied. “I was hoping I might be able to offer assistance, but if you would rather not, we can always be on our way.”
The man looked Cedric over a moment as if trying to discern if he was serious. Finally, he blew out a dismissive breath and turned away. Elisabeth thought that was the end of that situation until the man sighed, “We’re just burnin’ our dead. We common folk have the right to do that don’t we? Or are we denied even that?”
He directed the jab toward both of them. Compared to the coarse and tattered materials of the tunics the men wore, even Cedric’s torn black tunic looked like finery in comparison.
She swallowed and turned to the pyre. It was piled high with the… dead. That would explain the terrible smell. Elisabeth rested a hand over her nose. “What happened?”
“The massacre, what do ye think happened? We can’t do much of anything around here. Our crops are destroyed by wandering draugrs and any herds we have must be watched carefully in order to ensure that they do not become a stray garmr’s meal. These folks were from our neighboring villages. When days passed with no word from them, we went out looking for them.” He nodded toward the pyre. “This is all we found. It’s not even half the town’s population, a lot of folks went missing, carried off for something. Figured there were too many dead for them to take ‘em all, so we decided to burn the rest ‘afore they returned.”
One of the men nearest to the fire, buried his face in his hands and let out a choked sob.
“Can’t make a blasted living, now we can’t even live. This land is cursed.”
Cedric crossed his arms. “Well now, Mooraven isn’t cursed. It has powerful enemies, but it isn’t cursed. We will make whoever did this pay, I promise you that.”
Elisabeth stared at the burning pyre, fueled by the dead. It certainly seemed bleak no matter what Cedric said.
“An entire village was wiped out,” the first man said. “What could have done that? Not draugrs or garmrs, it is too organized an attack.”
“How do we know that our village isn’t next?” another man asked, rubbing at his dirt-stained face.
“My lad left only a few months ago to start a new life with his bride,” another of the old men moaned. “My Jamie was a fighter and yet I found both him and his girl…” he trailed off in a choking sob.
“I’m so sorry,” Elisabeth whispered. She didn’t know what else to say. It was obvious that Ismena was somehow responsible for this. Who else would be capable of this cruel slaughter?
Her courtiers had said that the people of Mooraven were being massacred and yet she hadn’t quite believed it until she stood next to the funeral pyre, smelling the putrid scent of burning flesh and looking the grief right in the eye.
The men looked at her and then around at the dwarfs as if just then realizing that there were people with Cedric. A woman and dwarfs at that.
“Are those your children?” the first man asked.
Cedric made a choking sound as if he was trying not to laugh.
“We have frozen beards, lad!” came Gabriel’s angry retort.
“Apparently dwarfs are so rare,” Aldrus said dryly, “that a soul would assume we are bearded children rather than folk of the mountain.”
One of the younger men hedged closer to Elisabeth, squinting at her under the hood. “Ye’re a fair lass,” the young man said, only it sounded more like a suspicion than a compliment.
“I’m afraid her hand is already spoken for,” Cedric said, his tone edged with false brevity.
“Ye’re too beautiful, my ma told me of the cursed beauty of the princess of Havenkeep. You’re she, aren’t you?”
Elisabeth opened her mouth to protest.
“Really?” Cedric said with a derisive laugh. “You see a beautiful woman and just must assume she is the crown princess?”
The young man stepped forward and yanked off Elisabeth’s hood before she had a chance to recognize. “She is the princess! Look at her fair skin and dark hair I’m telling you.”
“That was extremely rude,” Cedric growled as Elisabeth stepped back and pulled up her hood.
“You’re the princess of Havenkeep aren’t you?” someone, an older man who looked twice the age he probably was due to the hardness to his face.
“The princess of Mooraven, too, I’m afraid,” Cedric said, straightening next to Elisabeth. “And Alain, but no one seems to care about that.”
Elisabeth cut her gaze to Cedric. “Maybe don’t instigate them.”
“Too late, love, they are instigated.”
Elisabeth looked over the small gathering, taking in the faces what first looked weary now twisted in anger. “I understand that you are going through hard times, but you need to listen to me. I’m here to help.”
“And what would that help look like,” one man snarled. “More taxes?”
“No, I—” Elisabeth began but the men cut her off.
“Royalty never done anything for the likes of us. Why should we listen to you? You clearly don’t want to help us.”
“What are you doing here anyway?” one of the other men asked, looking around. “And where are your guards?”
She tried to pretend that she didn’t notice how his hand had strayed to the simple dagger strapped to his waist. She could hardly blame them for their anger when she had intended to kill Cedric after first meeting him. Grudges ran deep in this land; its soil was soaked with the blood of thousands of innocents and the people would not rest until their loss was avenged.
The dwarfs grouped in front of Elisabeth drawing their swords. “We be right here.”
“What are you doing?” she hissed. “Put those away.”
Cedric glanced at her over his shoulders and frowned at the dwarfs. “Stay your blades, boys. Just because the villagers annoy us doesn’t mean we should attack them.”
“Since when?”
“Since when?” Cedric demands. “How about since Lizzie doesn’t want us to. Now everyone just calm down before this gets unpleasant.”
The peasant man with the dagger backs away, his eyes widening slightly. “Who do you think you are?”
“Royalty myself,” Cedric replied lazily as he stepped back, but Elisabeth noted that he kept himself between her and the peasants. “So, I’m personally offended by your apparent distaste of royalty in general. When I come to the throne, I do hope that you’ll have gotten over these rebellious feelings and don’t decide to revolt because honestly I don’t feel like crushing a rebellion on top of everything else, I will have on my plate.”
The peasants stared at him in confusion. “Who are you?” the man asked again.
Cedric dropped into a mocking bow. “I am Prince Cedric of Mooraven, lord of the shadow weavers, master of crows, and your future king I’m afraid.” As he stood, he swept his cloak back. Shadows forming around his brow, once again making his crown. “I’ve recently returned from exile in case you hadn’t heard.”
Elisabeth watched, her breath held as shock and awe crossed all of the peasants’ expressions before one by one, they all dropped to their knees. “My king,” the peasant at the front said, lying prostrate.
Cedric looked over at Elisabeth, his eyes gleaming in a manner that she found very unsettling. There was something almost power mad about them as he smiled. “That’s what I thought.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Cedric smiled into his glass, sloshing the liquid from side to side, watching the frothing liquid splash against the rough wooden sides of his cup.  
One name. His name, and suddenly everything changed. The villagers had brought him to their village and gave him the place of honor at their chieftain’s table and never said a word about whether he belonged or not.
That was the benefit of power.
He knew what Morren would say if he pulled the mirror out of his satchel. “Power is not so bad now, is it?”
Nay, power was never bad. But Cedric detested anything that made him lose control of himself. And he saw enough of what power had done to his father to know never to actively seek it.
Elisabeth shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Relax, princess,” he drawled, turning his smile to her. “You’re in my territory.”
“I seem to recall that you once told me to be careful where I stepped when I was in your territory,” she whispered back, her blue eyes flashing.
“Quite right. My world is a dangerous place. In fact, I would say the only safe place is at my side.”
She rolled her eyes as she took a sip of her own drink, her red lips pulling downward into a frown as she swallowed.
“You doubt me, but someday you will learn. It didn’t take the dwarfs long to do so, but then they were never as stubborn as you.”
Cedric pulled his gaze away and gazed out the window. People lined up outside as they passed, trying to get a look at him. Cedric Mooraven. The man who should be their king. He had their loyalty and their trust. If only he could have their crown as well. He kept the shadow crown on his brow, but only as a visible sign that his claims were true. The longer he wore it, though, the heavier it felt. That itself was a mockery. It was one thing to tromp around as the prince of Mooraven in the forest with only the dwarfs and his shadow people as his subjects, or in far off Havenkeep.
But here, in the outskirts of Mooraven, surrounded by his people who looked at him with something akin to hope in their eyes, it seemed cruel to claim to be their prince when he had no such claims other than who his father had been.
What would the people think if they knew that his only true claim to ruling is that Elisabeth had agreed to be his wife? Ruling by her side, he would at long last be king.
But he wouldn’t be the king that the people wanted.
They wanted someone to liberate them from Havenkeep, not unite the kingdoms once and for all. He dropped his gaze back into the frothing liquid and felt himself frown.
No matter what he chose to do with his life, someone was not going to be happy. As he lived and breathed, Cillian gnashed his teeth. At his death Liz and the dwarfs would mourn him. As a puppet prince, the people of Havenkeep despised him. If he were to become king, his own people would turn against him.
If he danced around power, his father would be disappointed. But if he embraced the dark forces within him, he would likely lose himself.
And through it all, the question rang. What would it take to defeat Ismena?
She was the one slaughtering his people, of that much he was certain. He needed to kill her to save them. How to kill her when he had already done so before, well, that was just another question that bogged at him.
He released a sigh and set down his cup. Well, this was certainly a dreary thing to think about.
He turned to Gamick, the chieftain of the village, who sat at his right. Cedric had taken the chieftain’s place at the head of the table. Yet another right owed him due to his empty heritage.
He rested his weight on his elbow. “Tell me, do you know of any ancient or perhaps not even ancient weapons or powers that may be in Mooraven?”
He had been wracking his brain, but he couldn’t recall anything specific. Anything that had stood out to him as more than legend. Mooraven had been the last part of Illesya to be settled, the forest stood between it and Havenkeep where their ancestors first landed their boats from the mainland. The only way to Mooraven was along the eastern shore where the forest came to an end. It hadn’t had half as many civilizations as Havenkeep or even Alain had. Nobody knew much about what Mooraven was before his ancestors finally made their way to it.
The old man stroked at his graying beard. “Well, my prince, I think you would know that more than anyone with all of your fancy learning. I’m afraid we poor folks don’t know much more than farming and surviving out here.”
“Both are worthy pursuits,” Cedric replied with a smile. “But surely you have some sort of tales or legends in these parts? Especially having to do with the southern coast?” His father said he needed to travel south.
“Well, the capital used to be on the southern coast. But you would know that seeing as you lived there, up until the queen left and our dearly beloved king moved the whole capital up north. Other than that, I suppose the only mysterious thing was how the royal family came into possession of such dark magic. But as I said, you probably know more about that than me.”
Cedric couldn’t exactly say how his family had come into possession of the dark magic. He had been born with it, and he inherited it from his father. But how his father, a mere mortal man, had control over such powers, that he had no idea. Morren named himself a dark lord, but the truly interesting thing was that no such title had existed before his father made it infamous. So where had Morren gotten his powers from? He had never said when Cedric asked. He made a note to ask his father when he had a moment alone.
Currently he could feel Lizzie’s gaze on him. She had been quiet, he wondered what she was thinking. It was only too bad that she did not wear her every thought and emotion on her face like the dwarfs did. He never had to wonder what they thought, then they never went too long without speaking either.
“Thank you.” Cedric nodded as he glanced down at his cup. He had no answers but somehow, he had managed to get more questions. That was a good thing. Now he finally knew which ones to start asking.
Elisabeth shifted in her seat so she was resting her forearms on the table and looking across it to Gamick. “Do you know what sort of creatures are behind the massacre?”
He narrowed his eyes at her as if considering not answering her, but when Cedric not very subtly cleared his throat, the man finally shook his head. “Nay, I’m afraid not. I lived by the woods all my life and I have never seen this kind of destruction from the creatures in there. Draugrs are aimless, they only attack when provoked, and garmrs rarely leave the woods. If it was the wyvern, we wouldn’t have had to have burned the remains. No, I don’t know what could have done this.”
Cedric had an idea, although he didn’t like it. Elisabeth looked over at Cedric, and there was something dark in her eyes. She was upset about something. Well, something more than simply the massacre, and if he didn’t miss his guess, it seemed he was the person she was upset with.
Gamick cleared his throat and leaned forward. “If ye don’t mind me askin’, m’lord, but how does it come that you are traveling with the princess of Havenkeep?”
Cedric glanced again down at his drink, truly it was mesmerizing to watch. “Well, it’s a bit of a long tale, but it involves me saving her life and her indebting herself—”
“We are equally concerned for the people of Mooraven’s fate,” Elisabeth interjected. She turned to Gamick. “I understand that feuds between Havenkeep and Mooraven run deep, but believe me when I say that I do not hold the ire toward this land that my father or my stepmother did. When I am crowned queen, I will be crowned the queen of not only Havenkeep, but also Mooraven and Alain.”
Gamick’s large white eyebrows rose higher. “That’s nice and all, but we already have a king.” He darted a look at Cedric.
“That’s complicated…” Elisabeth drew out. She glanced away, tracing her finger across the wooden boards of the table.
“The princess already has a king too,” Aldrus said, his words only partially disguised by clearing his throat. Alban elbowed him.
Cedric pinched the bridge of his nose with his gloved thumb and forefinger. He knew that it would be difficult to keep their engagement a secret as Elisabeth wanted in a castle where even the walls had ears. But he hadn’t expected it to be quite so hard to hide their engagement the second they left the forest.
Cedric finally lifted his glass and took a sip. “The princess and I are working together to see about the return of Mooraven to my benevolent rule, but there are some who oppose us.”
Gamick turned wide-eyed to Elisabeth, seeming to have not heard what Aldrus said. “You intend to return Mooraven to Prince Cedric?”
“I do,” Elisabeth replied, watching Cedric out of the corner of her eye. “I intend to allow Cedric to rule.”
He resisted the urge to rest his hand over hers and instead adjusted in his seat until he was leaning heavily on the arm of his seat. “She makes it sound so amicable. When I first suggested she do so, she wanted to kill me.”
“I may still want to kill you,” Elisabeth said, her smile turning icy.
“Exactly, she may still want to kill me so I could very well not survive until coronation. Is that your plan, Lizzie dear, to give the crown to a corpse?”
Her smile widened, but her expression was still cold. “I suppose we shall see.”
“Or at least you shall see. I may be too dead to do much of anything.”
Elisabeth raised her mug and silently toasted him before raising it to her lips.
Gamick glanced between them, obviously confused. “Ye shouldn’t be concerned,” Kenrick said. “They do this all the time—pretending that they will kill the other, that is. I’ve learned to ignore them. They’ve yet to kill each other, so I doubt there is anything to worry about.”
“Patience, my good man,” Cedric said, raising his own glass. “She is the crown princess. I still have to find a way to make it look like an accident.”
Elisabeth snorted which turned into a choke as she swallowed her beverage wrong.
Cedric pushed away from his seat as Elisabeth finally stopped coughing. Fergus put his hand on her arm in the comforting gesture that Cedric wished he could do, but their little talk of killing each other had finally driven all thoughts of what Aldrus said from Gamick’s head, and he didn’t want to give the man anything else to suspect.
“Where are you going?” Elisabeth asked, as she dabbed at her lips with her napkin.
“I’m just off to consult my sources, princess. See if they have discovered anything.”
“Your crows?” she asked, arching her brow.
Cedric schooled his features to keep from wincing. Indeed, he had not used his crows as spies for some time. He was probably letting the power of the Nytheran Mirror get to his head, having unlimited knowledge at his fingertips made it so that spies were no longer a necessity. Or perhaps he just liked listening to his father. Either way, he should probably check in on his crows and see what they had been up to.
He nodded. “But of course.”
The last thing Lizzie needed to know was that he was still in contact with the father she thought was dead. She despised Morren, and honestly, he couldn’t fault her. But still, he was Cedric’s father, and for that reason Cedric had a hard time parting with the mirror.
His crows could find this secret weapon, of that he had no doubt, but by the time they located it, it could already be too late. What he needed were answers and answers now. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to send his crows out. He could have them scour the southern coast to see what they could find before he and Lizzie actually made it there.
He stepped outside and around to the side of the log hut where the chieftain lived. Fortunately, the people outside had milled away and no one seemed to notice his exit. He wrapped the shadows around the alley to give himself some more privacy and slid down the wall, finally pulling the mirror from his satchel.
I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist the call of power forever. You are after all, my son.
“I just have a few questions.”
I am already aware of this fact.
Cedric ran a hand through his hair and released a sigh as he pressed his eyes shut. “What killed these people?”
Time.
“Haha,” Cedric said dryly. “They were killed by more than just time.”
I have found that it is always the progression of time that leads to their demise, though.
“Are you going to answer my question?”
Is that all I am to you? Simply a means to learning?
“Just the other day you were complaining that I didn’t use you enough and now you complain. You are the one who trapped yourself in an all-knowing mirror. Now answer my question. Is Ismena behind this massacre?”
That was not the first question you asked. Besides you already know that she is behind this and the slaughter of the garmrs. You are wasting both of our time.
“What is with you and time all of a sudden, aren’t you immortal in there?”
I may be, but you are not.
He shook his head. Morren claimed that Cedric got his penchant for trickery from his mother, but he didn’t quite believe that. “Why did Ismena kill those people?” Cedric couldn’t figure out how killing peasants from Mooraven would help Ismena retake what she felt that Elisabeth had taken from her.
She is building an army. The dead she takes she turns into her wights to someday fight against your beloved princess. The garmrs she killed simply for the ease of traveling through the woods without their interference. What else do you wish to know of me?
“Are you finally going to tell me anything more about this weapon she is seeking?”
I have told you all you need to know. Simply continue south to where you were born. There you will find it. Or it will find you. Whichever comes first.
Cedric pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes. “Is this weapon a living being?”
Ask your third question, my boy. The answer is the same for both of them.
Cedric paused for a moment. A part of him wondered if he even wanted to know the answer to this question, but if it was somehow necessary to his previous question then he supposed he had to ask it. That and he was dying of curiosity. “Very well, father. Here is my third question. Where did you gain your dark magic?”
I was given my powers the same way Ismena hopes to defeat Elisabeth. Through a bargain with a witch.




Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Cedric slowly slid the mirror back into his satchel, allowing the shadows wrapped around him to fade into the dusk as he mulled over what his father had said. Through a bargain with a witch…  
So that was how a mere mortal became a shadow weaver and a master of crows. He had always known that he wielded dark magic, but he hadn’t quite realized just how dark it truly was.
Witches were cursed beings, unnatural. The first witch was once a human, but then she stole bites of the fruit of the Tree of Life before anyone else could taste of it. She only managed a few bites, one out of the fruit of magic, one of the fruit of flames, and one of the fruit of immortality.
The witch was exiled from all proper society, an outcast among humans and fae, dwarfs and nymphs. One does not simply exile an immortal though, and after generations, the witch had created an army of daughters through men that she used as pawns. She and her daughters fought to rule over Illesya. All the natural inhabitants formed together for the first and only time in the island’s history and fought a bitter war against the witch. She was defeated, but at a great cost to the numbers of the fae, so that they felt they had no other recourse but to leave this mortal world.
After that, the witches faded into legend. But that didn’t mean they weren’t real. Everyone knew that witches existed and that they were out there somewhere, just as everyone knew that the fae once walked with humans until they left, taking most of the magic with them. Just as everyone knew that the first of everything ate of the Tree of Life.
Just because something is a legend now, doesn’t mean it never happened.
It just means it isn’t as mundane as humans are.
Cedric wondered what had happened to the witch his father bargained with. Was she the same witch Ismena now hoped to ally herself to? Morren didn’t usually enjoy leaving loose strands, but killing witches was no simple matter.
There was a popular saying, if you want to kill a witch, make sure to do it twice.
That taste of immortality the witch had, well, now her descendants just didn’t want to stay dead.
He glanced up at the birds gathered on the roof over his head. He had long since grown used to the birds always being around him, he no longer noticed their flapping as they congregated over his head. If anything, their presence only comforted him. These birds would not lead him on with half-truths and myths.
“Fly south and let me know what you see,” Cedric told the crows in a low tone. “Especially if it is a raven-haired girl with familiar eyes.”
Not that the crows would know if any eyes were familiar to him. Still the birds dutifully took wing and flew off.
He shook his head. What sort of description was that really? Morren seemed to think he would recognize this girl, although the only raven-haired girl that Cedric knew was Lizzie and she was with him.
Cedric pushed away from the wall and dusted at the back of his cloak, knocking aside stray strands of straw and loose dirt. He glanced up at the stars, grasping at the little bit of peace they filled him with. He had always loved their silver glow, lighting up the night.
A brightness in the dark.
When he was younger, he used to pretend that inside of him was like the night sky. Black as ink. But dotted with thin silver streams of light. An odd thing to think, but he was a child, and on clear nights he couldn’t shake that memory.
He took a step forward, but drew to a halt when he saw a pair of wide dark eyes peek around the corner of the building and blink up at him.
He arched a brow as he lowered himself to one knee. “Hello there, you can come out. I promise, I don’t bite. That’s Gabriel’s job.”
The small child let out a giggle and then stepped into the alleyway toward him. It was a girl, younger than he was when he was exiled, with dark hair pulled back in a ratty black bow.
“And who would you be?”
“My name is Lilian. My grandfather is Gamick,” the young girl said. She smiled up at him, bright white teeth showing through her dirty face. “And you are our king.”
Cedric smiled and patted her head. “Well, Lilian, I’m not exactly king yet. You see, I rather lack a crown.”
She pulled her hands from around her back revealing a circle of flowers she had tied together. The flowers were wilted. But she smiled at him like it was the grandest item in the world. She stood on her tiptoes and placed the crown on his head. “There’s a crown. Now you can rule us and help us find food and it won’t be so cold anymore.”
“Why that is a lot of responsibility to put on someone,” Cedric said, his stomach turning slightly at the hope shining in the little girl’s eyes. It was almost as bright as the stars. “But I shall endeavor to do what I can. I feel kingly already.”
Lilian laughed and jumped up and down. Cedric rose and held out his hand. She gladly accepted it as he sauntered back to the front of the chieftain’s hut. He gestured with his head. “You had better get back inside before someone comes looking for you.”
“Okay,” the little girl chimed before disappearing inside. Cedric watched her go and then reached up and gingerly touched the crown on his head. He had always thought that finally meeting his people would make him feel better. More secure in his right to rule.
But all it was currently accomplishing was making him feel mildly ill.
Cedric lowered his gaze to see Liz standing a short distance away, her shoulder braced against the wall of the chief’s house and a smile pulling at her lips.
“How long have you been standing there?” Cedric asked with a frown. He was losing his touch. He should have heard her coming. Or perhaps it was Liz who was gaining her touch.
“Long enough.” Liz lifted her skirts and strode toward him. “Why are you wearing a crown made of flowers, Cedric?”
“Hmm? Oh.” Cedric reached up and pulled the flower crown off his head. He leaned forward and rested the wreath on Liz’s temples. “I was just keeping this safe for my queen.”
She reached up and touched the flowers and then looked over at Cedric, but she was frowning now.
“What’s the matter? Don’t you like it?”
“I’m just wondering why you lied to me, Cedric.”
Cedric opened his mouth to defend himself, but then he realized that he didn’t actually know which instance she was speaking off. He pursed his lips, unwilling to accidentally oust himself. His immediate thought was that she knew about the mirror, but he didn’t know how she would have found out. He only ever consulted the Nytheran mirror when he was alone. “Could I ask you to be a bit more specific?”
Elisabeth leveled him with a hard look. “What else are you keeping from me?”
“First tell me what it is you think I lied to you about, so I can know which secret you discovered of mine.”
“Cedric, you make it so hard to trust you sometimes.”
He did, didn’t he?
But if he let Elisabeth know that he was harboring Morren and she didn’t already know that, well, it would be even harder for her to trust him.
He didn’t want to be dishonest. Well, not dishonest on such a grand scale, not when it came to Elisabeth. But with Morren… things were complicated. Most of his life he had wanted a way to do things over with his father, have a second chance to be the son Morren wanted. And for Morren to be the father that Cedric needed. This mirror, well, it may house a war criminal to many in Havenkeep, but that man was also his flesh and blood.
“Do you trust that I have your best interest at heart?” Elisabeth’s away without replying. Cedric leaned forward and grasped her hand. “I would never do anything to harm you, or your goals.”
“I know that,” Elisabeth said at last, heaving a sigh. She looked back up at him, her eyes locking on his own. “It’s just why did you feel the need to lie to me about the garmrs?”
“It’s just that he’s—” Cedric paused in his explanation and snapped his mouth shut. “Wait. What garmrs?”
“In the forest when we found the slaughtered garmrs, you told me it was a second garmr pack that had attacked them. But that was a lie.”
“Oh, I see.” Cedric had almost forgotten that even happened. It was two whole days ago, how was he supposed to remember that far back? “I didn’t lie, per say. I didn’t know what had killed the garmrs, I had my suspicions of course, but I didn’t want to worry you over mere suspicions.”
“You and I both know it was Ismena who killed those garmrs, but now I’m more concerned about what you were about to say just now.”
“Nothing.”
“You were about to say nothing?”
Blasted woman, that sounded like something he would say.
Cedric reached up and ran a hand through his hair, before shrugging. “It doesn’t matter.”
“It matters to me,” Elisabeth said, tilting her head. “But you aren’t going to tell me, are you?”
He didn’t have to answer, she already knew the answer. He didn’t know if it was written across his face or if she simply knew him too well.
She sighed and turned away. Cedric stepped after her. “Lizzie.”
She glanced back at him and shook her head. “You want me to trust you, and I do. With my life. I just wonder when you will choose to trust me.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Elisabeth adjusted the flower crown as one of the wilted flowers fell into her face. It was ridiculous. She should have torn it off and stomped it under foot. But she couldn’t bring herself to do that. She couldn’t even bring herself to take it off.  
She had barely gotten Cedric, and already she felt as if she was losing him. And she didn’t know what to do about it. Or how to reconcile the mysterious dark prince with the kind hearted man who spoke so kindly to that girl.
Oh, how he vexed her so.
She felt the dwarfs’ gazes on her as she paced, but she ignored them and they did not speak up. Only Cedric was a fool enough to try and speak to her when she is in this sort of mood.
As if summoned by her thoughts the door opened and Cedric sauntered in as if nothing was or ever had been wrong in the entirety of his life. Elisabeth crossed her arms and leaned against the doorway leading into the back room that housed the rooms where the chieftain and his family were already sleeping. Cedric had been offered a place in that room, but he opted to stay near the hearth where Elisabeth and the dwarfs were supposed to sleep.
His gaze lingered on her as if trying to assess her mood. Elisabeth glared at him, hoping that she was making her dour mood unmistakable.
Lucius glanced between the two of them. “Cedric, me lad, what did ye do? The princess has been in a huff since she came back in.”
Cedric pressed his lips together. “We had a misunderstanding.”
“You lied to me,” she said with a snort.
“A purposefully created misunderstanding,” Cedric amended.
“Oh, is that all?” Kenrick asked, only to get the back of his head wacked by Fergus. “Ow, what? The prince lies to everyone.”
Cedric cleared his throat. “Yes, well… I actually came in here to announce that we have a new destination.”
“Where?” Elisabeth asked, jutting her chin out.
“Raventide.”
“That name sounds familiar, what is it?”
“It was once the capital of Mooraven.” Cedric adjusted his weight on his feet and rubbed a hand against his tunic as if he was polishing his nails despite the fact that he was still wearing his gloves. “It’s where I was born.”
“What awaits us in Raventide, lad?” Lucius asked, striding toward Cedric.
“Hopefully answers. Other than that, nothing but memories.”
“Yer birds are being awfully vague,” Aldrus grumbled.
Cedric grimaced, but quickly covered it with a shrug. “They are doing their best, at least we have a new destination. I had been starting to fear that we would be wandering in circles by the time Liz’s guards managed to catch up with us.”
Elisabeth huffed. “We haven’t found anything definite yet, so we still may be.”
“That’s very true, but a fool can hope.”
“Wait, who’s the fool?” Aldrus asked.
“You,” Alban replied.
The other dwarfs cajoled him as Elisabeth stepped away. She moved across the room, but Cedric stepped in front of her, resting a hand on her shoulder. She looked up and found herself staring into Cedric’s cold blue gaze. She arched a single brow. “What do you want?”
“I should have told you of my suspicions with the garmrs, Liz. I apologize.”
“You should have,” she replied stiffly.
Cedric reached out and traced a hand across her face. “I just worry about you. I know how heavy a crown can be, but you insist on bearing more than just that. You carry the weight of the whole world on your shoulders. It isn’t good for you, this pressure you put on yourself… No matter how strong you are, anyone would break under that pressure.”
“I’m trying to make sure that the world doesn’t freeze again, Cedric.”
“So what if the world freezes? Maybe that’s what it deserves.”
Elisabeth pulled away with a roll of her eyes. Now he was quoting Eirwen? “Have you ever considered being selfless for once?”
“Have you considered being selfish?”
“Are you suggesting we just let Ismena win, because I can assure you, her on the throne would not be a happy ending for anyone. Least of all you and me.”
Cedric reached out and clasped her hand. “No, I am not suggesting anything of the sort. I for one intend to do everything in my power to stop that sorceress, but I would rather the whole world freeze than for anything bad to happen to you. And that’s the truth.”
“Nothing is going to happen to me, Cedric.”
He reached up and adjusted the flower crown on her brow. “Can you see the future, Liz? Just do me a favor, don’t put all of this on you. You need to accept that there are things outside of your power.”
“If I can’t save my people then what sort of queen would that make me?”
“One that is only human. We all have limitations.”
“I’m half nymph. I’m sure I have fewer limitations than most.”
“Look at the two of us, you have the power of ice and snow and I have dark magic, and somehow we found each other. Two of the most powerful beings to walk the earth. No wonder everyone wants to keep us separated.”
“Whatever happened to saying we all have limitations?”
“Limitations or no, we will defeat Ismena. Again. Trust me on that.” Cedric smiled slowly. “We are going to change the world. Together. And I’m not quite sure if it is ready for us.”
“Is it a change for the better though?”
Cedric raised her hand to his lips. “We can hope.”




Chapter Thirty
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This was an absolute nightmare. Luk massaged at his temple, trying to relieve some of the pain, but the truth was he had gotten this headache the second he discovered the princess had disappeared after that garmr attack. And he feared that it wouldn’t go away until he was looking at Elisabeth with his own two eyes to determine that she was indeed unharmed.  
He had to hope, nay more than that, his gut told him that she had left of her own volition. He didn’t know if he was more relieved or frustrated about that. He should have guessed that she and that dark prince had been plotting some mischief. Still, at least she was with Cedric.
But then… she was with Cedric.
Again, he had no idea which feeling that thought inspired. Hope that maybe they would keep her safe or a burning anger that she would do this to him. He could not even fathom how she could so blindly trust a dark prince and mercenary dwarfs of all people, but would not even consider listening to Luk, the captain of her bleeding guard.
That princess… At this rate he would need to retire before his third decade. That girl was running him to an early grave.
Despite the pounding of his head, the rest of him felt twitchy, his leg jiggled from where he was trying to sit at his desk. He tapped a finger against the piles of parchment. What sort of captain of the princess’s guard was he when he wasn’t even out looking for her?
He wanted nothing more than to scour the land with his men, searching for the princess. He couldn’t rest until she was brought home safely, whether he was in the palace at Havenkeep or on the road to Mooraven. But Arnette insisted that it would be best for Luk to remain behind and dictate affairs from a central location where he could be easily reached by any of his men who were scouring the country.
Luk figured that was just political drivel meaning that during this time of unrest Arnette wanted Luk in the palace with him in case anyone attempted a coup. As the captain of the princess’s personal guard, Luk had authority over all the guards within the palace, which would give Arnette an edge in perhaps keeping Cillian at bay for a while longer.
He supposed he couldn’t blame Arnette. He agreed with the old man, there was definitely something brewing. Cillian was barely concealing his schemes at this point. He had tried to declare himself regent the second they returned home even though the council had not set a date for him to take control yet. Without that date he had no power, even with their vote. And Arnette was fighting tooth and nail to keep that date as far off as possible. Not to mention that there was the princess Eirwen. Both she and the future regent were both undoubtedly in league with Ismena.
He had no idea why the dark prince hadn’t killed either of them. He had made his distaste of them both clear, so why not just kill him? Surely Cedric had no moral scruples. Luk doubted if Cedric had a moral bone in his body.
Luk’s hands were tied until a crime outed them, but what stopped Cedric from stealthily murdering the two of them? Luk swore that man lived his life to make Luk’s more difficult. Maker forbid he actually kill their enemies and do a sensible thing that would help Luk out. No. He had to run off with the princess in the middle of the night while Luk was distracted making sure that a garmr didn’t eat anyone!
If he ever saw Cedric again, he was liable to strangle him.
Maybe the dark prince could do him a favor and stay missing.
Of course, since that would probably decrease the chance of Elisabeth returning as well, Luk couldn’t truly hope that.
He huffed an angry breath and glanced down at the map; markers showed where each of his men were from the last time, he heard from them. He had sent the majority of his men scouring Mooraven, but Cillian had insisted that they check north as well in case she had been carried off by invisible raiders that somehow managed to miss the rest of their camp.
No, Elisabeth left of her own free will. With the dark prince and the dwarfs. And they went south to Mooraven. He would bet his life on that.
He would even wager that with Cedric the one making the decisions they would even travel through the woods. Three volunteers went in there after them, he could only hope that they will be able locate them, and are not torn to shreds in the process.
He would have gone with them, but apparently, he was absolutely needed at this palace to sit there and stare at a map.
The door opened behind him and then clicked shut, Luk turned around and had to stifle the urge to audibly groan when he saw that it was Arnette.
“What now?” Luk asked, his voice came out hoarse and faintly he wondered when was the last time he had eaten or drunk anything. He was too tired for a proper greeting fit for a member of the council.
“The princess needs to be found and very soon.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Luk grumbled, running a hand down his face.
“She left at a most inopportune time, this trip was supposed to take days at most and if she is not found then well… the princes will be arriving within the next week to vie for her hand. I don’t need to tell you what would happen if the princess were not here to receive her suitors. They are her last chance to become queen before Cillian is crowned regent. The possibility of an engagement is the only reason I have managed to hold off the council from making him regent now.”
Great, just great. Another thing Luk would have to worry about.
Not only was Elisabeth missing, but a bunch of royalty from other lands were arriving. And he didn’t need to see the future to know who Arnette would put in charge of arranging their security in the palace during their stay. If he failed then he could be starting another war.
“So, I hope you understand the urgency of the matter. The princess must be found.”
Of course, she must, it was just that Luk wasn’t allowed to be out there on the ground looking for her.
Arnette turned and stepped out of the room, leaving Luk with more troubles than he had originally started off with. The door opened again and Luk groaned. “I swear if you give me any more bad news, I’m liable to throw you out the window—oh.”
He paused when he realized that the person standing in the doorway was not Arnette but actually his cousin, staring at him with her concerned brown eyes.
“Sorry, Clotilde. I’m just tired.”
“Any word yet?” Clotilde asked, her face pale.
Luk shook his head slowly. “I’m afraid not.” His cousin had not taken the disappearance well, saying she should have been in the tent at that moment instead of off and dining with the servants. He had tried to tell her that she needed to eat as well, but the truth was one of them should have been with the princess. They had been lax and now she was missing.
“I do hope the dwarfs are all right,” Clotilde whispered, tears clogging her eyes.
Luk looked up, startled. The dwarfs? Of everyone missing, they were the least of his worries. And yet Clotilde, looked like she was going to have a breakdown over this.
Luk reached up and rested a hand against his pounding temple. But then who was to say that he wasn’t?
Oh, Elisabeth, he thought staring out the paned glass window at the sunlight, too bright for his aching eyes. Where are you?




Chapter Thirty-One
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The sound of the sea washed over his senses, transporting him to another time, one where he was safe and young and innocent and didn’t know what nightmares were. It had been a long, long time since he had last drifted off to sleep to the sound of lapping waves. So long that he was surprised that he even remembered it. He remembered nothing else from this time of living in a castle by the sea, before his father moved him to the new capital, not even his own mother. But the sea… apparently that was something he could never forget.  
He looked over what was left of the castle. Apparently, Stephan had wanted to make sure that Cedric truly had no home to return to if he ever escaped his exile. Or maybe Morren destroyed it when he left. Or perhaps the sea was in the process of claiming it.
Whatever the cause, only half the castle stood on top of a cliff, overlooking the remains of what had once been the capital city. Most moved to the new capital when Morren did, simply leaving the city abandoned.
It seemed all Cedric truly had to his name were ruined castles.
His castle in the forest. This castle. He already knew that the castle he grew up in, the whole capital really, had been burned to the ground. He had thought his father had died in the fires, but apparently not.
Still, he didn’t know if he could ever return to the hollowed-out husk of his old home. He supposed he should feel something looking at the crumbling ruins of where he had been born, but he had no memories of here, save for the sound of the sea and perhaps a song.
The capital of Mooraven though well, that was just chock full of memories. The good… and the bad. 
It had been his childhood home, he remembered shadowing his father as Morren fulfilled his kingly duties through the day, hoping that if he spent enough time near him, Morren would pay him more attention. He remembered his room and the tapestries that hung from his walls. He remembered the loose stone in his floor which he hid all of his precious possessions of childhood under.
Was it still there? Still existing buried under a heap of ash and dust? Or had it burned away with everything else?
This castle however… it was like a ghost, it haunted him. The lack of a memory of his mother haunted him. He thought—he believed he loved her very dearly. But he had just been too young when she disappeared. Left. Whichever it was.
Morren had always been patient with him as a child, no matter the mischief he got into, no matter how troublesome he was. His father had always been too busy running a kingdom to bother with raising a son. But the only times Cedric actually remembered his cool and calculating father losing his temper other than the night the Seven Years’ War had begun, was when he would ask his father about who his mother was.
One day he had made the mistake of actually running away and trying to get to the castle of his birth in the old capital on the shores of Mooraven, foolishly thinking that he would find some sort of answers there. Morren had found him of course, and probably not a moment too soon. He had slipped away too quickly and forgot to bring any food with him.
Cedric scoffed at his own foolishness, but he had only been seven and had yet to know any better.
Morren had locked him in the dungeon for a week after that stunt. Now that Cedric thought back, the cell had been far more furnished than anything he had seen when his father dragged him downstairs to witness the tortures. Still, for the first and only time in his life, Cedric had been afraid of the dark.
Cedric inhaled the salty air, as the wind blew across his face. This place was so still, almost untouchable as if it was not meant for a mortal to step foot in it again.
What a difference from the castle he had been raised in. He remembered the clatter and clang of the pots and the heady heat of the fires and all of the senses that enveloped him when he would sneak into the kitchen to steal a treat when the cook’s backs were turned. What had ever happened to the cooks? To the servants he had teased mercilessly and always made their jobs harder? Were they scattered across the four corners of the kingdom, or had they been slaughtered when Stephan burned the capital to the ground?
When he set the castle on fire and burnt away Cedric’s childhood innocence.
Were they executed with the rest of the nobility? Or were they released because of their lowly positions?
He wanted to ask Morren what had happened that day. To know exactly how his father had entrapped himself in the mirror. Who had survived and who had not? With the mirror lying heavy in his pouch, Cedric finally had the power to know. But somehow, he couldn’t force himself to do so.
For now, the ghosts of his past were just that—in his past. If he knew what had become of his tutor, and the captain of the guard who had trained him up in sword fighting, if he knew what had become of the maid who had always cleaned his bedchambers… they would just become ghosts.
And those ghosts would haunt him.
He was fortunate that he wasn’t there when the capital burned. Morren had probably sent him away to protect him, although Cedric had resented the choice at the time. Toward the end of the war, Cedric had gone to live in a remote castle. Yet another castle on the very eastern border of Mooraven. One more castle of his that was nothing more than ruins now. That destruction he had seen with his own eyes though. When Stephan came for him.
He had hated it there. He only had a young knight for company, a newly made knight who would make no difference in the fight.
He’d shivered in the cold every night, hating the drafty castle, and the howls of wolves in the distance, and missing his father.
Little did he know that his fate would be even more cold and lonely and completely devoid of his father. Perhaps he would not have wept so then. Perhaps he wouldn’t have shown such weakness. Saved his tears for what was to come. Or perhaps knowing his fate would have only caused him to weep harder.
When Stephan conquered Mooraven, he wasted no time scouring the countryside for the heir to the throne. When he finally found Cedric, his men attacked. There was no resistance, though that one knight did fight to the death for his prince.
His name had been Emmil. He had snorted when he laughed and guffawed far too loudly. It had scared Cedric, how he seemed more alive than anyone else had a right to be during a war. He had red hair, something rare found in a human, though a common trait for dwarfs, and a large bushy beard. He had treated Cedric like his little brother rather than his prince.
And he had died trying to protect him from an army.
Cedric clenched his fist. What was wrong with him? He had sworn to himself that he would never think of Emmil again and yet here he was. Thinking of him.
He should have supposed there would be an onslaught of memories that would await him once he stepped foot in Mooraven again. In the forest it was easy to forget. He had so many things to focus on, like surviving and the dwarfs. And then at Havenkeep, once again he had to survive, he had Liz as a very welcome distraction.
But standing on the cliff near the ruins of the first place he ever drew breath. Well, he supposed there was no escaping memories here. Ironic since it’s the only place he didn’t truly have any memory of.
Elisabeth moved in front of him, blocking his sight of the castle. She rested a hand on his arm. “You look like you went very far away,” she whispered, her voice tinged with concern.
Cedric smiled and patted her hand. “You’re mistaken, Liz, I didn’t even take one step.”
“Are you okay?” Elisabeth asked, apparently not to be deterred.
“Why shouldn’t I be?” Cedric shrugged. “It’s only a castle.”
“A right creepy looking castle, at that,” Fergus murmured. The jagged remains of the castle with the dark sky and grayish waters as a backdrop did have a sort of appeal. It almost looked like the place a dark lord would live.
Aldrus looked up at Cedric, his eyes wide. “You lived here?”
“So I’ve been told. I don’t actually remember however. Which means really we are taking my father’s word for it and you know how dangerous that can be.”
Elisabeth wrinkled her nose and the dwarfs muttered various curses.
Cedric pressed his lips together. And this was why he had yet to tell any of them that Morren still lived. Because they all hated the man.
As lonely as his childhood was, he had always had his father. It was only when Cedric lost Morren that he truly felt alone. The dwarfs had taken him and soon became like his fathers, especially Lucius. But they could never make him forget that feeling of loss.
He shifted away from Elisabeth and nodded to the castle. “Well, we best get going before the rest of that castle falls into the sea and takes any secrets with it.”
Elisabeth peered up at the largest tower still standing. “What exactly are we looking for here?”
“I’m not quite sure,” Cedric replied, truthfully for once. “I’m hoping we will know it when we see it.”
“Very helpful,” Gabriel grumbled.
“I was hoping that some of my birds would be here already, that they would have some answers for us but I don’t see them.”
Cedric started forward, stepping carefully around the fallen rubble of the castle, hopping over a collapsed arch and into what once must have been a courtyard. Now nothing more than hesitantly budding grass and dead weeds. He squinted up at the castle, open and exposed to the world, he could step inside without even using a doorway. Fergus was right, it was an eerie castle. It was hollow and empty. It was hard to imagine it once being a home. Of Morren being happy here. Happy and in love.
It was hard imagining his mother here, living with them. Holding Cedric in her arms.
All of that is gone now. This was a skeleton.
It was filled with broken things. Useless things. Empty things. Dead things.
Like Cedric’s childhood.
He knelt next to a toppled over stone bird bath. The sign of the crow, crown, and sword were etched into the stone. The seal of Mooraven. Did Morren use to confer with his crows here?
As if summoned by his thoughts a sound of cawing filled his ears. Cedric glanced up to see several dark birds flying around. Normally he saw ravens and thought of them as allies. Even ones he had never seen before were a quick command away from obeying him. But there was something different about these ravens, they seemed almost untouchable. As if their minds belonged to someone else.
“Hmm, well that’s strange.”
“What now?” Elisabeth squinted up at the sky.
Cedric frowned before shaking his head. “It’s nothing, it’s just, I don’t recognize those ravens.”
Elisabeth snorted. “Well, you can’t expect to recognize every raven you ever see.”
“Of course, it’s just. They seem to be scouting. But if they aren’t scouting for me then…?”
Elisabeth frowned as she stared at the birds circling overhead. “They look like they are just flying.”
“That’s why ravens make for the best spies, Lizzie love.”
He tilted his head back watching the birds a moment longer then a sound of flapping drew his attention to behind him. He turned around to see a raven, Featherwing this one he recognized as one from his brood, fly around the castle. It landed at his feet and immediately began screeching.
She’s here, she’s here, the raven cawed.
“Well, that’s a disconcerting message,” Cedric mumbled. “Who is here?”
“What?” Elisabeth demanded. The dwarfs moved closer, but none of them were quite prepared for the chuckle that came from overhead. Cedric looked up just in time to see a dark form drop down from a ledge that must have been a window to the tower. A dark-haired girl landed in front of him. She was small, but there was something about the way that she stood that made it seem as if she would not be so easy to take down in a fight. Black locks hung in her face, framing eyes that were all too familiar.
“That would be me,” she said, her face twisting into a smirk.
“You’re the witch,” Cedric whispered, feeling almost like he had been put under a spell.
“Oh, I’m more than that, dear Ceddie.” She cocked her hip and held out a finger. A loud caw filled the air and one of the strange crows swooped down and landed on it. “I am Yvette. Yvette of Mooraven.” She flicked her gaze to him, eyes the same shade as Cedric’s. The same shade as his father’s had always been. Her lips turned up into a crooked smile that was painfully familiar. “Princess Yvette of Mooraven. Lady of crows, mistress of shadows, the flame of the south and… your sister I am afraid.”




Chapter Thirty-Two
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Elisabeth was pretty sure she was going to scream. She had thought she would be ready for anything she faced in Morraven. Monsters, things that she had only considered a legend, her stepmother even. What she had not been expecting was a family reunion. At least not this family’s reunion.  
Surely this girl was lying. Elisabeth had only ever heard of Morren having one child. A daughter would have been something worth mentioning, but her father never breathed a word about it.
The girl chuckled, flipping her black hair over her shoulder. There was something about the way she moved that put Elisabeth in mind of Cedric, but the most disconcerting part was her eyes. They were the same eyes that she had stared into on countless occasions to try to determine what Cedric’s true emotions were. These eyes were just as guarded as his had always been as the girl looked her over. “You should see your faces.”
“Lad…” Lucius breathed, sounding nervous. “What’s our move?”
Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder to see the dwarfs gathered around them. Half had their weapons drawn, but all looked as unsettled as she felt.
“Please.” The girl, Yvette as she called herself, rolled her eyes. “There’s no reason to be so uncivilized. You were looking for me, weren’t you?”
“I was looking for a witch, I just didn’t expect her to be you.” Cedric shook his head, running a hand through his hair causing it to look even more disheveled. “I’ll be honest, up until a few seconds ago I didn’t even know you existed.”
Yvette tsked. “Did father tell you nothing?”
“My father told me many things, but no he never mentioned a sister.”
“I suppose secrets run in the family.” Yvette crossed her arms. “I have to admit, I was expecting a warmer welcome from my only brother.”
“I’m still not entirely sure that you are my sister.” Cedric glanced back at Elisabeth, his eyes were wide and looked dangerously close to panicked. Elisabeth stepped forward and took his hand. Squeezing it. Whoever this woman really was, her claims were messing with them all.
Yvette yawned before striding forward. The bird on her hand flew off and she reached up to rest a hand on Cedric’s shoulder. “I don’t know how you expect me to prove it to you. We were separated at birth… well, my birth.”
“How would you know who I was then?”
“I know my heritage, Ceddie. I may never have met the man, but I know who my father was. So, when the crows told me all about how everyone was up in a fuss about Morren’s son I figured I should introduce myself.” She tilted her head as she studied Cedric. Elisabeth stepped forward slightly, drawing Yvette’s gaze to her. She arched a brow as if daring Elisabeth to make a move against her. Cedric had mentioned the word witch. Elisabeth had thought that their kind had passed into legend, perhaps left the world like the fae had done… or finally died out. But if Yvette truly was a witch, then she was not someone to be messed with.
And Elisabeth wasn’t sure if she could kill the girl once, let alone the two times she would need to make sure that she stayed dead.
“I feel like I know you already, dear brother.”
“Don’t call me that,” Cedric mumbled, hardly sounding like himself. Elisabeth tightened her hold on his arm.
“What? Brother?”
“No, Ceddie.”
Yvette smiled and then tilted her head. “I lied earlier.”
“About being his sister?” Elisabeth demanded.
“Oh goodness no,” Yvette chuckled and sighed. “No, no, that is true. I just met part of the family I always thought I had lost; you’re stuck with me now. No, what I lied about was when I said you were looking for me. Because you weren’t, oh, you needed to find me to truly locate what you were seeking. But what you are really looking for isn’t me at all, I’m just the gatekeeper. You want my master, don’t you? Just like that other woman did.”
Elisabeth and Cedric exchanged a wary glance. “Other woman?” she asked hesitantly, almost afraid of the answer.
“Tall woman, golden hair.” Yvette traced a finger across her own face. “Half ice creature. Really left quite the impression.”
“Ismena,” Elisabeth whispered as Cedric snapped his gaze back to Yvette.
“That was her name.” Yvette nodded toward the ruined tower. “You want what she wanted don’t you? That’s why you came all this way? That’s why anyone comes this way. Well, come on. The boat is waiting.”
“What boat?” Lucius demanded.
“The one that will bring you to this legendary weapon, silly.” Yvette shot them all an enigmatic smile and then turned and strode through a portion of the castle wall that had long ago split in half.
Cedric glanced back at Elisabeth and the dwarfs. He looked slightly lost, or perhaps just dazed before he simply nodded. “Well, we came all this way.”
“Have you considered this is maybe a trap?” Elisabeth hissed.
The crow at Cedric’s feet cawed and he shrugged. “Featherwing says he hasn’t seen anyone else on the coastline. And besides, between the nine of us I think we are more than capable of handling anything she can throw at us.”
“Unless she really is a witch,” Gabriel grumbled.
“Come now, just because I have never killed a witch before doesn’t mean that it can’t be done.” Cedric smiled, getting some of his usual charm back but the smile slid off his face all too quickly. He nodded. “Well, nothing to it.” Then he stepped after Yvette, leaving Elisabeth no choice but to follow him or else release her hold on his arm.
The interior of the castle was enshrouded with shadows. She could hear things scuttling and every few steps she nearly tripped over a chunk of stone or perhaps something else. Finally, they stepped back out on the other side of the tower. The castle had probably been much larger once, but that time was gone and now it was little more than a single tower standing on a cliff overlooking the sea.
Yvette was waiting on the other side, her black dress whipping around her legs in the harsh wind. The air smelled of rain, and if the clouds were any indicator, it would storm very soon.
“This would have been our family castle,” Yvette said, her voice taking an almost wistful tone. She sighed. “Oh, how different our lives would have been if we lived here together.” She glanced back at Cedric, and there was something almost genuine in her eyes. Or maybe that was a lie too. The closest thing she had to a sister was Eirwen she supposed, although that wasn’t actually a bad comparison seeing as she wasn’t willing to trust either despite the family ties. “I guess all that is left is for us to make up for lost time.”
“Where exactly are you taking us?” Cedric demanded.
She turned, a smile dancing across her lips. “To my castle.”
“What will be waiting for us there?” Elisabeth asked, shooting Cedric a concerned look. She wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to follow a witch wherever she wanted to go, even one that claimed to be Cedric’s sister. Actually, especially one that claimed to be Cedric’s sister. Even if Yvette was telling the truth and she was Cedric’s sister, that meant she was also Morren’s daughter. And that made her untrustworthy. Just because Cedric had proven that he was a better man than his father did not mean that his sister wasn’t as dark and twisted as the man who had sired her.
“As I already said, my master.” Yvette turned, stalling in her progress and tilted her head. “What she has to say needs to come from her own lips. I serve her, but I do not speak for her.”
“What does she want to speak to us about?” Cedric demanded.
“Why you were looking for her.” Yvette turned back around, flipping her dark hair over her shoulder as she started down a narrow path that led down the cliff and toward the water. “Watch your step, it’s a tad steep here.”
“Cedric, I don’t know about this,” Elisabeth said as he started down the hill. Cedric turned and grasped her waist, lifting her over a patch of what appeared to be particularly muddy ground. He clasped her hand as the dwarfs filtered around them, she noticed that they made certain to keep Yvette in their sights. Their poses were rigid and wary, and she took some comfort from the fact that they were very much not willing to trust Yvette. Cedric however concerned her. She did not know if his nonchalant expression was simply an act or if he had decided that he was actually fine with the fact that a woman had stepped out of a crumbling tower and claimed to be his sister.
And a witch..
“We came all this way, Liz. We ran away from your guards, an action that I’m sure will have repercussions, because we knew they wouldn’t allow us to truly look anywhere that would have answers. They would not have allowed us to come here for certain and they wouldn’t allow us to get into the boat with Yvette.”
“We ran away because you believed that we were walking into an ambush,” Elisabeth hissed. “How is this any safer?”
“We are trusting someone who we cannot expect anything from, instead of expecting something from someone we know we cannot trust.”
“I fail to see how one is preferable.” Elisabeth reached up to rub at her forehead.
He turned, taking her in his pale eyes as stormy as the sky over their heads. “You make the choice then. Is the risk Yvette may pose toward us greater than what we would face if Ismena retook the throne?”
She narrowed her eyes. “That’s hardly fair.” Her foot slipped out from underneath her and she nearly toppled down the rest of the incline but Cedric caught her.
He righted her and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Life isn’t fair.”
“We don’t even know if she is leading us toward what Ismena wanted. She could be lying.”
“Or she could be telling the truth. Is that a gamble you want to take, darling?”
Elisabeth sighed. “If this goes terribly wrong, I will not refrain from reminding you that I was against it.”
Cedric flashed her a smile. “I would be disappointed if you didn’t.”
They finally reached the bottom of the cliff and strode forward across the dark rocks that made up the beach. Elisabeth eyed the boat that was resting in the shallow waters. It wasn’t pulled up on the shore, but close enough to it that they could probably climb in without having to step into the water. Yvette had already leaped into it.
“No oars?” Fergus asked, his loud voice echoing over the still waters.
“I don’t need them.” Yvette picked her way over the wooden seats of the boat and then turned, gesturing in front of her. “Climb aboard.”
The dwarfs glanced back at Cedric and after a slight nod of his head they began to file onto the small ship. It dipped under their weight but they managed to all climb on and still leave room for Cedric and Elisabeth to sit, although Alban and Aldrus were practically sitting on top of each other.
Cedric held out his hand to Elisabeth. “My dear?”
She slid her hand into Cedric’s but paused and glanced at him. “Are you sure about this?”
There was something off about the lone row boat alone on the waters, not moored in place or anything. The sky on the horizon was dark with a coming storm and yet the waters did not move. This place was not one with nature. It reminded her of the forest, a place so magical it was deemed too dangerous for anyone to step foot in it.
“Absolutely,” Cedric said with a smile. Elisabeth sighed and moved into the boat, Cedric holding her steady as it dipped under her weight. She settled down on the bench, adjusting her skirts so that they did not trail in the water. She was nearly hugging her knees; the space was so crammed. She looked up to see Kenrick sitting just in front of her, he winked with a grin.
Then Cedric stepped in beside her and tilted his head. “Not.”
She whipped her head to him. “What?”
“You asked if I was sure. Well, that’s my answer. Absolutely not.”
She pressed her lips together. “You are impossible to live with.”
He grinned, but before Elisabeth could suggest they reconsider this, the boat jerked forward, almost unseating her. At least six pairs of hands came to her rescue, grabbing her before she toppled into the water. Elisabeth finally righted herself and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she glanced over her shoulder. Already the shore was a distance away as they glided across the waters.
She looked up but Yvette was sitting at the head of the boat, her hands resting in her lap.
No one was rowing, no sails caught the wind. The boat simply rocked on its own.
“Impressed yet?” Yvette asked with a smirk as mist began to drift around her. Soon she was little more than a silhouette as the ship drifted further into the water and the fog got denser. Elisabeth had no idea where the fog had come from. It had not been visible from shore and yet now she could see nothing but a thick blanket of gray.
The boat rocked gently under them. Faintly, Elisabeth heared the slosh of the water, but otherwise the silence was eerie. There were no splashes of oars hitting the water, no grunts of anyone rowing, no creak of wood on wood. Only silence.
Elisabeth leaned over the side, peering into the water but it was just as murky as the air around them. She could barely make out her hand when she held it in front of her. A dark shadow was all she saw of Cedric at her side.
She pulled back and leaned toward Cedric, drawing strength from the warmth at her side. Her hand found his in the dark, lying on his lap, the grooves of his leather gloves and the patches where it was starting to tear bringing her comfort in their familiarity. Despite their disagreements, she still knew that she could rely on him. Never would she have thought that she would someday draw comfort from the presence of a dark lord and yet there she was.
Which made her all the more distrustful of Yvette. She saw the gleam of hope in his eye when he looked at her, even if he tried to hide it. He had the promise of family and Elisabeth was cursed if she was just going to sit by and watch that die just because of the lies of a witch.
Or even the truths of a witch.
The ship shuddered as a scraping sound filled the air. Elisabeth tumbled into Cedric who steadied her.
“Careful that you don’t fall into the water. You could be in the middle of the sea before you know it.”
“Wouldn’t it be a shame if Aldrus fell in then,” Alban said.
“I can’t fall in with you sitting on my leg the way you are,” Aldrus replied grumpily. “Since when did you weigh so much?”
“What about Kenrick? He is next to the edge.”
“If you push me, I’ll scream,” Kenrick said, his dark shadow shifting uncomfortably in front of Elisabeth. She noticed that the fog was beginning to clear again, she could now make out more of the dwarfs and the boat around them.
Yvette laughed, a short and abrupt sound. “I like these dwarfs. I see why you keep them around, brother.”
“They have their moments,” Cedric said in a low tone.
The dull scraping sound came again and then the boat shuddered to a stop.
“We’re here.” Yvette pushed to her feet, by now the fog had let up enough to see everyone in the boat with little difficulty as well as the black shore that the boat had drifted up against. It simply sat there as if no tide were to pull it out to sea. Yvette stood up and hopped over the edge, splashing in the water. Here it was so clear that Elisabeth could see the rocks littering the bottom.
“What is this place?” Elisabeth asked as Cedric lifted her out of the boat. She was thankful for his help, since she hadn’t known how she would get out without drenching the hem of her skirts.
Yvette tilted her head and tapped her chin. “That’s a difficult question to answer. It is on no map. Only those invited can reach its shores. I prefer to simply call it home.”
Elisabeth crossed her arms. “It’s somewhere in the south sea, surely some sailors have stumbled across it before. Why has no one mentioned it? Or are you in the habit of killing any merchant to stumble upon your island?”
Yvette grinned, flashing her white teeth in the dark atmosphere. “You assume we are still in the south sea.”
“We weren’t in that boat for more than minutes. We must be just off the shore of Mooraven.”
“You are acting like magical travel is not a thing.”
Cedric coughed lightly. “You’re acting like it is.”
“For someone with witch blood, Ceddie, you know disturbingly little about magic. And to think you were raised in the most magical place on the whole frozen island of Illesya. You really should know better.”
“I’m—I’m not a witch.”
Yvette arched her brow. “Whatever you need to tell yourself to sleep at night.”
“I’m a dark lord.”
“Then why is your magic the same as that of a witch?”
“It’s purely a coincidence.” Cedric glared at her. “Unless witch legends have changed over the years, there aren’t male witches.”
“No, there aren’t. And yet here you are.”
“Therefore, I’m not a witch.”
Yvette smiled and turned on her heel as she began climbing up the bank. Black rocks cascaded down behind her where she walked.
“I’m not a witch,” Cedric protested, turning to Elisabeth.
She shook her head, pressing her eyes shut. “I honestly just can’t believe we are actually doing this. We followed your supposed sister into a boat that brought us to an island that is apparently impossible to find and there are things magic is doing that aren’t supposed to happen.”
Cedric grinned as he held out his hand to her. “Isn’t this thrilling?”
“Terrifying is what I would call it.”
“Come now, Liz, you insult me and the dwarfs if you think we would let anything bad happen to you.”
Elisabeth shook her head as she slid her hand into Cedric’s. They started up the rocky bank. Every step she took the ground shifted underneath her; she was thankful for Cedric helping to hold her steady even if it meant she was nearly dragged down every time Cedric lost his footing which happened more than he would probably care for her to bring up. Finally, the rocks gave way to a stone path, it wound around clumps of overgrown grass and weeds, leading up to a large structure. Only part of the building was visible through the fog. It was entirely black with large double doors; spires rose up on either side of the building and turrets lined the walkway between them.
“Looks charming,” Cedric said.
Yvette glanced over her shoulder and wrinkled her nose. “You should watch what you say around the castle. Parts of it are alive and it doesn’t take kindly to being insulted.”
Cedric’s eyebrows crept up. “Now that truly is impressive.”
“Suppose you’re a goner then, Aldrus,” Alban said with a grunt. “You can barely open your mouth without insulting something.”
“Hey!”
Yvette paused at the base of the doors, they stretched far overhead, made of a dark wood, not quite the same shade as the black stones but darker than even ebony.
The doors creaked open and Yvette tilted back her head. “Why, thank you, castle.”
“You address it?” Kenrick asked, his voice a hushed whisper.
“If you want it to treat you well then I suggest that you do as well.”
She strode through the door. The dwarfs hesitated, clustered around the entrance. “Hi… castle?” Aldrus started nervously.
“Are you coming?” Yvette called back. “Witches aren’t particularly known for their patience.”
Cedric glanced up at the open doors and then shrugged. “We’re acting like we’ve never seen a castle before.” He stepped into the hallway after Yvette, Elisabeth following only a step behind.
She smiled and nodded. “This way.”
The hallway was vast and entirely empty. From the arched ceiling to the twining pillars, the castle was bare save for a single torn rug of deep purple.
Yvette led them down the hall past some doors until she reached the door at the very end of the vast hall.
“I understand that you will have many questions,” Yvette flashed a smile. “Hopefully my mistress will be able to answer most of them. I do hate explaining things.”
Cedric pressed his lips together looking a mixture between amused and frustrated.
“She awaits,” Yvette said, gesturing with her hand as the door opened on its own. It led into a large room; it was clearly a throne room. Elisabeth had lived in enough castles to recognize that fact. The difference in this room was that it had only one inhabitant. No courtiers clustered off to the side. No advisor standing at the arm of the throne. Nothing but a woman sitting on a throne at the far end of the room. The throne itself was made out of leafy branches and budding roses.
The other strange thing was that a portion of the room was made out of plants. Spindly bushes with roses growing out of them made up every other pillar in the room, and portions of the wall were green and red.
“Haven’t you heard?” Cedric asked, leaning toward her. “You shouldn’t keep witches waiting.” Then he strode forward, leaving Elisabeth and the dwarfs to follow him.
Elisabeth turned, watching Yvette as she strode across the room. She broke away, walking along the walls until she had found a dark corner. She pulled herself up one of the columns and perched on a portion that protruded. As she did so several birds flew across the room to land on the columns near her.
Elisabeth’s heart rate picked up as panic began to course through her veins. They never should have gotten on that boat. She didn’t know what she had been thinking, except that she had been compelled by the inexplicable feeling that she was indeed following in Ismena’s footsteps.
This was a risky business, and she couldn’t help but feel that at the end of this the witches would defeat either her or Ismena.
It was strange to think that her kingdom’s salvation could come from women who had been outcasts from the dawn of time, but then she supposed that Ismena was too entangled in their kingdom and in Elisabeth’s own heart to be removed without outside help.
Still whether these women would help them or lead to their undoing, that was yet to be determined.
Elisabeth studied the woman sitting on the throne. Yvette seemed fond enough of Cedric, but this woman on the throne was the one who would decide their fate.
She was pale, so pale that blue veins stood out across her face. Her eyes were pitch black with only the whites surrounding them. It was a frightening look, made her look almost otherworldly, which Elisabeth supposed she was. Her lips were dark, not quite as dark as her eyes, but certainly an unsettling contrast to her pale skin. Hair so pale it was almost white, with only the slightest hint of gold cascaded down her shoulders. She was wearing a dress of pale blue, simply cut and similar to the style in Havenkeep. It was almost just as strange to see this otherworldly woman wearing normal clothes as it was to take in her strange appearance.
“Hello, Morren’s son,” the woman drawled, a smile stretching across her lips to reveal too many teeth. “I had always hoped that one day you would grace my hall.”
“How do you know me?” Cedric demanded, stepping forward.
“I suppose it was too much to hope that you would recognize me,” the woman said, slouching into her throne. She fiddled with the flowers growing out of it, her lips pulling into a purse.
“And why would that be?” Cedric asked, squaring his shoulders.
She snapped a rosebud off the arm of the throne dropped it on the ground. The rosebud had barely touched the ground before it had morphed into a small table made out of the stalks and buds like the throne was. “My magic flows in your veins, boy. Or don’t you know that?”
Cedric stilled and the woman smiled.
“Why did you give my father this magic?” he demanded. Elisabeth looked at Cedric out of the corner of her eyes. Morren’s magic had been given to him by this witch? It was widely acknowledged that making a deal with a witch is a bad idea, even if one can be found in this age of dying magic, they tend to demand a high price.
“Don’t worry, young man, your father’s debt was paid long ago. I gave him magic to rival my own. In return, he gave me his firstborn daughter to be my successor. I believe that you have met Yvette.”




Chapter Thirty-Three
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Elisabeth glanced at Cedric, worried at how he would react. Quite frankly she didn’t know how she would react. Elisabeth had never had any siblings, although sometimes when she was a lonely little girl playing in the drafty castle halls, she had wished she had a sister or brother. If she had learned that her father had essentially sold one of his children for power… she didn’t know how she would react. She loved her father, and this would have certainly lowered her opinion of him.  
How must Cedric feel when his father had so few good qualities to begin with?
However, Cedric’s face was utterly impassive. “I’m assuming you did not have us come all this way to merely speak in riddles. So… what is it that you want from us?”
“Oh, but I dearly love riddles,” the witch says, her dark lips pulling back in a smile that sent chills through Elisabeth. “And it isn’t so much what I want from you, but what you want from me.”
Cedric crossed his arms as he shifted from one foot to the next. “We’ve never met, it’s a lot to presume you know what we want.”
The witch chuckled. “That you know of.”
“Pardon?” Cedric asked, arching his brow.
“We have never met that you know of.”
“Enough of the mind games, witch!” Gabriel snarled. “Tell us what you want from us or we be leavin’.”
The witch chuckled, shaking her head. “Saying that I want something from you is presuming too much. I want something indeed, but I don’t need you to be the ones to bring it to me. The sorceress Ismena is always an option.”
Elisabeth sucked in her breath at the mention of Ismena. She had known that her stepmother had been here, but it was so hard to grasp the idea. The last she had seen of Ismena, she had been bleeding out in a courtyard. She had learned that she was alive, yes, but that was entirely different to walk in the same hall her stepmother had only a short while ago.
It was easier to imagine Ismena as a faceless evil looming over them than the woman who had raised her. Elisabeth wasn’t entirely sure she could kill Ismena if it came down to fighting her again, but she supposed for her people, for Cedric, she must.
“And what is that exactly?” Cedric drawled.
“A mirror. You would know it as a Nytheran Mirror, it is one of the last of its kind. Previously it was in Ismena’s possession but somehow it was lost… I want that mirror. Bring it to me and I will aid you in your struggle.”
Elisabeth’s eyes widened. A mirror? Is that truly all? No firstborn daughter? No unnamed task? Just a simple mirror? Perhaps it would not have to come to Elisabeth destroying Ismena after all. Perhaps this witch could do it for her.
“What do you want with the Nytheran Mirror?” Cedric asked, his voice clipped. Oddly enough this request garnered more emotion from him than learning what Morren had done to his own sister.
“That mirror belonged to me once. I want it back.”
“More like you want eternal knowledge.”
The witch shrugged. “As if you would even know what to do with it if you had it.”
Cedric sneered, but Elisabeth stepped forward, laying a hand on his arm before he could say anything foolhardy. “You want the mirror, and only the mirror?”
“Yes.”
“And if we bring it to you, then you will help us defeat Ismena?”
The witch nodded. “It is as you say. But as I said, I offered Ismena the same deal. Now that I have met you, and for Yvette’s sake, I would rather it be you, Morren’s son, but unfortunately until I have the Nytheran Mirror, I do not have all knowledge. As such I did not know that Ismena was seeking to use my power against you. And a witch is bound to her word. So, I suggest you be the ones to find it first or we may just end up being enemies.”
A dull thump sounded as Yvette sprang from her perch. She strode toward them. She and the witch exchanged a knowing look. Yvette tucked her hands behind her back and dipped her chin.
“And that would just be messy,” the witch said, waving her hand.
“You’re assuming we even need your help to defeat Ismena,” Cedric said, ignoring Elisabeth when she squeezed his arm.
“Your enemy is no mere flesh and blood. She is ice, existing in a form outside of death. Tell me how do you intend to defeat such a foe?”
He narrowed his eyes. “If she is as powerful as all that then how do we know that you will even be able to defeat her?”
The witch studied him. “Trust the legends, boy. Witches are not to be trifled with. But if that isn’t enough, once you get your hands on the Nytheran Mirror you could always ask it if you have any other way of defeating Ismena without my aid. I don’t need a mirror to know the answer.”
“Aye, once I get my hands on the Nytheran Mirror,” Cedric drawled.
Elisabeth didn’t know why he was taking this so poorly. Since the first time she had learned that her stepmother was alive, she felt hope. Hope that Ismena could be stopped. And that Elisabeth wouldn’t have to be the one to do it.
She didn’t know where the mirror had been, she hadn’t thought to wonder what had become of her stepmother’s mirror. But if Ismena didn’t have it, that must mean that it was back at the palace of Havenkeep. If she could get there before Ismena contacted Cillian then they might actually have a chance. Of course, that chance hinged upon them somehow traveling across half of Illesya before Ismena could get a message to her minion.
“And I shall be coming with you,” Yvette said, finally speaking up.
“Why?” Cedric asked, frowning.
“To aid, my dear brother, in locating the mirror. I don’t want Ismena to win. Not now that I know it’s you, she is against.” Yvette smirked. “Besides, it will afford us some way to catch up on lost time.”
The witch tapped her fingers against the leafy table next to her throne. “I cannot directly interfere in your search for fear of Ismena deeming it me going against my word with her. But Yvette is only my apprentice. She made no oath. She will leave with you. I wish you the luck of a witch for this.”
“Why are you so suddenly invested in Ismena not winning?”
“I never cared for Ismena; she has a dark heart. Even I could see that. But I want that mirror. So much so that I am willing to destroy half of Illesya to get it. When she came, I demanded the mirror, something that I had known she had once been in possession of. I demanded it in return for rendering my services. I had not expected her rage, or to learn that she did not know what had become of her mirror. She set out to find the mirror and then you arrived. I like the look of you much better. You afford a way I can get that mirror without destroying half of Illesya. But mark my words, I will get that mirror.”
Cedric shrugged. “How are we so sure you won’t use the mirror for evil? I mean, imagine what a witch could do with all knowledge.”
“I care little for the power it wields. The mirror itself is invaluable to me.” The witch dropped her gaze, her eyes softening with grief. “I believe it to be the key to reclaiming something I once lost. Something that I miss dearly.”
Elisabeth bit down on her lip as she considered the witch. “If we bring you this mirror, you will stop Ismena?”
“I would snuff her out,” the witch replied grandly. “You would never have to fear her ever again.”
“You will ask nothing else from us save for this mirror?”
“The mirror is all I ask.”
Elisabeth nodded, ignoring the look Cedric was giving her. She did not know why he was not more enthused by this. Striking deals had always been more of his area of expertise than hers anyway. “Then we have an agreement.”




Chapte Thirty-Four
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Cedric’s head was going to explode if he had to keep his thoughts to himself for much longer. Unfortunately for him, his thoughts were not something he could share with anyone else.  
He ran a hand through his hair with a disgruntled sigh, but paused when he saw the dwarfs looking at him with a critical eye. Even Kenrick. It was downright unnerving to see such a serious look on his usually smirking face. He supposed others could say the same about him when he had one of his uncharacteristic moments of seriousness, but still…
He glanced at Lizzie who was talking to the witch as if they were suddenly allies, discussing how they would defeat Ismena as if it was a topic worth debating. All they would need was magic more powerful than Ismena’s. If there was one thing his father had taught him it was that the most powerful always won. And if this witch thought that her magic was more powerful than Ismena then that would mean that he could defeat Ismena. Since apparently his whole life was a lie and he had been wielding witch’s magic all this time.
Yvette stood silently next to them, but her eyes were on him. It was downright unnerving her stare, and not just because her eyes were the exact same shade of his. She looked at him like she wanted something from him.
Worse than that, she looked at him like she believed he wanted something from her.
And maybe he did. They were tied together by blood. They may have been separated for his entire life, but she seemed to think that they had a strong enough bond if she was going to help a complete stranger just because they shared the same father. How much farther could that bond stretch? Perhaps far enough to betray the woman who had raised her?
Already he had figured out why he shouldn’t have to give up the mirror. If one person wielding witch’s magic wasn’t enough then he could convince his sister to help him. Surely Ismena couldn’t stand against the power of two witches. Not that he was saying that he was a witch, as far as he knew there were no male witches so he preferred the term dark lord, but the point was still the same.
And with Yvette at his side, he would not have to give the mirror up to the woman who had already done so much harm by taking Yvette from him. If bonds of blood were really so important to her, then he could even share with her the knowledge that this mirror that the witch wanted was actually their father.
But first he had to determine if he could truly trust her or not. And for a Mooraven that would prove to be a difficult task.
He was proof of that; it was only seconds after the love of his life had made an agreement with a witch and already, he was figuring out how to make the witch unnecessary. And why? Because the mirror in question was his father? Some father he was, he was never there for Cedric and now apparently, he had sold his own daughter to a witch.
Cedric was beginning to suspect that may be why he never knew his mother. If Morren had indeed sold his own daughter then he couldn’t exactly blame his mother for leaving him.
Still, he couldn’t find it in him to speak up and declare that he had the mirror on his person. And he knew himself too well to know that he never would. Morren may be a twisted father, but he was still his father. And even if it counted as a weakness, he loved his father. Dearly.
Although he would never actually admit that out loud.
A dark lord had to have his secrets, of course.
He wasn’t going to do anything one way or another unless he actually got to speak with his father and heard his side of the story.
He cleared his throat and backed up a step. “If you will excuse me, I think I need a breath of fresh air.” He stepped to go around everyone and back to the shoreline but Lucius stepped in his path.
“Lad, wait.”
Cedric did the opposite of what Lucius asked. The dwarfs had been there when he got the mirror, they had been the ones to give it to him. They knew he had it.
What they did not know was that the voice in the mirror belonged to his father. He doubted they knew Morren well enough to recognize his voice, if they had even met Morren when he hired dwarfs out of the Scalvanian mountains, he might have sent a general to recruit the dwarfs and dealt with them. It had been the end of the war when that infamous decision was made and Morren, desperate for soldiers, hired an army of mercenary dwarfs. An army that had been wiped out. Cedric had been hidden away in another part of Mooraven at that point so he only knew from what the dwarfs had said, what actually happened to their comrades. What would have happened to them if they hadn’t deserted the army.
He didn’t know if them knowing that it was Morren would make it easier for them to understand why he couldn’t just give the mirror up, or if it would make them want to do it all the more. But he didn’t want to have this conversation there in front of everyone. Least of all the witch and his sister, or Liz for that matter.
He turned on his heel, his cloak flaring out behind him, and took off across the room toward a small door along the back wall. He had to hope that this living castle would allow him to pass through. Perhaps if he said please and thank you?
He heard shouts behind him just as he was nearing the door. He glanced up and whispered, “Please open?” It peeled open with a squeak. He grinned as he raced in. The dwarfs would never be able to catch up with him if he didn’t want them too. Neither could Liz for that matter. If he could find a dark passageway to duck into he wouldn’t be found until he wanted to.
However, he didn’t expect the hallway to move as he stepped into it. His ankle twisted as the ground shifted underneath him and he nearly fell into the wall. He managed to right himself just in time, but he was losing his precious head start as he struggled to regain his balance. “Where are you taking me?” He asked as the hallway continued to groan. Ahead he could see it bending in a different direction, the whole corridor moving, it was only too bad that it couldn’t disconnect entirely from the door behind him and block off the dwarfs.
Cedric glanced back over his shoulder to see several smaller forms hurtling toward him. He might have the head start and the longer legs, but the dwarfs had pure fury on their sides. He skipped forward, picking his way as carefully as he could through the hallway even as it changed under his feet, still curving to an invisible destination. “Hey, I’m being pursued, could you afford me some place to hide?”
It felt a little silly to talk to a castle, but perhaps the castle appreciated that he did speak to it or it recognized the witch magic in him because as soon as the words left his lips there was a thunderous sound and the hallway split in half. Cedric’s mouth dropped open as the hallway continued separating, a wall growing from both the ceiling and the floor until they met in the middle.
The castle stilled and he was left staring at two hallways branching off from each other.
“That’s certainly impressive,” he murmured.
He heard more shouts and glanced over his shoulder to see that the dwarfs had made it to the door. The hallways must have grown longer bringing him with it because the door was quite a distance away. Cedric flicked his fingers, conjuring a wall of blackness around him and then extending to the hall on the left.
Then without a backwards glance he stepped into the non-shadowed hall on the right.
“Get him, boys,” he heard Gabriel call and then he heard their pounding feet. He knew them too well, and they thought they knew him too well. They would rush down the darkened hallway thinking he had created it for cover. He strode down the other hallway and around a bend as their footsteps faded away.
He had no idea where the other hallway led, it had continued on as far as his eyes could see despite not having existed only seconds before. But then he didn’t even know where hallway he was in would lead. “Where are you bringing me?” Cedric whispered as he glanced up at the arched ceiling of the stone hallway. It was hard to believe that it had truly been moving as if it had a mind of its own.
He supposed it put a whole new twist to the saying set in stone.
As soon as the words left his mouth the wall next to him rumbled and several holes appeared in it. The holes continued to grow until they weren’t holes at all, but a trellis lining the wall. The stone around it was twisted in elegant designs as if they had been that way the whole time. Just beyond the door was what appeared to be some sort of courtyard. A stone walkway weaved in and out of several bushes. Past them he could just make out a wall blocking out the rest of the outside world save for this small garden.
He stepped into the courtyard and glanced around. From what he could make out it did not appear that there were any other doors leading into it, although the door he had stepped through hadn’t actually been there mere moments before.
Still for the first time in what seemed like forever. He was finally alone again. Cedric strode forward, around a bush of ominously black roses and pressed himself against the wall. He reached into his satchel, marveling at how close the witch had been to the mirror she desired, and pulled it out. He balanced it in his hand, the silver lining glinting in the sunlight that made it through the dark clouds and stared at his reflection for a second.
“Why did you never tell me of my sister?” Cedric asked. He was ashamed that he choked on the last word, but Morren for once did not mention his shortcoming.
The reflection in the mirror faded, replaced by a blue glow.
Your sister?
“Aren’t you all knowing, father? How could you not know that?”
I am a mere man trapped inside of a mirror. I am its mouthpiece not much more. The mirror can see everything that does not mean that I can. Just like you, I can use it to offer me the answer to any question I have, but I must be asking the correct questions. Otherwise, I only know what I knew before I entered and any answer the mirror gives when asked a question by the complete incantation.
Cedric sighed, he didn’t feel like figuring out any rhymes today, not with his head pounding the way it was. He had to hope his father wasn’t actually lying to him. “We are in a witch’s lair; she claims that you gave her Yvette in return for her giving you your magic?”
Her name is Yvette… Morren sighed. It’s a beautiful name, one that I can be proud of.
“Do you or do you not deny making that deal with the witch?”
The deal was… complicated. But I never gave my daughter up. She twisted my words, I never said that she could… that she could have her. I never even had the chance to know the girl before the witch stole her away from me.
Cedric pressed his lips together as he nodded. He didn’t know if it was possible for mirrors to sound brokenhearted, but Morren was certainly grieved over this. He had never heard his father sound so grim.
“This witch wants to make a deal with us.”
Trust nothing that the witch would give you. You would only be setting yourself up for regrets. I do not have many regrets, but the ones I have I regret deeply. Starting the Seven Years’ War, never seeing you grow up, would number among them. But the deepest regret that I am not permitted to truly have, is meeting that witch.
“What do you mean that you aren’t permitted to have it?” Regrets were regrets, as far as Cedric was concerned a person was free to have as many as they wanted..
Because if I were given the choice again, I would do it all over again. I must.
“You aren’t making a whole lot of sense.”
May I meet Yvette? Morren asked. Cedric noted that he was changing the subject but he didn’t bother arguing, he knew well enough by now that if his father didn’t want to speak of a subject he wouldn’t. It seemed almost cruel to make use of his father’s prison and force him to state what he was hiding. Perhaps Morren would count that as a weakness for not taking advantage of every resource he had, but then maybe in this case his father would actually be grateful.
“Not yet, first I need to make certain that I trust her before I let her in on the secret.”
For once in your life, you actually sound like a Mooraven, and now I am at the disadvantage because of it.
Cedric smiled and shrugged. He understood that Morren wanted to meet Yvette. She was his daughter after all. But Cedric wasn’t about to lose his father because Yvette might have more loyalty to the witch who stole her away than the man who she had never met.
He opened his mouth but shut it when he heard a familiar rumbling sound. The castle was moving again. Cedric shoved the mirror back into his satchel, the blue light fading as soon as the contact between him and it faded.
He stepped out from around the bush of black roses just as a pale figure strode into the courtyard. The witch.
She froze when she saw him, stopping in her humming and arched a brow. “How interesting that this is where the castle would lead you.”
Cedric shrugged, trying to act nonchalant, but his heart was pounding. How close the witch had come to walking in on him speaking with his father. For as long as they remained in this castle, it would be too dangerous to speak with his father again. “I did say I wanted a breath of fresh air.”
The witch smiled as she stepped forward. “Yes, indeed. But how strange that it brought you to my private garden.” She trailed her hand over a rose, this one bright red. Cedric hadn’t noticed when he came in since he wasn’t one to care much about flowers, but the garden seemed to be made up entirely of bush after bush of roses, all in different colors. Some natural colors like red and pink, but then some were pale blue, and black, and even gray. Cedric turned in a small circle, taking the roses in as he studied them.
“This is magic, isn’t it?”
“Oh, boy,” the witch chuckled. “This whole island is magic. This is just a byproduct.”
He stepped toward the black roses and squinted at them. Normally one would contribute black flowers as a sign of death, but the petals appeared healthy enough despite their dark colors.
“I would be careful what I touched if I were you. Each of these roses is more powerful than you could possibly understand.” The witch strode forward, her skirts trailing behind her, disturbing the rose petals lying on the ground of the path. She stopped next to him in front of the bush filled with black roses. She leaned forward, pulling something from the pocket of her dress which glinted in the sunlight. A knife.
Cedric backed away from her, but she merely pulled a rose toward her and with a swipe cut it away from the bush. The knife returned to her pocket as she held up the rose between her finger and her thumb. “This garden is usually guarded by my castle. The doorway is hidden from just anyone.” She turned the rose in her hand one time before smiling up at him. “The castle likes you.”
“I’m irresistible,” Cedric said with a shrug. “Even castles can see it.”
The witch chuckled lightly. “I wish we could have met here under different circumstances. I would have liked to have shown you all the magic on this island.”
“What other circumstances do you speak of?” Cedric asked, tilting his head. Was that a threat or simply the wistful longings of a witch? Probably a threat.
“The passage of time is such a pressing matter.” The witch clucked her tongue. “Already your companions are discussing their departure.” She studied him, her eyes flicking up and down his form. “You inherited your father’s power did you not?”
“I did indeed. I’m told I have you to thank for that.”
The witch tilted her head as she studied him. “Morren was only granted a portion of the power that I wield. That was all it took to make him a champion before men.”
“Are you offering to make me more powerful than my father or simply telling me a story?”
The witch reached out a hand as if to touch him but then dropped it. “Neither. I simply wonder. I had not realized that the magic I imparted to Morren could be inherited.”
“My sister has it,” Cedric said, frowning.
“I gave your sister her magic. I’m just wondering… who gave you yours.” The witch studied him for a long moment, her pale gaze unnerving. Finally, she sighed. “Forgive my penchant for riddles. It has been a while since I have had anyone but Yvette and my crows to speak with. But I have held up enough of your time, your companions are looking for you.”
As the words left her lips, a rumbling sound echoed behind him. Cedric glanced over his shoulder to see the castle moving, creating another door. He supposed his conversation with his father was over, even if he still had so many questions. Never in his life had he doubted so many things as he had doubted the witch’s presence and her words.
“Prince Cedric,” the witch said. He turned back around to see her holding out the black rose she had plucked from the bush. “This is for you. Simply pluck all of the petals off and it will return you to this courtyard.”
“Why would I need this?” Cedric said, looking at her and then at the flower.
“There are many reasons you may need it. I cannot speak for the one that you will choose.”
He hesitated, but then picked the flower up. He supposed if it truly came down to it, he could use it to bring her the mirror. Even if he wasn’t planning on doing such a thing, he would not be Morren’s son if he had not made every option available to him.
He turned to step through the door, but a hand on his arm stopped him. He looked over his shoulder to see the witch’s face inches from his own. He had not heard her close the distance between them and he was quite surprised that someone had snuck up on him.
No one had managed to do that in a very long time.
“The princess of snow, you love her do you not?”
Cedric hesitated. He didn’t want to give the witch leverage to use against him, but if she was asking him, she had probably seen it already. A lot of people considered him a prince of lies and yet he found he could not, nor did he want to lie about this matter. “Yes indeed.”
“It shows.” The witch smiled at him. “I wish you the best in seeking out this mirror.”
He dipped his chin in a nod, unsure of what exactly to say. It wasn’t often that he was driven to silence, but there was something about this witch that was utterly unnerving.
She stepped back as the castle shifted, closing off from the garden and the witch and leaving Cedric staring at a wall, holding a black rose in his hand.




Chapter Thirty-Five
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It didn’t take the dwarfs long to find Cedric after he left the hidden courtyard. They must have been searching hard. Or perhaps they had gotten lucky.  
Or maybe they had split up to cover more ground, but if that was the case, only the twins weren’t there. Gabriel, Fergus, Lucius, Florian, and Kenrick were in this particular group that had managed to track him down. He wasn’t surprised. Florian was the best tracker that they had. He had done much of the hunting for them when they lived in the forest. He had seemed to cherish the time he got alone when he would disappear for days at a time before returning with enough garmr meat to keep them fed for months.
Cedric supposed that it was good that Elisabeth wasn’t there because as soon as the dwarfs rounded the corner, and saw him they brought up the mirror.
“Lad, we know you have the mirror,” Lucius said, stroking his beard.
Cedric sighed as he leaned against the wall. “You’re not beating around any bushes.”
“I stole the mirror for ye,” Kenrick said with a snort.
Cedric arched his brow and Kenrick shrugged. “So, I had some help. Doesn’t mean I didn’t steal it.”
The dwarfs had been the ones to hand him the mirror. Of course, they would remember that fact.
“So why didn’t you give the witch the mirror when she asked for it? You could have your bargain struck with her already.”
Cedric patted his satchel where he had placed the black rose directly next to the mirror. “I’m not so sure I want to strike a bargain with a witch.”
Florian frowned.
“Don’t give me that look.” Cedric crossed his arms. “She’s a witch. It’s not smart to make deals with the likes of her.”
“Ye never shied away from a bargain before,” Gabriel muttered, the suspicion evident in his voice.
Lucius stroked his beard. “Even with the princess who we all know hadn’t a plan to keep her end of the deal.”
Cedric waved his hand. “That isn’t necessarily true. She didn’t plan on keeping her bargain but we also all knew that she didn’t have it in her to break her word. Or to be capable of killing me. That was a calculated risk.”
Fergus tilted his head. “Call me trustworthy but the witch seems genuine. All the tales speak of them having to keep their word. What is not calculated about this?”
Cedric sighed and rested his head back against the wall. His father had warned him against it. His father who had actually made a bargain with this witch and lost because of it. But he couldn’t tell the dwarfs that without telling them that Morren, a man they hated, was still alive. “Because the cost is too great.”
“I understand that the mirror is powerful, lad,” Lucius said.
“Any mirror is powerful when it is reflecting my image,” Kenrick added very unhelpfully.
“But can you not ask it the question you need and then be done with it? You are not your father. You can part with power.”
“Perhaps, but it does not seem that I can part with my father.”
Florian signed a question that showed in the other dwarfs’ faces. Cedric sighed and ran a hand down his face.
“Your father is dead, lad.” Lucius’s voice was sympathetic, Cedric admired that Lucius could feel sorry for Cedric losing his father while still hating the man.
“Not exactly, he isn’t. He is entrapped though. In the mirror.”
The dwarfs stepped back as if of one accord. As if Cedric had burst into flames and they needed to protect themselves from the backlash.
Murderer, Florian signed.
“Is this true?” Lucius whispered. “Could this possibly be true?”
“I know what Morren was to you,” Cedric said slowly, pinching his brow. This would be so much easier if his father had not made quite so many enemies. “Now try and imagine what he meant to me.”
“Why should we?” Gabriel demanded.
“Morren is my father, I finally have a chance to speak to my father again. Do you know how many wishes I made to deaf ears that this very thing would come to pass? I cannot just hand him over to a witch. Not until I find some way to save him from the mirror.”
As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Cedric realized that was what he intended to do. He really would free his father from the mirror. He couldn’t do it in Havenkeep though, if there even was a way to do it. He had to give his father a fighting chance and if word got out that Morren was still alive, Liz would be forced to execute him just as her father had always intended to do.
After that, if it was still necessary. He would give the mirror to the witch. And pray that somehow, he would not come to regret that.
“Ye wish to free him?” Lucius whispered.
“I—don’t know. If that is the only way I can save him then yes. I’m sorry,” Cedric replied just as softly. “I understand that this may cause you to doubt me. My father was not a perfect man. But he also wasn’t the monster you all believe him to be. He deserves a chance to live a life outside of the mirror.”
“He started the Seven Years’ war,” Gabriel argued.
“Ismena played him, leading him to believe that they could be allies.”
Fergus looked like he might cry. “He led the dwarfs to a slaughter.”
“He hired mercenaries. He was not the one to have them killed. That was Stephan and his generals.”
Lucius pursed his lips. “He was not the father to you he should have been.”
“And maybe given the second chance he can be.”
“Aye, lad. As much as we dislike this, we understand the bonds of kin.” Lucius looked at Florian who nodded. Kenrick still looked mad but eventually he shrugged. “And we care for ye, lad. If this is what ye want, we will keep yer secret.”
“Thank you,” Cedric leaned over and rested a hand on Lucius’s and Florian’s shoulders. He smiled at Kenrick.
“It will be a right bloomin’ Mooraven family reunion won’t it?” Fergus chuckled, shaking his head. “Never would have thought it. Always figured you were the last one.”
“Believe me, my friend. So did I.”
“The princess’ll have your head if she finds out,” Gabriel muttered, still sounding angry.
“But you will make certain that she doesn’t?”
Gabriel hesitated a second before finally nodding. “Loyalty runs deeper than hatred, lad. You have me word.”
“A secret like this will get out eventually,” Lucius cautioned.
“Believe me, I know. But I don’t know what else to do. I can only hope that in the someday Liz learns of this, she will understand.”
“I can’t promise that she will,” Lucius said.
“We don’t rightly understand it ourselves,” Fergus supplied.
“But…” Lucius added. “I think she will care enough for you to accept the fact for what it is.”
“And what’s that?” Cedric asked, tilting his head.
“He’s your father. What else are you supposed to choose?”
Cedric pressed his lips together and bowed his head. “I’m not saying that what he did to you was right. For the part he played in the dwarven massacre, he will bear that guilt.”
“We know, lad.”
“We always hated him more for how he left you off,” Gabriel said, surprising Cedric.
He blinked once. “He could hardly have helped that.”
“Still, his son ended up in captivity due to his actions. We chose to fight for Morren, we faced the consequences when he lost. But you didn’t get to choose who your father was, boy.”
“I’m choosing now,” Cedric replied as he got down on one knee. “I may have Morren’s blood and his power. And I will always love him with that childlike zeal I once had. But you boys know right that I see you like my fathers as well. Fathers that I got to choose, and never once have I regretted that action.”
He glanced at Kenrick and winked. “Not you though. I suppose if I had to view you as anything other than an annoyance it would be as a brother.”
Kenrick huffed. “I would have been offended if you viewed me as a fatherlike figure anyway.”
Lucius swiped at his eye and Gabriel snorted. “Look at this, we are hardened mercenaries and one silver-tongued boy can drive us to tears.”
“I’m not just any silver-tongued boy,” Cedric said, grabbing Gabriel and pulling him into a hug. “I’m a dark lord. Lying and flattery is sort of my forte. Everyone knows to expect that from me. It’s when I tell the truth that I truly unsettle everyone.”
“Aye,” Lucius said as Fergus wiped at a tear trickling into his beard. “That about sums it up.”
“Aldrus is going to be mad he missed a group hug,” Kenrick said, leaning into Cedric’s shoulder.
“I’ll make it up to him later.”
“What about me?” came Aldrus’s familiar voice. Cedric looked up just in time to see him, Alban, Liz round the corner.
They drew to an abrupt halt when they found Cedric on his knees hugging all of the dwarfs.
“What in Illesya is going on here?” Liz demanded.
“A group hug?” Aldrus cried, his voice rising several notches. “Without me?”
“Disgusting,” Alban said.
“Looks cozy to me,” Yvette drawled as she rounded the corner behind them. “There you are, brother. I’ve been looking all over for you.”
“You weren’t the only one,” Elisabeth said, crossing her arms. The look she leveled on him was one of pure fury and should rightly be only reserved for wights or Cillian.
“Hello, Liz. Yvette.” Cedric pushed to his feet, forcing a nonchalant smile on his face. He still didn’t know what he thought of Yvette. But the more he grew accustomed to the thought of her as his sister the more he felt protective of her. He pitied the girl who had been stolen away by a witch and wanted to make certain that nothing like that could ever happen to her again. It was a perilous position to hold, seeing as he did not actually know the first thing about her. She could be actually plotting to murder him and he would want to protect her.
But then, he had felt the same way toward Liz when he first met her. And she had certainly been plotting to murder him.
He had convinced her otherwise and he was sure that he could do the same with Yvette. He did it with the dwarfs when they wanted to kill him. He just had that effect on people.
“Where were you, Cedric?” Liz asked, the cold look on her face had not melted at all.
He tilted his head with a smile. “I was exploring.”
“You felt the need to run away from all of us, leave us desperately searching for you, just to explore?”
Cedric shrugged. “I like to make an exit.”
He could tell from the concerned look in Lizzie’s eyes that she did not believe him at all. “What is going on, Cedric?”
“I’m surprised that you would think that something isn’t wrong, my darling, given that my sister is standing behind you.”
Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder at Yvette and bit down on her lip. She strode over to Cedric and wrapped her arms around his waist. He hesitated a second and then wrapped his arms loosely over her shoulders.
“I’m getting the distinct feeling that I’m not welcome here for this conversation,” Yvette said, clearing her throat. “Come and find me when you are ready to leave.”
“Wait up, lass,” Lucius said following with the other dwarfs trailing behind. “I wanted to get the chance to finally know you.”
“I must admit, I’ve been curious about how seven dwarfs came to know my brother. Come on, I will show you my favorite part of the castle.”
They disappeared around the castle and Cedric sighed. He glanced down at Elisabeth. The last time they had been alone together, they had argued. That moment in the forest seemed like a distant memory, an anomaly in the natural order of things. They didn’t need their births or families to pit them against each other, they were always at odds.
He didn’t know how Elisabeth would react if she learned that he was keeping the mirror from her, something that she believed was suddenly the key to everything. They would undoubtedly argue. Again. But then it was maybe like it was with the dwarfs. They argued as a sign that they actually cared.
All he knew was that he didn’t want to lose her over this. He couldn’t lose his father and he didn’t want to lose his princess. He was walking a shadowy lie of deception to keep from losing them both. He only wondered how long he could do that. He of all people knew that things have the annoying habit of coming into the light.
“How are you coping?” Liz finally asked, pulling away. She reached up and rested a hand on Cedric’s cheek.
“I’m unsure… I think once the numbness fades, I will like Yvette, but until then I truly do not know what to think.”
“To find out that your father did such an unspeakable thing…” she trailed off and shook her head. “I’m so sorry.”
He pulled away and glanced down at his hands. “We only have one side of the story. The witch’s. My father is not here to defend himself.” That wasn’t entirely true, but he wouldn’t be a dark prince if he didn’t flub the truth every now and again.
“Does he need to defend himself? It seems like something he would do.”
“That is where you and I must disagree.”
“You can’t see your father trading one of his children for power?”
“No, I cannot.” For once he was being truthful, although one look at Liz told him that she didn’t believe him. “My father cared about me. He may not have always shown it in the best way but he did. I cannot see him simply tossing aside another child given how much I meant to him.”
“You were his son. His heir. Yvette was expendable.”
“If that were the case then it’s just as much my fault as his. For being his heir and making Yvette expendable, but that isn’t how it happened.”
“How can you know?”
“I just know. And because of that, I know that we can’t trust the witch. She came by Yvette somehow.”
“Morren traded her to the woman.”
Cedric shook his head. “You believe that only because a woman you just met said it. So much has changed and yet you are still the same naïve girl I met in the woods. The one who would rather take everything at face value, rather than delve a little farther to seek out the truth.”
“And you’re still the same arrogant boy I met in the woods, who believes that he has the right answer to everything.”
Technically he did but that was an argument for another time. “Have I been proven wrong yet?”
Elisabeth looked him straight in the eyes, her eyebrows knitted together in a scowl and her hands clenched into fists. “I am not naïve. How could you say that, after everything I have been through? All the darkness that I have lived through. I know what true evil is. I am not naïve.”
Cedric shook his head. “I’m afraid that simply is not true. I admire your innocence, Liz, I really do. Because you truly have lived through darkness, and experienced evil, and you walk through it unscathed with a beautiful view of the world. The woman who raised you was a heartless liar and yet you still choose to try and see the good in people you just met. I think that is truly admirable. But you are naïve.”
Elisabeth crossed her arms. “You’re insufferable.”
“I am, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m right.”
“The witch has not given us any reason to think that she will double cross us.”
“She hasn’t given us any reason to prove that she won’t. And whether you choose to believe it or not, my father was not heartless. Trust me on this. Of the two of us, I actually knew him.”
She shakes her head. “But if we can partner with the witch, then I don’t have to fight Ismena. We can defeat her. To think if we can use her own weapon against her… well, it would be too easy. Finally, we would be freed of this nightmare.”
“If something is too easy then that means that there is a price lurking somewhere under the surface. One that you are unwilling to pay. Nothing in this life comes easily. Nothing is free. We aren’t living in a fairy tale, Liz.”
“Just because you haven’t experienced ease does not mean that it doesn’t exist.”
“Keep your innocence, Liz. The Maker knows that I wish that I still had mine.” He reached out and trailed a hand across her chin. She jerked her face away, apparently still mad. “But do not be angry with me when I have none.”
“Please, you’re not nearly so dark as all that. You’re just cynical.”
“Look at it this way. If I am like this then you can continue to be the way you are. I will warn you if I think you are endangering yourself and keep you safe from harm and you can still have that beautiful outlook on the world.”
“I’m still going to look for that mirror,” Lizzie muttered sullenly.
“Feel free to do that,” Cedric said with a shake of his head. Oh, the irony that he had it on his person this very second. She would not find the mirror because she was too naïve to suspect him. It only proved his point. “But do not fault me when I look for a different way to defeat Ismena.”
“But the witch said…”
“I know very well what the witch said, but nothing is unkillable.”
“Ismena is coming pretty close. She didn’t die when you stabbed her through the heart.”
“That was extremely rude of her.”
Elisabeth sighed and shook her head. “I just don’t want to fight her again.”
“You won’t have to. Leave that to me. The witch believes that she can defeat Ismena, well, I have some dark magic of my own.”
Elisabeth cracked a grin, showing that she was beginning to forgive him. “You mean you have witch’s magic?”
He sniffed. “I prefer the term dark magic.”
“Witch,” Elisabeth whispered.
“I’m not a witch, I’m a dark lord. There are no male witches.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes, but then she glanced back toward the direction where Yvette and the dwarfs had disappeared down. “And what of your sister?”
“That is a good question.”
“She wants to join us.” Elisabeth glanced back at Cedric, her eyes assessing him to see if he would show how he truly felt. She obviously didn’t believe that he truly had no idea how to proceed when it came to his sister. Well, it was too bad, because in this case he was actually telling the truth.
He had spent his whole life as the only child of Morren. He had been exiled for being Morren’s son. It had defined every aspect of his life. People hated him, and shunned him, and feared him for who his father was. It was so hard to think of someone else being a child of Morren and escaping the same fate.
It seemed almost like she was not a true child of Morren, but he supposed that wasn’t fair. She had been kidnapped for being his daughter. Raised by a witch in what appears to be almost as lonely life as what he had in the forest. Perhaps she did not escape fate at all.
Maybe she just had a different one.
“She is her own woman; she is free to go wherever she so pleases.”
“She wants to be a part of your life. I think you have a say in whether you want that or not.”
Cedric ran a hand down his face. “As far as I know, Yvette is innocent. Perhaps she truly wishes to be reunited with the family she lost. But then perhaps she does not. She was raised by a witch and for that reason I cannot trust her implicitly until I have more proof.”
Elisabeth nodded. “When we return home, I will have someone keep an eye on her. Make certain that she is not up to anything.”
Cedric shrugged. “I don’t know if all of that is necessary.”
“It will still make me feel better.” Elisabeth smirked. “I wouldn’t want to be accused of being naïve.”
He rolled his eyes. “We should go find Yvette and the dwarfs before Kenrick tries to marry her or Aldrus talks her ear off.”
Liz huffed a laugh, a small one, but he still took some comfort in that. He stepped forward and grasped her hand as she turned to go. She glanced back at him with a questioning gaze. “Whatever does end up happening. Whatever course our fates are on. Just know that we face it together.”
“Even if it is Ismena ruling Illesya?” she asked, arching her brow.
“I won’t leave you to die alone,” he replied with a wink.
“I’m quite certain Ismena wouldn’t overlook you, even if you bowed your knee to her. She was never the forgiving type, and I’m certain she has not forgotten that you stabbed her through the heart.”
“A minor misunderstanding. I thought it would kill her, not turn her into an undead creature. My bad.”
Elisabeth sighed as she leaned toward Cedric, resting her head on his shoulder. He turned, pressing his lips against the top of her head and inhaled deeply. She smelled like flowers even though he had been the one just in a rose garden.
“All of this fighting, this struggle,” she said softly as she fingered the front of his tunic. “I try to convince myself that it is for the good of all Illesya, but my people don’t even seem to care who sits on the throne. And when the sun goes down it seems as if really the only reason, I am doing this is to save my own life. And yours, and that of those loyal to me.”
“Seems like a frozen good reason to me. Don’t ever feel bad for fighting for your life, I know I certainly don’t. And you owe it to those loyal to you to repay their loyalty by doing everything you can do to find an outcome that will help them. Besides, let’s not forget the winter Ismena will bring. The world is already beginning to freeze again and that would certainly not be for the good of Illesya.”
“You’re right,” she sighed.
“I usually am.”
“It’s just sometimes… sometimes I wonder if I am just being selfish, fighting to become queen and all for what? A birthright? Maybe I don’t deserve to be queen.”
“And who deserves to rule instead of you? Cillain?” Cedric snorted. “The last thing Illesya needs is another pompous windbag on the throne. It doesn’t need a warmonger, or someone who hates half their subjects just because of a war that happened eleven years ago. It needs someone noble and good, who truly cares for the people and the good of the kingdom.” Cedric stepped back and tilted his head as he looked at Elisabeth. “Not to put too much pressure on you, but I’m afraid you’re the only person who can provide them with that.”
She shook her head. “I’m not as noble and good as I appear. I agreed to marry you without a second thought to my people.”
“As well you should have. I cannot really fault you for that. I’m quite irresistible.” He leaned forward and pressed his forehead against hers.
She rolled her eyes. “I take it that you are done comforting me.”
“I’m sorry, darling, there is only so much honesty I can handle saying. I’m not the comforting type.”
“Well, you’re good at it when you try.”
“I’m good at everything when I really try, love.”
“Except for dancing—” she began, but he cut off her response by leaning forward and pressing his lips against hers. He didn’t know if he would ever grow accustomed to kissing her. The first time he had done it as a desperate gamble to try and save her. How he hated to think of what would have happened if the dwarfs had not managed to talk him into attempting to wake Liz.
He pulled away, smiling at her flushed cheeks. He knew that much of her pallor was inherited from her mother, who was an ice nymph, but still sometimes she looked quite inhuman. She looked a little more attainable with more color in her skin. Like she wasn’t actually one with the elements but merely a human and capable of loving a fellow mortal.
Assuming that he was actually mortal. He didn’t know how far the witch’s magic bestowed on Morren granted. Legend had it witches were particularly difficult to kill. For all he knew, he might have inherited that too. He had no idea, he hadn’t actually done any dying so as far as he knew, he might not actually be mortal.
Now that was a thought.
“We really should go and find Yvette and the dwarfs now,” he breathed moving away.
Elisabeth nodded and turned to leave, but then she turned back to him. “How exactly are we going to do that? She said she was going to show them her favorite part of the castle, but we don’t actually know what that is. They could be anywhere. We could be searching for hours.”
Cedric held up a finger. “Not if my new friend has anything to say about it.”
Elisabeth frowned at him but Cedric glanced up at the arched ceiling. “Castle, would you mind showing me where my sister went?”
“What are you doing?” Elisabeth started, but she trailed off as the sound of groaning and scraping stones filled the air. Cedric grinned as Elisabeth gasped.
“Isn’t it just marvelous? I honestly wouldn’t be opposed to living here.”
“Seems like it would be awfully lonely.”
He shrugged. He had always been lonely. It was a small price to pay to live in an enchanted castle.
The hallway wrapped around itself, the floor rising and dropping, forming stairs. “I suppose we are going up,” Cedric said, offering Elisabeth his hand.
She lifted her skirts as she began to ascend, her head twisting in all directions as she took in the changing hallway. “You know what you just did right?”
“What?”
“You commanded the magic in this castle. Witch magic.”
“I asked nicely.”
“And the castle listened.” She turned back to him, her dark hair falling over her face as she looked at him wide eyed. “You really are a witch.”
“For the last time, all witches are females.” He rolled his eyes. “My father received witch magic through a bargain which he then passed on to me. I’m a dark lord.”
“Witch,” Elisabeth whispered.
He groaned. She would never let him live this down. He supposed he deserved it for always insisting on calling her Liz.
“If we have children, they will be witches too then, by that statement.”
Elisabeth tripped slightly on the stairs, but quickly straightened herself. “Of course not, my nymph blood will purify all dark magic from our line.”
“You have absolutely no proof of that.”
Elisabeth shrugged. “Nymphs ate the whole fruit of the elements, witches only had small bites of the fruit that they ate of. Therefore, their magic is weaker.”
“You are missing the whole point of the tale. The witches ate more than one fruit and therefore they were so powerful that it was not natural. It was an abomination to the natural order of things. And that’s why they are outcasts.”
“Maybe some kids will inherit the witch magic and some will inherit the nymph blood.”
“Now you’re assuming we are having more than one child?”
“You started off this conversation by saying children and besides, I do not want my children to grow up lonely, therefore they need siblings. Seven seems like a good number, the dwarfs seem very happy at that number.”
Cedric paused as he considered it. How different his childhood would have been if he had Yvette with him all those years he played alone in his castle. “Seven sounds like a marvelous number, darling. Then each of the dwarfs can be a godparent.”
“Well… maybe Lucius could be the godparent of two so Kenrick doesn’t have to be.”
Cedric laughed at that. She made a fair point.
“In all seriousness, though, Cedric, I don’t care if our children inherit your dark magic. As long as they inherit your good heart also.”
He ducked his head. “You’re going to make me blush.”
“That would be a feat,” Elisabeth said with a snort. They drew to a halt at the top of the stairs, watching in silent awe as the stones peeled away revealing nothing but open air. Elisabeth stiffened beside him and Cedric had to admit that for a second, he feared that maybe the castle had brought him up just to drop them at a height that would undoubtedly kill them, but then stones began forming, extending from their tower to another tower a short distance away. It was the only other tower that Cedric could see past the infernal fog that enveloped the whole island.
He stepped up to the newly made doorway and peered out at the dark roof of the castle far below. It was remarkable that he was standing at the top of a tower that had not been there before, staring out at a walkway that should not exist. How did the magic around this work? Did it simply make stones appear and disappear out of virtually nowhere to suit the castle’s needs? Or were those stones kept elsewhere until they were needed? It really was quite marvelous.
He stepped out onto the walkway, ignoring the little gasp from Elisabeth. He glanced back at her, the chill air washing over him and cutting through his cloak. “Do you really think the castle is just going to drop me to my death when we are such good friends already?”
“You just met the castle,” she replied, crossing her arms.
“And you are possibly insulting the castle by your lack of trust.”
“At the risk of insulting a castle, Cedric, it’s a castle.”
Cedric reached out and rested a hand on the stones. “Don’t listen to her, I think you’re beautiful.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. “Is this another one of those beauty-to-the-eye-of-the-beholder-but-except-in-your-case lines?”
Cedric snorted. “You imply that I use that line on everyone. I do not. I simply say it when something is beautiful beyond all reason. Something that you and this castle have in common so I would think that you would get along.”
He didn’t know if he was imagining it, but the stones under his hand vibrated softly, almost like a hum or a purr.
“Are you coming, Liz?”
She tightened her hold on the stones of the wall, her knuckles going white. “Cedric Mooraven, you are going to be the death of me.”
“You’re fine with climbing up a tower that didn’t exist before but draw the line at the walkway? You’re being utterly ridiculous.” He cut her a smile and held out his hand. “Trust me, the air is a bit brisque but otherwise it is quite pleasant.”
She sighed but finally slid her hand into his. He tugged her forward and out onto the ledge. “See? Not so bad.”
“It is one thing to climb up some stairs, quite another to step onto a ledge that didn’t exist only a few minutes ago,” she whispered breathlessly.
“It’s exactly the same thing, Liz. You just have trust issues.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “I wonder why I do.”
He winked at her and started across the walkway. The view this high up would have been beautiful but between the darkness of the setting sun and the fog he could not see anything but a blanket of gray below him.
This was certainly one peculiar island. Waters that took you there all on their own, a never-ending fog, a castle that responded to verbal commands, and roses with magical abilities. He reached up and patted his satchel with his free hand. The mirror and the rose that the witch had given him nestled inside. Why had she given him one of those roses?
He supposed he could have just asked her, but there was something about that woman that gave him the chills. And he was not unnerved easily. As evidenced by the fact that he was trusting a sentient castle with his life as he walked across a bridge that it had created at a simple, please.
As they neared the other tower, the wall split apart revealing a door. He felt a shift underneath his feet and glanced back to see that all of the walkway save where they were standing and what was directly ahead of them was gone. As was the tower they had been standing in. His eyes widened, but he decided against saying anything to Liz. He braced his hand on her lower back and ushered her forward stepping into the tower where they found Yvette sitting in a pile of pillows surrounded by the dwarfs.
“Is it really true that witches are as hard to kill as they say?” Aldrus asked.
Kenrick smacked him. “Aldrus, you can’t just ask people about their immortality.”
Yvette chuckled. “I can’t blame him for his curiosity. I would wonder too if I had heard the stories of instead of lived them. They’re all true, you know.”
“You eat dwarven children?” Fergus gasped, pulling back.
Yvette’s eyes widened. “Goodness, they really say that about us? Stars above no. And to answer your question, Aldrus, it isn’t that we are hard to kill, we die just as easily as anyone else, it’s just that we have a taste of immortality.” She shrugs. “I don’t know what it tastes like because I have never died. But because of that bite of the tree, witches have the ability to cheat death. However, since they took only one bite, they can cheat it only once. A second chance if you will. If you die the first time, there’s always the second, right?”
“Blimey,” Fergus breathed. 
“Does that work for those who were given witch magic rather than born into it?” Cedric asked, stepping forward.
Yvette glanced up at him and her eyebrows arched. “That’s a good question. I suppose it depends on what powers the witch chooses to impart. My mistress says that all she gave father was power over shadows and crowspeak. He had no fire magic. And he couldn’t cheat death.”
That’s what she thought. But then Yvette never had the chance to know Morren. If she had she would know that the man would cheat death, witch or no.
Yvette pushed to her feet. “Are you ready to return home, brother?”
“If by home you mean Liz’s home in Havenkeep then I suppose so.” Cedric turned in a small circle taking in the tower, the ceiling was made of glass. Perhaps his sister shared a love of stars with him.
He couldn’t see any stairs but then for this castle it wasn’t a problem. He was ready to leave behind the witch, but he had to admit he did wish he had more time with this castle. He was only just beginning to grasp how it worked. “I suppose we should be setting out soon, but in the morning. For tonight we should rest up.”
“We can rest at Crestrock,” Yvette said with a cheeky smile. “I always wanted to see the temple of the Maker with my own eyes. It’s one of the oldest still standing buildings in all of Illesya, you know.”
“It’s quite impressive,” Cedric said. “But we just can’t set out tonight. We journeyed all day already.”
Yvette clucked her tongue. “I’m not suggesting we walk there, Ceddie.”
“What exactly are you suggesting?” Elisabeth asked, stepping up beside him.
“I’m a witch, dearie,” Yvette said, pulling a green petaled rose out of a pocket in the front of her black dress. “How about we use some magic?”
She crumpled the rose in her hand, petals drifting to the deep blue rug at her feet. Then she opened her hand and an empty stalk fell to the ground.
“What exactly—” Cedric began, before he could finish his question he realized that he was no longer standing in an enchanted tower of a magic castle, but that he was in his own room. In Havenkeep. Half an island away.
He stared down the torn curtain and strewn feathers of the mess he had created to make the room feel more like the home he had during the exile.
“Is this your room, Ceddie?” Yvette asked with a cluck of her tongue. “My, you should clean up.”
“How—?” he asked, turning in a half a circle, taking in the tatters that made up his room. Not everything was exactly where he had left it. Curtains had been shifted, his pillows moved and feathers were in places he had not left them. He was still trying to process how he had even gotten there and already he was realizing that someone had been in his room since they left. Not a maid, it was still a mess, as if they had wanted to hide their presence. As if they had been looking for something…
Yvette pointed at herself and grinned. “Witch.” She turned to Elisabeth and curtsied. “Welcome home, princess. I’m so glad that I could have been of service.”




Chapter Thirty-Six
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Elisabeth’s head was spinning. She reached up and clutched at the side of her temple as she peered around the dark room. “Where exactly are we?”  
Cedric turned to her, his mouth twisted up in what she assumed was a smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “We’re back in Crestrock, Lizzie love, do try to keep up.”
“How do you know that?” Elisabeth asked, frowning as eyes adjusted to the dim lighting and she saw the room better. The furniture was overturned and torn curtains blocked out most of the sunlight. It looked as if this room had housed a wild animal. If it was indeed somewhere in her castle, it was somewhere she had never been.
“Because this is my bedroom.”
She sighed. She might have guessed. “Cedric, this place is a mess.”
He steps forward, kicking a torn blanket out of the way. “I think it perfectly represents my mental state. Chaotic and without a rational thought.”
“I think it’s charming,” Yvette said with a smile as she glanced around. “But I’m excited to see the rest of the castle.” She strode toward the door, but paused with her hand on the doorknob. “And allow me to make certain I have this the right way. Your castle does not change form around you?”
“No, I’m afraid you shall have to find your way around the old-fashioned way.”
“And how is that?”
Cedric flashed a smile, his teeth a bright point in the dark room. “Exploring until you know every dark corner and could navigate the halls in your sleep.”
Yvette returned his smile as she stepped out into the hallway. Elisabeth hurriedly followed her, feeling chills race up her spine at just the thought of Yvette running around her castle unsupervised.
She picked up her skirt to keep up with Yvette who was walking at a surprisingly fast pace. “This is my first time in Havenkeep,” Yvette called over her shoulder. “First time in a non-magical or crumbling castle as well. It’s bigger than I had ever thought it could be. Do you hear that? My voice is echoing!”
She turned in a circle, her arms outstretched, spinning as she walked. “If I had known that I would feel this heady over just leaving Mooraven I would have done it ages ago. So, this is what freedom tastes like? Musty air and mildew.”
“My castle is not mildewy,” Elisabeth muttered, but as soon as she said that she was hit with the overwhelming smell of dampness that had been there for too long. She rolled her eyes. “All right so perhaps this passage is.” She had always wondered why the courtiers had placed Cedric in this hall, it was nowhere near the other rooms, but even though these rooms were rarely used, they were still quite grand. Almost too grand for her to imagine them sending Cedric to, but now she supposed why they had done it. Apparently because there was a leak somewhere and it made everything stink.
Yvette stopped twirling; however, she was still facing Elisabeth so that she was walking backwards. “Did you truly grow up in this castle?”
“Indeed, although only until I was fifteen years of age, then my father died and I was exiled to our winter palace.”
“I suppose you and Ceddie have quite a bit in common,” Yvette muttered, tilting her head. “You both know a thing or two about exile.”
That fact was largely disputed, since Cedric would grow offended if she ever compared her exile to his own. She glanced over her shoulder, but Cedric and the dwarfs were only just then stepping out into the hall behind them. She wondered what they had been doing in his room.
“Don’t mind me, I’m just trying to figure out what he sees in you. I mean you are beautiful, but my brother would never fall for someone just by their looks.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. “You speak as if you know him.”
“I will know him, and no one can stop me.” Ironically just as she said those words, she collided with a pair of guards, stopping her in her tracks.
Yvette whirled, dark skirts flapping with the speed of her movements as the guards stared down at her, eyes wide. “Who the blazes are you?”
“How did you get in here?” the guards both demanded.
“Magic,” Yvette replied cheekily.
“She is with me,” Elisabeth said, stepping forward.
The guards looked up at the sound of her voice and both blanched. “P-princess?”
She folded her hands in front of her. “Indeed, I have returned.”
“We decided to bypass the usual fanfare,” Cedric added, finally reaching their side. The sound of metal ringing filled the hall as the guards jerked their swords from their sheaths. “Prince Cedric, by order of Counselor Cillian, we are to bring you in to face your charges of treason.”
Elisabeth glanced at Cedric, but he simply rolled his eyes. “I had forgotten just how frustrating that man can be.”
“Do you want me to kill them, brother?” Yvette asked, tilting her head as she studied the guards. “One word and they will be burnt out husks on the floor.”
“Tempting,” Cedric drawled.
“Cedric,” Elisabeth snapped. “These are my guards!” She turned to the guards who had shifted away from Yvette. “I command you to stand down.”
“I’m sorry, princess, but we have direct orders from the chancellor.”
“Well, now you have direct orders from me!” Elisabeth snapped.
The guards exchanged a look and that was when she realized that they believed that the chancellor outranked her. “I’m going to be your queen.”
“I know, highness, but with all due respect you are not queen right now. And the chancellor is going to be regent so doesn’t that mean that his orders stand?”
The guards stepped forward, each grabbing one of Cedric’s arms. He rolled his eyes. “This is ridiculous. How did I even commit treason?”
“You kidnapped the princess,” one of the guards spat.
“He did no such thing!” Elisabeth cried. “I left of my own free will.”
“And even if that were the case it wouldn’t be treason. I did not betray Havenkeep. I am the prince of Mooraven, I have no prior loyalty to Havenkeep. If you are going to throw me in prison at least do it on proper charges. Call me a war criminal or something.”
Elisabeth stepped forward, grasping Cedric’s arm and yanking him away from the guards. They at least had the decency not to try and physically oppose their princess. She didn’t have a whole lot of respect but at least that stood. “No one is going to the dungeon.”
“I’m sorry, Your Highness, but we must follow orders.”
“Then follow my orders!” she cried. “I am your sovereign!”
“What is going on here, men?” a new voice asked just before Luk rounded the corner. Elisabeth didn’t know if she had ever been so happy to see Luk before in her life.
He drew to a halt, his eyes widening as he took them in. The two guards, Elisabeth standing holding Cedric’s arms. Yvette in front of them glaring at the guards, and seven dwarfs lined up behind them. “Princess?”
“Yes, I am back but before we are able to properly reunite, I need your help. These men are trying to arrest Cedric, and they won’t listen to me. Will you please help them to see reason before they are the ones committing treason.” Elisabeth leveled the guards with a hard glare.
Luk let out a drawn-out sigh. “Boys, let the prince go.”
“But he kidnapped the princess!”
Luk glanced at Elisabeth. “Did he kidnap you?”
“No.”
He turned to them. “There you have it, from the princess’s own mouth. If there is no crime then you will just make fools of yourselves for arresting him. Added to the fact that he is foreign royalty, and you cannot just do whatever you wish with him no matter your personal feelings. Or the chancellor’s. He is still beholden to the law just like you or I.”
“He isn’t any real royalty. Mooraven is a hold in Havenkeep now,” one of the guards grumbled.
“That is a subject still up for some debate,” Cedric said stiffly.
“I’m your superior, and I said to leave him alone,” Luk said, leveling the men with a glare. “Are you truly going to disobey my direct orders with me standing right here. Such open defiance would see you stripped of your ranks and exiled.”
“But the chancellor…” the men said, their faces a chalky white.
“I will take this up with the chancellor.” Luk crossed his arms. “But for now you are dismissed.”
The men paused for a moment, as if debating whether they would argue or not. But apparently the chancellor’s orders did not hold up against the combined power of both Elisabeth’s and Luk’s direct orders. Finally, they bowed to Elisabeth and turned and strode off.
“What happened?” Luk demanded, whirling on them as the guards disappeared from view. “Where have you been? Are you hurt at all, my princess?”
“Is this chancellor the one bothering you, Ceddie? Want me to take care of it? I could make it look like an accident,” Yvette suggested. Elisabeth startled and glanced at her, unnerved by the smile on her face. “No one would have to know.”
Luk turned, drawing up short at the raven-haired young lady standing with them. “And who, pray tell, is this? And am I correct in assuming that she is with you?”
“She is.”
He sighed reaching up to massage his forehead. “Every time you leave my sight, you seem to come back dragging in strays.”
Elisabeth shrugged. “Her coming with us wasn’t my choice.”
Yvette crossed her arms. “Stray? You should show a little more respect to someone who could kill you so easily.”
Luk pressed his lips together. “I still have no idea who she is.”
“This is my sister,” Cedric said with a sly grin, showing Elisabeth that he knew just what those words would mean to Luk. “Yvette. The princess of Mooraven.”
Yvette sniffed loudly. “I’m more than just the princess of Mooraven. I am the lady of crows, shadow weaver, and flame of the south. Out of all my titles, princess is the one I didn’t earn.”
“My apologies,” Cedric said, dipping his head.
Luk blanched. “There are two of them now?”
“I’m afraid so,” Elisabeth said, looking at Yvette who was grinning at Cedric now.
“You hadn’t told me that you had such a reputation here, Ceddie. I feel so proud to be named your sister.”
“I’m glad that you feel proud, Yvette, but I’m afraid most of the infamy is actually our dear father’s. I can claim very little of it, seeing as I have been a saint the entire time I have been here.”
Elisabeth coughed into her hand.
“Ceddie?” Luk asked, his whole face twisting as if the word tasted bitter to him. “How was there another heir to the Mooraven name and I didn’t know about it.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Cedric said, slapping a hand on Luk’s shoulder. “I didn’t even know about it until earlier today.”
Luk glanced at Cedric and then at Elisabeth, all seven of the dwarfs and then finally at Yvette. He looked quite bewildered. Elisabeth truly pitied him; it was a lot to take in. And it wasn’t fair for Cedric to act as if it wasn’t when she knew how much the knowledge of him having a sister had shaken him.
“Yvette was kidnapped by a witch at a young age and raised up as her apprentice,” Elisabeth explained.
“An interesting take on the story,” Yvette murmured. “But who am I to argue? It’s only my life’s story.”
Elisabeth rested her hand on her hip. “And how exactly would you describe it?”
“I was born to be a witch,” she stated, lifting her chin. “And so, a witch I became.”
Elisabeth felt Luk’s gaze on her and finally forced herself to look at him. “You brought a witch to the heart of the city?”
“Technically the witch brought us here,” Cedric said with a shrug. “But that’s just a technicality I suppose.”
“A witch,” Luk choked.
“If you go any paler you are going to make the princess of ice look tan,” Yvette interjected. She chuckled darkly.
Elisabeth shrugged, unsure how to answer his question. “She may be able to help us defeat Ismena.”
“So, you are trading in one evil for another?”
Yvette held up a finger. “I’m only evil when I have cause to be. But this is a joyous time of reunion. I promise, I will be on my best behavior.”
“I know how far a Mooraven’s word goes,” Luk grumbled.
“We need to defeat Ismena.” She didn’t know if she could make Luk understand. As fond as she was of her guardsman, the times that they did not see eye to eye it seemed nothing could change either of their minds.
He looked at Yvette, shaking his head sadly. “Maker help us all.”




Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Elisabeth had been expecting more of a response to her return. Anger, relief, something. Anything. Just not to be left on her own in her rooms and totally ignored.  
She supposed she had the princes to thank for this. They were expected to start arriving any day now and the castle was in a tizzy trying to prepare for them. They didn’t even have time to scold her for running off. She had seen Cillian briefly, he had glared, she had fought with him over his orders to arrest Cedric. Fortunately, with no real charges against him, Cillian could not actually execute Cedric. Not until he was officially the regent anyway. Still, it had not stopped him from ordering her to be kept to her rooms. For her “safety”. She supposed that if this was all the punishment she got for running off it wasn’t so bad.
Besides, she could always locate the secret passageway, if she truly needed to escape. Not that it would really do her much good. The tower only represented a small part of the much larger prison that her life had become.
Elisabeth released a frustrated cry as she paced the length of her chamber, her elegant red brocade dress swaying around her. She caught sight of her reflection in the hand mirror resting on her vanity and growled with disdain. She resisted the urge to toss the mirror against the wall. To break it. Doing so would not break her free.
Though she would take some modicum of pleasure from such an act.
Is this what she was reduced to? A beautiful face to be dressed up and put out on display then returned to her chambers. Not free to voice her opinions or make her own decisions. Or to rule her kingdom.
No one heeded her when she spoke. No one cared what she said. They didn’t care then and they certainly didn’t care now. Even the ones who claimed to be on her side only wanted to marry her off.
Every day the weather grew steadily colder. At this moment, a fine dusting of snow layered the ground outside and while that certainly upset the peasants, the courtiers seemed to take no notice. They tried to continue their lives ignoring the threats before them. The problems were inconveniences, and if they tried hard enough to ignore them, perhaps they would just go away. They had the princes to distract them, perhaps by the time a royal wedding took place, the snow would have thawed.
She didn’t know of the preparations being made, the decisions being made over what to do with Ismena, if any were. The courtiers had taken a personal offense to her trip to Mooraven. It was a wonder that Cillian wasn’t ruling as regent already, they had already voted to make him one, it seemed the only thing standing between him and ruling the nation is the date in which his regency would become official. And that date was only being held off because of the princes and the possibility that she would marry them and thus make a regent unnecessary.
Too bad she had already pledged her hand to the enemy.
It wasn’t fair that every choice she made was judged by her people. Nothing she could do would earn their favor.
It was enough to make her want to scream. To rail. To curse the world and her lot in it. But she couldn’t. She was forced to keep up an act, to be the princess everyone wanted her to be.
Arnette had come to see her after her return yesterday. He had not said anything about her disappearance or Ismena, simply appraised her with the situation of the princes.
Elisabeth resumed her pacing, glancing toward the door. She had sent Luk to search Ismena’s old rooms to see if he could find the mirror. She had worried that she would draw too much attention to herself if she tried to go, especially since she wasn’t entirely sure if the guards would let her out of her room.
She didn’t know what she would have done if it weren’t for Luk. She truly did not deserve his loyalty, after everything that she had put him through, that he had gone through for her. He had been trapped in ice for his service to her. She owed him her life already, but he still continued to offer his undying loyalty and support. He took the threat of Ismena seriously, of course he had seen firsthand what Ismena was capable of.
He was perhaps the only person outside of Cedric and the dwarfs, that she trusted to bring her the mirror. Now if only he could find it…
“You’re looking lovely today.” Elisabeth whirled, holding her hand over her heart, feeling its stuttering beat as she took in Cedric leaning in the corner of her room, a smug look on his face. “Not to say that you aren’t beautiful every day, but I don’t think I’ve seen you in that dress before. You usually wear white.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. “You can critique my wardrobe when I see you in something besides black.”
“I was not critiquing anything.” Cedric placed a hand over his heart. “I was complimenting you.”
Elisabeth pressed her lips together and then glanced back at the door. “What have I said about you sneaking into my room?”
“I came to see if you wanted to break out of this tower for a while.” He smirked. “We could lunch in Cillian’s room again.”
“As tempting as that sounds, I cannot actually leave. I’m waiting for Luk to return.”
Cedric arched his brow. “Should I be jealous?”
“No, but you should be going.” Elisabeth said, making shooing gestures at him. Cedric caught her hand and brought it to his lips earning an eye roll from her. “Our engagement is supposed to be a secret remember?”
Cedric glanced around. “And who pray tell is watching?”
“Luk will be here at any minute—"
“It’s not like Luk hasn’t walked in on us kissing before,” Cedric said with a shrug.
Elisabeth dropped her face in her hand. “Cedric.”
“I’m just saying, it’s not like us doing it again is going to make him suddenly suspect it if he hasn’t already.”
“To be fair, we weren’t actually kissing.”
Cedric leaned forward and moved her hair away from her shoulder, tucking it behind her ear. “It’s the thought that counts,” he whispered, his warm breath sending chills down her spine. He leaned forward to kiss her, which was the opposite of leaving, but she was too breathless to inform him of that.
“Am I interrupting something?”
“Without fail,” Cedric grumbled, moving away. He threw his hands up in the air in frustration and then shook his head.
Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder to see that Luk had finally arrived. She didn’t know how he had managed to open the door without her hearing, but she could only blame Cedric for distracting her. Unlike the last time, he did not look quite so uncomfortable. He did, however, look unamused and annoyed. He stood in the doorway, his hands clasped behind his back and leveled Cedric with a hard look. “I’m not even going to ask how you got in here.”
“Good, because I wasn’t going to answer.” Cedric moved across the room, perching on the edge of Elisabeth’s desk.
Luk watched him go and then turned back to Elisabeth. “Does he really need to be here?”
Elisabeth glanced over at Cedric who was currently picking at a worn section on his gloves. She turned back to Luk and smoothed out her skirt. “Cedric is an ally. You can speak freely in front of him.”
The look on Luk’s face said that he did not feel the same, but he nodded instead of arguing. “I searched all of the former queen’s quarters just as you requested. I could find no sign of her hand mirror.”
Elisabeth turned away, shaking her head. Well, that was the only place she knew readily to look. Where else could Ismena have hidden the mirror?
“But then, I am not so well versed in secret passages and hidden alcoves as the prince of Mooraven here,” Luk continued.
Elisabeth glanced over at Cedric. “This castle is quite old; do you think that Ismena could have hidden the mirror in a secret passageway or even a secret room?”
“It’s possible,” Cedric said, his voice having an odd tone. “Don’t worry, I realize I’m the expert in that area. I will take over looking for the mirror. Get the dwarfs in on it. If it’s in this castle. I will know where to look.”
“That’s good,” Luk said, his shoulders slumping. “I must admit that I did not rightly enjoy all of that underhanded sneaking around and sorting through another’s possessions even if it was the former queen’s.”
“About that,” Cedric said with a smile. “If you aren’t going to be looking for the mirror anymore, there’s another task that needs to be done. Liz promised she would put someone on it, and I think you are just the one for the job.”
Elisabeth glanced at Cedric and arched her brow. What was he talking about?
Cedric’s grin widened. “I want you to spy on my sister.”
“I beg your pardon?” Luk demanded, tilting his head.
“We don’t know Yvette’s intentions as of yet, and we need someone we trust to keep an eye on her,” Elisabeth said, finally realizing what Cedric was talking about. She had been so distracted by the mirror; she had almost forgotten the witch.
“And that would be me?” Luk asked, his voice going dull.
Cedric pushed off from the desk and clapped his hands. “Yes, I’m afraid that means you.”




Chapter Thirty-Eight
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It seemed that the palace was made of glass. That the slightest disruption would topple it from its perilous stand and send everything crashing into thousands of pieces. But despite that fact, no one wanted to change a single thing, as if acting more prudent was the same as accepting defeat and that their way of life was over.  
The security reasons alone, would have been enough reason for Luk to cancel the coming tournament. The decision to continue the tournament during this time of whispered war? It was folly.
He shook his head. And yet what other choice did they have? The princes had to arrive and the princess had to choose a husband. She had to finally become queen and take her throne. Now more than ever, Havenkeep needed a decisive leader.
And what better way to choose a husband than to watch him compete with other pompous fools by completing feats of mock war that Luk had been taught in his first year as a guardsman?
And a husband, hopefully, would break the bond she seemed to have with the dark prince of Mooraven. For the second time he had walked in on them alone in her chambers, but he had the distinct feeling that this was not the second time they had met in such a manner.
How could he protect the princess from a man like Prince Cedric?
He roamed the castle, walking only by unmarked passages and hallways that hadn’t been used in years. It was almost as if the prince was a specter—able to get anywhere he liked unseen.
Luk’s gaze roamed outside the window at his men training in the courtyard beside the stable. He may not have control over the whole army, but the men in the castle he had he worked to keep alert and ready for whatever Ismena, and even Cillian would do. That morning, there had been a sprinkling of snow, but it had since disappeared under the tread of the men training for war. Now all that was left was trampled mud. He could still see the snow covering the roofs of the houses of the capital, visible from their vantage point on the hill.
He sighed and turned, watching the lone dark figure making her way down the hallway. She glanced over her shoulder as if sensing his gaze. He quickly looked down to the ground, his heart beating quickly.
He wasn’t a spy. He was used to a straight fight, not shadowing a girl down abandoned hallways and pretending he wasn’t. Surely, she knew by now that he was following her. They had not seen another soul down the past several hallways since she had ducked into one of the less used wings of the castle.
She was a slim girl, this Yvette with her raven black hair and icy blue eyes. What if she thought he had dishonorable intentions? Not that wishing to spy on her every action and report it to her brother and the princess was the most honorable of intentions.
He wished she would just confront him about it so he could come clean. But she simply ignored him, forcing him to pretend that he wasn’t actually following him.
A crow cawed landing just outside the window and Luk gritted his teeth. Accursed birds. He could never trust them to not spy on him now. Every crow he saw he suspected was on its way to report back to the prince. Or maybe to this new princess… she had mentioned she also had crowspeak.
She turned the corner and he sighed before following her. How much he would rather be outside training with his men. Or even searching the former queen’s chambers again. Anything was better than this.
He gripped his sword to keep it from clanging into his armor and hurried after her.
He turned the corner, expecting to see her dark form in front of him, but the hallway was empty. He groaned and pressed his fist against his forehead. Had the prince shown his sister to the passageways that Luk was still incapable of locating?
He wouldn’t put it past Prince Cedric to do such a thing to him. Probably did it just to make Luk’s life more difficult, it was after all his suggestion that he spy on Yvette. He wouldn’t put it past Cedric to find a way to make that task even more difficult.
He stared down the hall, wondering what he should do. Part of him wanted to give up and report to Elisabeth that Yvette had slipped his grasp on his first day. But he had not become the captain of her personal guard by admitting defeat anytime the going got rough. Or even when he was doing a task he did not enjoy. He stepped forward, glancing at the wall when suddenly something landed on him. A blow landed on his back, knocking the breath out of his lungs and sending him sprawling to the ground with surprise.
He rolled to the side as a weight landed on his chest. He found himself staring at a sheet of dark hair framing blue, blue eyes. They were so wide that he was surprised that he didn’t drown in them.
The princess from Mooraven was sitting on his chest, and this probably broke six rules of propriety, but all he found himself capable of wondering was where she had been and how she got the drop on him.
“Is there a reason you are following me, guard?” Yvette asked, tilting her head, causing some of her hair to fall into his face. He scrunched his face as it tickled his nose.
He cleared his throat. “I was not following—"
She pulled back with a snort. “Do you truly think that it is in your best interest to lie to me? I’m the daughter of the trickster king.”
Luk blinked once. “I don’t trust you,” he said at last, abandoning his pretense of lies.
“What?” she asked, looking surprised.
“You asked why I was following you and I’m giving you your answer. I don’t trust you.”
She tilted her head and one corner of her mouth turned up as if she was amused by his answer. “Is that so? Well, I suppose, I should kill you then.”
“What?” Luk gasped as she pressed a small dagger that he had not seen before against his neck. His hand moved toward his sword though he doubted that it would do much good in such close range, with the dagger already so close. He would have to wrestle it away.
The girl smirked. “No need to look so horrified, I’m only proving you right. That I’m an untrustworthy piece of scum who could get into all sorts of mischief while no one watches. Like murder. Unless that is… you don’t want to be proven correct.” She pulled the dagger away.
Luk swallowed, trying to calm his racing heart. “I can learn to be mistaken every now and then.”
Her smile widened, it was a wicked sort of smile, but still it made Luk’s heart hitch painfully. She truly was a beautiful woman. “Wise man.”
“Yvette?”
The girl looked over her shoulder and Luk raised his head to see that Cedric had stepped around the corner. “What are you doing here on top of Luk?” Cedric asked, his brows drawing together. “With a knife in your hand no less. Don’t tell me that you’re planning to murder him? What have I told you about murder? It simply isn’t civil.”
Yvette laughed softly and sprang to her feet. She strode over to Cedric and ran her hand down his arm in a very familiar gesture. “I was only playing with him.”
Luk tried not to look like a complete fool as he climbed to his feet, feeling Cedric’s eyes on him the whole time.
Cedric arched his brow. “Luk? I must say that I am surprised you were stupid enough to find yourself in a situation such as this. I thought you were slightly more intelligent than that.”
This was too rich. It was Cedric who suggested he watch her. He gritted his jaw. “I can assure you; this is the last time it will happen.”
“I hope so, I can’t imagine that Liz is very well defended if her guards can get jumped in her own castle.”
Luk frowned. He hated the way that Cedric so glibly mentioned Elisabeth and matters of her safety. It always seemed to him like veiled threats. But then he thought of how Cedric had with him Elisabeth for some days alone in the middle of the wilderness of Mooraven and he had not done anything with her. So perhaps he didn’t actually intend to harm Elisabeth, but if that was the case it begged the question of what his true intent was when it came to the princess.
Cedric glanced at his sister. “And, Yvette, I simply must insist you play nicely.”
She rolled her eyes. “Rules were made to be broken, Ceddie.”
“Yes, and pawns were made to be sacrificed. But Luk here is a special case. This pawn loves his rules.”
Luk tapped his finger against his hilt. He was doing this for the princess… he could not lose sight of that. The true enemy was Ismena, no matter how the siblings from Mooraven behaved.
Sometimes it was simpler when he was an ice sculpture.




Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Elisabeth yawned and glanced at the window, feeling a pang when she did not see the warm rays of sunlight filtering through. Today was gray and dreary as if Illesya was hoping to welcome its coming visitors in a way that would discourage them from ever returning again.  
Today the princes had begun arriving. She looked down at the letter sitting on the small tray in the middle of her dressing table. It was a note from Arnette, informing her that three of the princes had already arrived this morning and were waiting to meet her. How many would arrive over the course of the day? All coming from distant lands, some who had traveled for weeks and some only days. All for one reason.
To try to win her hand.
She hated how disappointed they would be to know that she had already given it to someone else.
She wondered how she would be feeling if that moment with Cedric in the forest had never happened. If she hadn’t stopped denying how she felt for him. Would she be more open to the idea of this courtship game? Would she have entertained the hope that she would find a prince she could love? Would desperation drive her into marrying a stranger she did not care for just so she could rule beside him? She could marry him and finally claim her crown.
She shook her head, no even if that was different, she still knew that marriage was not the answer when the question was how to keep her from ever ruling. Cillian would find some other way to keep the throne from her.
Or he would just find some way to take her life. She smiled and huffed a small laugh even though she found nothing about the situation amusing. All her life she had to put up with Ismena or Cillian, neither one would allow her to rule even though they had both bled broken promises for when she came of age.
She was only just realizing this, but Cedric was the only one who believed that she was born to be queen. Everyone else believed that she was destined to die so they could rule.
She looked up, her eyes latching onto Clotilde through her looking glass mirror, wondering why she had not stepped forward, insisting that Elisabeth prepare herself to meet the princes. But Clotilde appeared to be reading a note instead.
“What’s that?” she asked, tilting her head.
Clotilde looked up quickly and slid the note into the pocket of her dress. “Nothing, ma’am,” she said, though she couldn't seem to wipe a ridiculous smile off her face.
Elisabeth narrowed her eyes at her. Was Clotilde spying on her again? She had thought that Luk would at least respect his cousin’s precarious position as lady in waiting to the future queen, if not Elisabeth’s wishes.
No, that wasn’t fair. She might not agree with all of his methods, but at least Luk had her best interest at heart. That was more than she could say for most everyone in this castle.
Clotilde stepped toward the wardrobe and sorted through it until she came out holding a silky purple dress that Elisabeth had never seen before.
“How about you wear this, Your Highness?” she asked, holding the dress up.
Elisabeth shrugged. She didn’t care what she wore. Clotilde started the excruciatingly long process of getting her ready for the day. As Clotilde had moved on to her hair and was brushing back her black tresses, she finally released a breath. “So, I assume that you are truly not going to tell me what that note was.”
Clotilde blushed a bright crimson and her eyes remained firmly locked on Elisabeth’s hair. “It was nothing. Just some personal correspondence.”
Elisabeth closed her mouth again as Clotilde finished readying her.
Once her appearance was deemed as perfect as it would get, she went down to the throne room where she was to meet these three princes. She had hoped to greet them and then go off and have breakfast, but after the princes of Southern and Northern Freid their closest neighbors, and Galrick were introduced, other princes began arriving in a steady trickle, making it so that Elisabeth could not leave.
Her head pounded and she felt weak as the hours passed. She regretted not having stopped by the kitchen to steal a snack.
A dozen princes in all, coming from all over the known world, some heirs to their own thrones, some the youngest sons seeking their own way into the world.
Surely, they did not all come for her beauty, though they had all commented upon it. Some, more probably those not directly in line of their own thrones, must have been lured by the promise of power. Of being wed to a queen. Whatever their reasons for arriving, they would all return home disappointed. Assuming they returned home at all.
Assuming they did not all die, drowned in the turbulent waters of Illesya’s politics.
Elisabeth gripped the arm of her throne and struggled to keep her smile plastered on her face.
Finally, she was free to escape. She avoided Arnette who appeared to have been trying to catch up with her. Ducking behind pillars and down an unused hallway. She paused, trying to figure out the quickest way to the kitchens.
“What are ye doin’, princess?” a voice behind her asked.
She startled, thinking that she had been caught, until she realized that she recognized the familiar brogue.
She turned to see the dwarfs standing behind her. She mustered a weak smile as she looked over their faces, but paused when she saw that only five of them were there.
“Where are Aldrus and Fergus?” she asked, looking over the dwarfs once again as if she had somehow missed the loudest of their number.
“Alban’s dolt of a brother is recovering from his injuries,” Gabriel said gruffly. “And my own dolt of a brother is fussing over him.”
“Injuries?” she demanded, feeling her heart rate pick up. “What injuries? What happened to him?”
Lucius released a heavy breath. “He got into a friendly little duel with his brother.”
Kenrick snickered. “And it turned out that Alban was the better swordsman.”
Alban smiled slyly.
Florian simply rolled his eyes and signed something that Elisabeth didn’t understand. Alban glared at him, not looking the least bit repentant.
It made sense that Fergus wasn’t there then. Gabriel’s kind-hearted brother had taken upon himself to be the doctor of the group. Although she didn’t actually know how much experience he actually had, anytime one of their number was injured it seemed to be Fergus who tended to those injuries.
“They be both carrying on like it’s some life-threatening injury rather than a mere broken arm,” Gabriel muttered.
“You broke his arm?” Elisabeth sputtered.
“No need to lecture me,” Alban said, crossing his arms. “Lucius and the prince already beat you to it.”
Elisabeth leaned back against the pillar, holding her hand to her forehead.
“And what are ye doin’ princess?” Kenrick asked, tilting his head.
“Oh, I spent all morning greeting foreign princes and I was just trying to slip off to get some breakfast.”
“By my beard, ye do look ragged,” Lucius said, stepping forward, He clasped her hand in his own rough ones. “Kenrick, Alban, go retrieve the princess some breakfast.”
Elisabeth found herself nodding. “Could you bring it to the courtyard?”
She bit down on her lip. It might be cold out, but she needed the fresh air, she needed the break, the chance to catch her breath. To breathe in fresh air, no matter how frigid.
Lucius nodded once. “Very well.”
As soon as Elisabeth stepped out into the courtyard, she inhaled deeply. Fortunately, she had managed to slip outside without any guards being able to catch up. That was the perk of traveling with the dwarfs, they were as handy as Cedric at finding passages that no one went down. They found ways to get in and out of the palace without being seen.
Somehow Kenrick and Alban were already there. She frowned. She must have slowed down the dwarfs. Kenrick held out a muffin with both his hands as if it was some great prize that he was delivering. She gladly snatched it up and ate it with a grateful smile.
“Have you had any luck locating the mirror?” she asked, tilting her head.
“No,” Lucius said slowly, enunciating the word. “Unfortunately not.”
Alban looked confused, but Kenrick elbowed him. She didn’t know what he had been about to say because he kept his mouth shut.”
“I see,” she murmured, glancing up at the sky. Fat snowflakes fluttered down around them, all pretenses of the sun and warmth gone. Ismena’s icy hold over the world had returned. Somehow this realization did not fill her with the feeling of dread she had expected. She reached out her hand, twirling it and at her motion the snow around her stopped falling and instead stood still midair.
Ismena created snow to keep the world blanketed in a substance that she controlled, but Ismena wasn’t the only one with the power to control the snow. What her stepmother did to try to strengthen herself only lent power to Elisabeth as well.
It was strange how the fresh air and the wide encamp of frozen earth and snow changed her perspective. She felt a strength she had not felt for some time. She would get through this and she would bring everyone through this if need be.
No matter who tried to stand in her way.
She smiled and turned her face to the sky, as she allowed the snow to continue falling, welcoming the cold pricks of snowflakes landing on her cheeks.
She continued onward, the freshly fallen snow, crunching under her boots as she strolled through the courtyard, the dwarfs trailing behind her. She frowned as she saw the tentative flowers that had only begun to bud in the heat of the summer, now struggling under a pile of snow.
Before she could convince herself that she didn’t know how to control her powers enough to do this, she held out her hand and waved it slightly until the snow followed her command, lifting off of the flower and floating around above it. Her power need not be evil. She could use it for good, to counteract Ismena’s evil use of her powers. She could use it to help Havenkeep rather than destroy it.
“That’s a lovely trick, and where do you think, you are going to send the snow now?”
Elisabeth smirked at the familiar voice. She had been planning to simply place the snow on the ground near the flower, but now she had a different idea of where she would dump the snow. She whirled, throwing out her hands, sending the snow flying into Cedric’s face. He let out a soft umph sound and stumbled back several steps, obviously surprised.
“I don’t know,” she said, wiping off her hands, which wasn’t necessary since they didn’t even have a speck of snow on them. “I think I found a good enough spot for it.”
The dwarfs guffawed.
Cedric wiped at his face, a smile beginning to form. His eyes sparkled. “I must warn you. You do not wish to go there, love.”
Elisabeth backed up, stifling a giggle into her hand.
“Though I’m afraid that my warning has come too late because you’ve already gone there.”
Cedric stepped forward and Elisabeth squealed and turned to run, but she didn’t make it more than two steps before something slammed into her from behind and she fell to the ground with a peel of giggles.
Cedric’s hot breath washed over her neck. “Now that I have you as my captive, what do you suggest I do?”
“Let her go!” Kenrick cried. Then there was a battle cry and suddenly they were both pelted by snowballs from all sides.
“I believe there has been an uprising!” Cedric managed to get out past his chuckles.
Elisabeth gasped and curled into a ball as the pelting continued.
Cedric laughed and raised his hand to shield his face. “Why don’t you do anything to stop it, Liz? You have the power to control it.”
As if she could just stop the snowballs somehow. She was only just learning to manipulate snow while in a good mood. She did not think she could control her powers at all under pressure. Either they worked against her will or they did not work at all. It was not something she could just turn on and off and the only time she had a moderate amount of control was when she was in a stress-free environment and she had nothing to worry about. “It’s not so easy to control!” she muttered and she wondered if it had come out too defensive.
Cedric seemed to sense the change and he glanced at her. “Yet.”
Elisabeth blinked and wiped snow out of her eyes. “What?”
Cedric looked at her out of the corner of his eyes as he moved so that he was better shielding her from the snowballs still being pelted at them. “Do you think that I could so easily manipulate my powers when I first discovered them? No, I had to learn to use them. My father made certain that one of the first things I learned was how to manipulate shadows.” He turned to Elisabeth and tilted his head. “You will learn them; you won’t have a choice what with me being the one to teach you.”
Elisabeth smiled. “And until then?”
“We retaliate.” Cedric smiled. “And teach those dwarfs not to turn on us.”
He moved, grabbing a handful of snow and flinging it over his shoulder before rolling off of Elisabeth and scrambling to his feet as Kenrick cried out.
Elisabeth sat up laughing. Yes, the day was cold and bright and filled with possibilities.
Cedric smirked at her turning, holding a perfectly formed ball of snow in his hand, just before another snowball smacked him right in the face, powdering his hair white. He spluttered. “This is lesson one.”
“It’s a snowball fight, Cedric. How is a snowball fight supposed to help me learn to control my powers?”
Cedric tilted his head, a clump of snow falling out of it. “How can it not? You should have complete control over this battlefield. I bet you that Ismena never lost a snowball fight.”
Elisabeth pushed to her feet, wiping the snow off of her purple dress. “Ismena can do a great many things. Most of them I would rather not learn.”
“But you do want control.”
Elisabeth looked down, shoving an errant lock of hair that had fallen down around her face behind her ear. “Fine, where do I start?”
Cedric held out his hands. “Throw another snowball at me.”
Five snowballs pelted him from every side and Cedric shook his head, pulling a face. “Not you!” His words were met with guffaws from the dwarfs.
Elisabeth giggled and bent down to pick up a snowball. Cedric held up a finger. “Ahahaah. No hands.”
Of course not, Elisabeth rolled her eyes, but then she glanced down at the ground. Staring at the snow, willing it to bend to her command. It was just starting to shift together when a snowball slammed into her forehead, nearly toppling her over.
“Come now, you should probably do it faster than that. If this were a real battle you would be dead already.”
“I’m working on it!” she snapped, clutching her skirts in her frustration.
Another snowball hit her, this time in her shoulder, she hadn’t noticed that Cedric had moved, she’d been so focused on the snow in front of her.
“I wonder which emotions best trigger it. It appears that frustration isn’t working.”
“Ye shouldn’t instigate her so, Cedric,” Kenrick called from where the dwarfs who had moved off to the side of the courtyard to watch this lesson turned snowball fight. “She is the princess of snow, which just so happens to be the thing ye are surrounded by.”
“I’m still waiting for her to prove it to me,” Cedric replied jovially as he bounced another snowball up and down in his hand. He smiled at Elisabeth wickedly. “Have you lied to me all this time?”
“I’m not makin’ a bet with ye,” Gabriel said loudly. “Ye still owe me for last time.”
“What do mean last time?” Kenrick asked. “The princess won last time.”
“Nay, the prince did,” Alban said finally. He had been more silent than usual lately. She wondered if he regretted having hurt his brother.
“Watch out for the prince,” Lucius called out to her. “He always fought dirty, he did.”
“Always won the snowball fights we had at home,” Kenrick muttered, for once not sounding happy or flirtatious.
Cedric drew Elisabeth’s attention back to him as he pulled back his arm and lopped the snow at her. She threw out her hand, mentally commanding the snowball to not come any further, to turn back to where it had come.
It flew back and hit Cedric’s hair as he dropped away from the majority of the blow.
“Almost good,” Cedric replied, wiping the snow from his hair. “But not quite. I still managed to dodge most of it.”
“I believe that the goal of the game is to remain as untainted by snow as possible, Ceddie,” a girl’s voice called mockingly. Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder to see who was watching them, earning herself a snowball across the side of her face.
She found Yvette, sitting on the low garden wall, watching them, grinning herself.
“What about you, Yvette?” Cedric called. “Would you like to join our game?”
The dark-haired girl swung her legs out, a smirk playing at her expression. “Oh no, I have no wish to join in your childish games. Though I must admit that they are amusing to watch.”
“That they are,” Lucius said with a jolly laugh.
Kenrick shifted closer to Yvette. “I could always join ye if ye needed company.”
“Do ye feel the need to fill the void left by me brother’s presence and yammer?” Alban demanded.
Elisabeth yanked her attention away from the dwarfs and the dark-haired girl sitting on the wall and raised her hand to where half the snow was still clumped in her hair. Her ear was numb.
Cedric grinned back. “You grow distracted far too easily. I would have thought that I would be enough to keep your attention, but if I’m not enough would you like me to bring one of your pompous little princes to play with?”
Elisabeth smiled back, feeling the cold emanate from her lips as she exhaled. “Never fear, you have my whole attention now.”
She raised her arms over her head and the snow began to fly. It swirled above her head, creating its own blizzard in the small area between her and Cedric.
He ducked his head slightly, shouting over the howling snow of the new blizzard. “Very fine, one would almost believe that the snow was actually doing what you commanded and not simply flying around. You are a fine actress.”
Elisabeth stuck out her tongue but just before ordering the snow to drop on his head. It started to fall and Cedric ducked, but just before he did, light, almost like flames leapt out. A blast of heat slapped Elisabeth in the face, melting all of the snow around them.
Elisabeth frowned and looked around. The dwarfs were quiet, all looking confused. Yvette was leaning forward on her perch on the wall as if she couldn’t miss a second of what was going on.
Cedric dropped to his knees. Elisabeth rushed to his side. “What’s the matter?”
He shook his head. “I’m fine, just felt dizzy for a second.” He glanced over his shoulder at Yvette. “I thought you hadn’t wanted to play.”
Yvette smiled, although it looked forced. “You were about to be defeated. I had to protect the Mooraven family name.”
Cedric shook his head, pushing to his feet. He swayed unsteadily on his feet and Elisabeth wrapped her arms around his waist. “Are you certain you are all right?”
“Positive,” he replied, moving his hand away from his head. He smiled down at her. “There is no need to fuss over me, unless you truly want to.”
With that he shot her a flirtatious smile. His skin was beginning to return to its usual color, but his eyes looked slightly glassy.
“We should probably get inside before we all freeze,” Lucius said, stepping forward. He looked Cedric over, concern evident in his eyes proving to Elisabeth that she was not the only one who saw how pale he was.
As if agreeing with him, a short white-haired man who Elisabeth recognized as a servant from the castle, rushed into the room.
“Your Highness,” the man gasped, panting for breath. “There you are.” He dropped into a sloppy bow. “Lord Arnette sent me to inform you that it is almost time to begin dining with the princes.”
Elisabeth frowned and threw a look at the sky. With the sun hidden behind so many clouds, she did not know what time it was or how many hours had passed.
“I have to change first,” she said at last, her dress was soaked with the snow, though oddly enough she wasn’t cold. She glanced back at Cedric. “Should I expect to see you there?”
Cedric smiled, but it seemed forced. “Of course. I would never miss the opportunity to taunt so many royals at once.”
He turned toward the building, walking somewhat haltingly for someone who claimed to be fine. He paused at the door glancing over his shoulder. Elisabeth followed his gaze to Yvette sitting stiffly on the wall, staring at them with a face as white as the snow around her.




Chapter Forty
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Her whole body was t rembling and she didn’t know how to make it stop. For once in her life Yvette felt completely powerless. For once, she didn’t know what was happening.  
Cedric shot her a backwards glance, confusion evident on his face.
She felt her face grow cold. It was an effort to control her facial features, but she finally managed it. She had to manage it. If she didn’t, she could accidentally reveal everything.
Fortunately, he left without another word, the princess and the dwarfs trailing after him.
When she finally had control of herself, she dropped to the ground. The ground crunching under her feet as she strode to the area where Cedric had been standing. The circle around it was devoid of all snow, and scorched. Yvette brought her hands up to cover her mouth.
Cedric had immediately assumed she had controlled the flames, and unless he was lying that meant that he didn’t know.
Yvette had not caused those flames.
And Cedric had no idea.
He was more powerful than he realized. Than she had known. When she had inquired after her brother, she always got the same answer. He inherited his magic from his father. The little magic that was granted to Morren was passed on to him. Magic of shadows, the ability to speak to crows. And that was all.
So how did he create flames to leap at his command?
“There are no male witches,” Yvette whispered to herself. Their kind and magic belonged only to the females of the line. It was why they had to look to the outside world for heirs. Of course, trading magic for a firstborn daughter was also not a common practice. There were usually easier ways to procure an heir than to make a bargain with a dark lord wannabe.
There were plenty of idiotic men more than willing to be used by a witch in order to gain an heir. Usually, no bargains are needed.
She glanced around the now empty courtyard and moved toward the castle. She had managed to lose that pesky guardsman but if she remained in one place, he would undoubtedly catch up. He was persistent that one. It was annoying. He was like a draugr in his relentless hunt, waiting to wear her down so she would be easy prey. Well, she didn’t actually think he was hunting her. He seemed too dull to be half that interesting. Still, it was annoying, she enjoyed her own solitude far too much to share it with him. Not to mention that she couldn’t afford to get distracted in her search for the Nytheran Mirror. Cedric would be the one to bring that mirror and complete the deal, not Ismena. Yvette would see to that.
Inside it was slightly warmer and she was beginning to get her shaking under control when she came upon Cedric and the dwarfs in the hallway. They had not made it very far at all. Cedric was leaning against the wall for support and Lucius was tugging on his arm. “Ye should see Fergus, lad. This isn’t normal.”
“How many times do I have to say it?” Cedric asked, pulling his arm out of Lucius’s hold. “I’m fine. Just a tad dizzy. Besides we both know that Fergus has his hands full with Aldrus’s constant complaining.”
Cedric glanced back and smiled at her approach, but it was a strained smile. The skin on his face was still almost transparent, but some of the life had returned to his cheeks.
“Hello, Ceddie,” she greeted, trying to sound normal.
She knew he hated that nickname from the way his eyes flashed whenever she said it. It was amusing, she supposed she was making up for lost time in trying to be as much of an annoyance as possible now.
“Are you all right, Yvette?” Cedric asked, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms.
“Why wouldn’t I be?” she replied with forced nonchalance.
His eyes sharpened. He was no fool, she would give him that. She would have to be all the more careful around him because he always seemed to know when she was lying. “You were pale earlier and looked rather shaken.”
Not as pale as you were, she wanted to say, but she bit her tongue. You were shaken to your very core. But what she was thinking, of course, was impossible. And even if it were somehow possible, she didn’t think a sharp retort was the best way to tell Cedric.
“I help you win a snowball fight and this is the sort of thanks I get,” she lied. He didn’t seem to detect it this time.
“I didn’t need your help, I had it in hand.”
Yvette pressed her lips together. Oh Cedric…
Perhaps it could all be explained away normally. She needn’t jump to these ridiculous conclusions. Had she somehow lent him her magic? But she had not controlled it to do so. So, either something dangerous was happening with her magic or something dangerous was happening with his.
“Will you be joining me for dinner?”
“At your chambers?”
“No, I’ll be dining with the princess this evening.”
Yvette wrinkled her nose. “With all those other people? In that case, no.”
Cedric shrugged. “Fair enough. Eirwen is there and she has a bit of a vendetta against our father and a knack for poisons. Best not to give her an opportunity to wipe out Morren’s entire line in one evening. Speaking of which… due to my unpopularity, it is probably best if we don’t announce our relation to everyone. I’m sure I don’t need to explain to you the importance of a secret.”
“We have a visitor coming,” Gabriel hissed. They all drew silent as an older man rounded the corner. He was dressed far too finely to be a servant, but was too old and ugly to be one of the newly arrived princes. At least Yvette hoped that he didn’t harbor any hopes of marrying Elisabeth.
He arched a brow all the way to his thinning hair when he saw them. “How repulsive,” he muttered.
“I can assure you; the feeling is quite mutual. But still, it wounds me that this is the way you greet me after all this time, Cillian.”
So, this man was Cillian? Yvette had heard of him. He was the one who was Ismena’s ally. Cedric had warned her about him after the incident with the guards.
“If I had my way, you would be in the dungeon awaiting execution.”
Cedric loosely clasped his hands behind his back. “It’s a good thing that you don’t have your way then.”
“And who is this?” Cillian asked, sneering as he looked Yvette over. “I never approved for this stranger to stay in this castle.”
“She is one of the princess’s guests. And I suppose it’s a good thing that you don’t actually have a say on who can or cannot stay in this castle.”
Cillian balled his hand into a fist. “You are all vermin. When the date is set for my regency, I will make certain that all of the princess’s guests are removed from this castle.” His eyes slid to Cedric. “Or worse.” 
“I cannot possibly think of anything that would be worse than being bereft or your company, Cillian.”
The dwarfs guffawed and Yvette felt herself smirk.
Cillian glared at Cedric, growing slowly red in the face. “When that time comes, I will enjoy dealing with you personally.”
Cedric yawned, entirely unflapped, even though Yvette was not so sure she would have handled such an exchange so well. She would have lit the fool on fire long ago, but apparently killing your enemies isn’t done in the real world. A pity. “I’m sure you will. But until then do you mind? I have places to be.”
Cillian inhaled sharply before turning down the hallway and continuing on his way.
Gabriel watched him go, clicking his tongue. “It would be a right shame if someone were to push him in a well…”
Cedric ran a hand through his hair. “Come now, boys, if we actually commit crimes then we are giving Cillian exactly what he wants. A reason to arrest us.”
“He seemed awfully sure of himself,” Lucius muttered.
“Cocky more like,” Kenrick grumbled.
“It takes one to know one,” Alban said, a ghost of a smile pulling at his lips.
“I’m sure he has something in the works, but in the meantime, we have a dinner to get to.” Cedric turned to Yvette. “Are you sure that you do not wish to come with us?”
She waved her hand. “I am fine.”
“Very well, I shall see you soon.”
“Perhaps,” she replied, placing her hand on her hip. “Unless Cillian or this Eirwen have their way.”
Cedric’s eyebrows nearly touched his hairline. “You have an alarming lack of trust in my skill of survival.”
“Or perhaps I place too much merit in the hate of your enemies.”
“No, I think they deserve that. But I can assure you. My survival skills are first rate. Give me some credit.”
She smirked back. “Come back alive and we shall discuss your survival skills.”
He saluted her and headed away, followed by the dwarfs. She watched him go, but his gait didn’t falter this time. Whatever had been affecting him earlier seemed to have finally gone away. At least for now.
Yvette sighed and reached up to massage her forehead, her hands were shockingly cold and that helped her to find some extra clarity.
“Are you feeling all right?”
Yvette looked up, startling slightly. She relaxed when she realized that it was just that guardsman. Luk, if she remembered his name correctly. He was annoying in the fact that he didn’t look like he had even so much as contemplated breaking a rule his whole life. And yet for some reason he had to follow her around everywhere, she could ignore him if she didn’t feel like he was constantly judging her. He was the type that wouldn’t understand someone like her. She was born with the power to topple kingdoms, something so menial as rules had no place in her life.
Of course, he had managed to sneak up on her. She didn’t know if that was a reason for her to be impressed by him or concerned with her own lack of focus.
She pushed away from the wall. “Not sure why you should care.”
He shrugged. “I suppose I don’t really have any reason to—”
“Precisely, so why don’t you run along—"
“But I care all the same,” he finished.
She frowned. “Why?”
He shrugged nonchalantly. “Because you apparently don’t and someone needs to.”
“We are perfect strangers, why would I matter at all to you?”
Luk snorted, crossing his arms. “We don’t have to be the best of acquaintances for me to show you some basic human decency, princess.”
Yvette tilted her head, studying him. What an interesting sentiment. All her life she had been raised apart from humanity, taught that humanity would fear her for what she was. She only ever held out hope for one person, her brother Cedric. For that day when they would finally meet. She had made the decision to love him long before she laid eyes on him, and he was the only one in all of frozen Illesya that she was loyal to.
She honestly had never considered that someone else would choose to be kind to her regardless of that.
“You know I’m a witch, right?” she asked, crossing her own arms. Cedric had said not to go touting her title to everyone, but Luk already knew half of it.
“I figure witches have to eat too. Although I don’t know much about that.” He frowned. “Do you eat?”
She chuckled. “Only so I do not die.”
“All the other royalty is meeting in the dining hall, why don’t you join them?”
Yvette glanced over her shoulder. “I’m not so sure about being around that many people.” She was only just now starting to not feel overwhelmed around the dwarfs and Cedric. Growing up with only one other person’s company, she supposed would do that to you, however, she regretted having allowed that information to slip. Luk could use that against her now if he so chose. She needed to be more careful. She had been taught how crafty men could be, even the ones that seemed nice. Especially the ones that seemed nice.
“I see,” Luk said, scratching at his chin. He paused for a moment and then brightened, a smile stretching across his face. “If I asked you to stay here, would you listen?”
Yvette shrugged and before she could say anything else, Luk turned and raced off. She watched him go and then turned on her heel, cutting down the hall and leaving the spot Luk had wanted her to remain at far behind. She was in this castle for Cedric and only for Cedric. She didn’t have time to get distracted by a mere guardsman even if he did perplex her.
She had a mirror to find, and she couldn’t very well search all of this castle, including places she was doubtless not supposed to be, with someone like Luk trailing along behind her.
She had just started to believe that she had lost him for good and it was time to go foraging for food and then a mirror when she rounded a corner just to find him there. He looked up surprised and smiled. “There you are. I suppose it had been too much to hope you would actually make this easy for me.”
She heaved a sigh, looking him over. He seemed a bit out of breath and had a basket in his hand. She arched a brow. “What do you want from me?”
“Right now? I was hoping you would join me for supper.” He held up the basket as if that was proof of his desires.
“No, not that. Why are you even following me in the first place?”
Luk hesitated a second, sucking his lip between his teeth although Yvette didn’t know why she noticed that. “It’s my duty to monitor all threats to the crown.”
“Why are you loyal to Elisabeth?” she asked, tilting her head. She had been told the tale of the Seven Years’ War. Of its bloody end. And how her family fell. She knew full well that it was Elisabeth’s family that destroyed every hope she had ever harbored of having a normal family.
He stroked at his chin. “That’s a good question. I suppose I never even considered it. I was born to serve the crown. I rose in the ranks while still quite young and my superiors did not like that their positions were threatened by someone young enough to be their son I suppose. I was assigned to protect the princess, looking back it was probably a punishment task, it meant I went to exile with her and protecting the heir to the throne is no light matter. But I took my duty seriously. I still do.”
She tilted her head. Why was she not surprised by his response? Duty. Of course, that was why someone like him would do anything.
“My turn,” he said, watching her. “Why are you here in Havenkeep?”
“Now that is a question that I cannot possibly answer on an empty stomach.”
Luk held out the basket. “Good thing I have this then.”
“I can’t believe that you think I am going to just eat that here of all places. In a common hallway. I am a princess if you haven’t forgotten.”
He smiled. Unlike Cedric, it was not an aggravating mocking smile, but it was the smile of someone aggravated at being mocked. “Very well. Where do you suggest we eat since the dining hall is apparently too crowded and there is no way on this frozen island we are dining in your chambers.”
Yvette snorted.
“I’m serious,” Luk said, levelling her with a look. He was annoying. Not in the arrogant way that she had begun to expect from her brother, but by being too noble for his own good. There was nothing memorable about him. He had simply trimmed sandy brown hair and brown eyes. He wore armor, just as the whole army of Havenkeep did, but from the special crest on his chest and the cape he wore, she assumed that he was of a higher rank than the regular guards.
“Where do you suggest we eat? I assume you have something in mind or you wouldn’t have suggested it.”
“Well… I do know of a place.” Without waiting for a reply, he reached out and snagged her arm, leading her down the hall.
Yvette was too surprised to argue and Luk seemed too excited for her to do anything but follow along behind him. Luk had not struck her as the type to take a princess by the hand and run down the hallway with her, but she supposed this was one of those surprises that she had been warned that men were capable of.
He led her up several flights of stairs and through sections of the castle she had never been before. She had traversed a large portion of the castle, but she had not seen all of it by far. It was only until now that she realized just how truly large this castle was.
As Luk navigated the twisting paths, she realized that it was no wonder that he always seemed to find her. He knew this castle far better than she did.
Finally, he led her to a large room several hallways and floors away from the main portion of the castle where it seemed most everyone stuck to. The room was so large that it looked like it could be used for a grand affair, but if the fine layer of dust covering every surface meant anything, she wagered it had long since been forgotten.
Luk opened a pair of double doors sitting in the middle of the far wall. They led out onto a balcony.
“Come on,” he said with a small smile. He looked almost excited. Like he actually wanted to show her whatever this was. Led by her curiosity, Yvette found herself stepping forward, following him out onto the snow dusted balcony.
He led her to the edge and climbed up onto the railing.
This portion of the castle was high, but it wouldn’t have even mattered if they were on the ground floor, because the back portion of the castle hung over a sheer drop of a cliff. The drop was far enough that it discouraged climbing over the edge of the balcony and yet the knight did it. She stared at him, stunned that a soldier who was so obviously boring and seemed to care about safety so much would do something like this.
He balanced on a small flat area of the roof, just below the balcony and held out his arms. When she didn’t immediately jump, he smiled with a sincerity that was almost cute. “I won’t let you fall.”
That she believed. She could imagine he was the type of person who protected his princess, then his men, then everyone else he came across who was not a threat to the first two.
Yvette ignored his outstretched arms and dropped lithely onto the portion of roof. She looked at him and tilted her head. “Now what? Are you going to push me over?”
He smiled like what she said had actually amused him. “No. Now you sit down before a stiff wind blows you off and we enjoy supper.”
She arched her brow, but did as he had asked and sat down. Even though he had warned of a harsh wind, the area they were sitting in was sheltered enough by the walls of the castle that she didn’t feel cold at all. It did however provide a beautiful view of farmlands and mountain ranges and rivers. Illesya was vast, much larger than the tiny enchanted island she had grown up on, she hadn’t fully realized just how large it was until now. She decided that it was an inspiring view. Luk had good taste, even if he was annoyingly persistent.
“How did someone like you end up finding a spot like this?” she mused.
Luk chuckled and shrugged as he opened up the picnic basket. “Believe it or not, sometimes even a guard needs to get away every now and again.” He paused and glanced at her. “Only when I’m not on duty of course.”
“I wasn’t about to accuse you of leaving your post. If you broke a rule, I think you would die.”
Luk scoffed. “You barely know me!”
Yvette reached into the basket and pulled an apple out. She arched a brow. “Tell me I’m wrong.”
He crossed his arms, settling back against a portion of the wall. “I would rather you tell me why you are here.”
“That answer is simple. I’m here for Cedric.”
“Why are you so loyal to him? If I understand correctly, you know him about as well as you know me.”
Yvette shrugged. “Circumstances kept us apart all these years, it doesn’t change the fact that he is my brother.”
“That sort of loyalty would be admirable if I wasn’t certain that you weren’t playing some other side.”
“Check again,” Yvette said with a shrug. “I have no ulterior motives. I’m here to do whatever it takes to keep Cedric alive and happy. It’s the least I could do after all these years. Even if my mission comes in the form of finding a mirror.”
“A mirror.” Luk leaned toward her. “You mean…”
“Yes, I mean the Nytheran Mirror. Cedric and Elisabeth made a bargain with a witch that she will aid in defeating Ismena if they will bring her the mirror. She made the same bargain only reverse for Ismena. I intend to see that Cedric and Elisabeth are the ones who complete this bargain. I want them to win, I need my brother to make it through this. That is why I am here. I’m going to find a mirror and give it to Cedric and help him defeat this sorceress.”
“Well, I can tell you it isn’t in Ismena’s chambers,” Luk muttered sullenly. He watched Yvette for a long moment and then leaned forward. “I think you and I have the same goals, at least for now. I wish to help the princess, and your brother. Currently they are on the same side, I suppose that means we are allies.”
“On the same side,” Yvette chuckled. “They’re in love. But yes, I suppose that means we are allies. I suppose that means I shouldn’t push you off the roof.”
“That would be appreciated, yes.”
Yvette sighed as she settled down further, turning her gaze over to the view taking in the meandering rivers and dots that must be small villages. “Allies,” she murmured, testing the word.
“In love?” Luk muttered with distaste.
Yvette glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. Poor little blinded guardsman he had no idea.




Chapter Forty-One
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Elisabeth adjusted her position in her seat uncomfortably and stared down at her plate. After visiting Clotilde, she was now dressed in a white gown with silver embroidery. Her lady-in-waiting had thought that it was the best thing for her to wear seeing as the white had signified Havenkeep royalty for years. She didn’t remember exactly why except she believed her father once telling her to do with them showing that they are spotless. That a king with blood on his hands could not wear white without staining it. 
Obviously, that was just an illusion. Ismena had worn white every day and yet she had killed countless people. But still, that didn’t change the fact that it was the color that signifies royalty so she wore it. She thought that it made her look even more pale. Like she was more dead than alive, but Clotilde insisted that it gave her an ethereal appearance. She hoped that Clotilde was the one who was correct.
The tension at the table was palpable. When Cedric had strode into the room just minutes ago and once again dragged his chair to her right, she had physically felt the ripple of anger that passed through the other princes who had been positioned down the table. Cillian had been seated at her right and Eirwen at her left. The various princes were seated next in a line of six on each side. She didn’t know what order of importance had dictated who had each seat. Then all the way at the end of her table sat her courtiers and Arnette.
When Cedric had come in and sat down as if he was the most important person in the room. Cillian had gripped his knife so hard that she had been surprised that it hadn’t snapped. Eirwen had gone deathly pale. She had not seen much of either since returning. Which was fine with her. She did wish that her relationship with her cousin was better, but she feared that was a hopeless thing.
Cedric was looking at her now while he sipped the soup the servants had rushed out for him as if there was nothing wrong. “Good evening, Cillian, Eirwen. I’m very hungry this evening so I would appreciate it if neither of you poisoned my food.” 
Cillian bristled, but Eirwen looked like she might actually want to poison Cedric. She stared at him, her eyes flashing. Her spoon clattered on her bowl, splashing soup out on the table. “When I finally kill you, boy. It will be so painful that you will have wished that I had poisoned you now.”
“Threatening to kill a royal guest is not the wisest move,” Elisabeth said softly. “That is unless you want to pay a visit to the dungeon.”
“I am a royal guest am I not?” Eirwen asked stiffly.
“Precisely and I will not tolerate my guests killing each other.”
Elisabeth took a small bite. The entire room was silent. She heard the scrape of a spoon as someone at the end of the table finished up their soup. Eirwen looked like she was still contemplating killing Cedric. Cillian and half the princes looked like they would help.
And Cedric looked like he was having the time of his life.
Elisabeth just felt sick.
But then the door burst open causing Elisabeth as well as half the room to jump. Cedric chuckled as she looked up, taking in the newcomer. It was a man dressed in the finest robes of scarlet she had ever seen. He wore baggy trousers and strange shoes with pointed toes that would not survive long against the snow. A golden crown sat on his brow.
Though the strangest thing about the newcomer was his skin. It was darker than any other skin Elisabeth had ever seen. Even darker than the golden complexion of the prince who had arrived from the southern isles.
The newcomer smiled widely, revealing a set of brilliant white teeth and dropped into a small bow. “I apologize for arriving so late, princess, but seeing as how far I had to travel I’m sure that allowances can be made. King Henretti Abdul of Almenia at your service.”
He rose and his eyes took her in. “My, my, you are as beautiful as the stories say. I am surprised. Though please, by no means take that as an insult. I just did not know how the rumors could possibly be true, surely no one that fair could exist, but clearly, I was mistaken. Pleasantly so.”
A couple servants scurried forward, dragging a chair and a bowl for place setting, but Henretti stopped them by extending his hand. “No, no, not there.”
He strode around the table and stopped at the small space to Elisabeth’s left between her and Eirwen. “This seat does not appear to be taken.”
The servants stood in the middle of the hall staring after Henretti stunned. He clapped his hands. “Come, come. I do not want my soup to get cold. I have had a very long journey and I am quite famished.”
Cedric smirked as the servants hurried to follow his command. “I like this one.”
Once Henretti was sitting he looked over the four people sitting at the end of the table with him. “Now I am afraid that everyone has me at a disadvantage. You must be the Queen Elisabeth,” he said, nodding to her. “But I do not know the rest.”
Elisabeth nodded, but Cillian cut it off. “Actually, just Princess Elisabeth.”
“Well, we shall have to see what we can do about that,” Henretti said with a cheeky wink. “My brothers wanted me to be just a prince, but I have a few things to say about that.” He took a sip from the goblet that a sweating servant had hurriedly placed in front of him.
“And I am Prince Cedric of Mooraven, lord of the shadow weavers, master of crows, and the like,” Cedric said, leaning over the table to smile at Henretti.
Henretti nodded. “I like this one. He understands the importance of titles.” His eyes moved to Cillian. “And you?”
“I am the high chancellor of Havenkeep,” Cillian replied stiffly.
“So, in other words, no one of importance. What are you doing here anyway chancellor? I thought this was where the royalty sat,” Henretti said.
Cedric choked on his soup.
Half the room was made up of royalty. They couldn’t all sit at the head of the table, but instead of pointing that fact out, Elisabeth took a sip from her own goblet.
“Yes, well, it was,” Cedric replied after he had managed to regain control of his airways. “But dear old Cillian here has delusions of grandeur.”
Henretti looked over at Cillian and nodded a smile pulling at his lips. “I know the sort, had to execute a few myself when I inherited my throne.”
Cillian looked like his heart was seconds away from failing him.
Eirwen huffed. “Children.”
Henretti turned to Eirwen and smiled. “Perhaps, but no one ever wanted to grow up anyway. And might I ask who the lovely jewel I am sitting next to is?”
Eirwen’s eyes flashed as she looked at Henretti. “I am Princess Eirwen of Alain.”
“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
“I wish I could say the same.”
“Don’t mind her,” Cedric said, cutting into his roast meat. “She doesn’t like me and so obviously that shows her poor taste.”
Henretti stroked at his chin as he studied Eirwen. “I seem to have stumbled into some messy affairs here, yes? Fortunately, the women here are beautiful enough to warrant a stay. Although I must admit it is very strange to me. Are you all related?”
“Goodness no,” Elisabeth said with a laugh.
“Forgive my ignorance.” Henretti placed a hand over his heart and held the other hand up. “It is just you all have blue eyes and either light or dark hair. There is not very much variety in appearance here, no?”
“I never really considered it,” Elisabeth said slowly.
“And you are all so pale!”
“The former queen was fond of keeping the island under an eternal winter,” Cedric replied.
Henretti shuddered. “You have my condolences; I already hate the weather here. No offence, my queen but you rule a very small and frozen rock, my sailors barely managed to find it.”
Elisabeth arched her brow. “Illesya is not that small.”
“It is tiny,” Henretti said with a loud laugh. “But then I am used to the vast plains of Almenia. I am certain that my land must triple yours in size.”
“Do you say that to all of the princesses?” Cedric said with a sip of his wine. He shot Elisabeth a mischievous smile as she elbowed him.
Henretti instead threw back his head and laughed. “I do truly like you,” he said to Cedric.
Cedric leaned back in his seat, his eyes drooping lazily. “Then I think we shall get along just fine, because I like me quite a bit as well and over this bond of mutual fondness over my person, I’m sure even a friendship could bloom.”
Henretti laughed again. “I propose a pact of friendship then.”
“Very well,” Cedric said with a wink. “Friendship it is.”
“Eternal friendship,” Henretti agreed, holding up his glass. “And what of you, Queen Elisabeth? Princess Eirwen? Would you like to join in our pact of friendship? As a saying in our land goes, a warm heart can keep you warm regardless of the winds.”
“I hardly think we know each well enough other for that,” Elisabeth replied with a polite smile.
“Considering I wish to kill half the people who would make the pact,” Eirwen replied in an icy tone. “I do not think that would be wise.”
Henretti leaned back, looking slightly startled. “My, but you do have some fire inside you.”
Cedric shook his head. “Ice actually. I believe her heart may be frozen.”
Eirwen shot him a glare. “I would tread carefully if I were you, prince.”
“I have no idea why I should, princess. You already wish to kill me, what would my treading careful accomplish? Making you want to kill me less?”
Henretti leaned forward toward Eirwen. “I hope then, my lady, that you will consider changing your opinion of being my friend before I must return to my lands. In fact, I plan on doing my very best to alter your opinion personally.”
Eirwen frowned. “You will waste your efforts then.”
Henretti flashed her another of his overly bright smiles. “I would not bet against me.”




Chapter Forty-Two
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Elisabeth rested her hands on her hips. “Cedric said that he would be where?”  
“The library, princess. Try ta keep up.”
“And I assume he wants me to meet him there?”
Gabriel shrugged. “He said you would probably ask that, and that I should tell you that it’s only a message, what you do with it is up to you.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes, releasing a sigh. What a perfectly Cedric statement. “Very well, the message has been delivered.”
Fortunately, her confinement to her rooms ended when the princes had arrived. In fact, she was expected to visit with the princes and the rest of the court in the parlor right now.
She couldn’t think of anything she wanted to do less.
Elisabeth left her room and slipped down the hall, going in the opposite direction of the parlor and toward the library. She tried her best to duck into alcoves or other rooms when she heard someone walking in her direction. Doubtless someone will come looking for her when she didn’t arrive in the parlor, but she was banking on the fact that they would not think to look in the library. She wouldn’t think to look in the library for herself.
It made her wonder just what Cedric was up to in there. Finally, she made it to the large double doors. She glanced down the hallway to make certain that she was alone, and then she pushed them open. She stepped inside, allowing the heavy doors to clang shut behind her. It had been a very long time since Elisabeth had been to the palace library. She had her own collection of books in her rooms that she had not completely gotten through. In fact, she hadn’t known that anyone really regularly visited the library and it showed by the layers of dust.
Elisabeth trailed a finger across a bookshelf as she walked past, holding up the finger with a frown.
“Please don’t step on me.”
Elisabeth drew to a halt and looked down to see that legs were protruding from behind the bookshelf, directly in her path. She peeked around the shelf to see Cedric lying on the ground, a book held up over his head.
“What are you doing?”
“Well, I had been trying to figure out why I spotted Princess Eirwen leaving here so late last night.”
“It’s a library, Cedric, I’m sure she was just reading a book.”
Cedric lowered his book, shooting her a look over top of it. “That’s what you would think. No.” He sprang to his feet, shaking out his shaggy locks. “I think Eirwen was looking for the mirror. The patterns in the disturbance of the dust makes it look as if she was sifting through the books and other objects in this room.”
Elisabeth turned in a half circle. “You think the mirror is in here?”
“I mean it’s always a possibility.” Cedric winked at Elisabeth and chuckled. “But no, I don’t think so, if it was, Eirwen would have found it. She was very thorough. I got to thinking though, surrounded by all of these books. What if no one finds the mirror? I mean, if Ismena doesn’t have it then who does?”
“You think someone else, has it?” Elisabeth asked, pondering over the question. She had always assumed that her stepmother had just hidden it away somewhere, but she doubted her stepmother would have just forgotten where it was. Nor would she leave Eirwen to search in vain. No, Cedric was right, someone else must have it. “Who?”
Cedric shrugged.
“Do you think they know they have it? Perhaps a servant took it without realizing just how powerful it was.”
Again, Cedric shrugged. He ran a hand through his hair, dislodging some dust. “You are getting off point. I think we should forget about the mirror for now.”
“But without the mirror how will we get the witch to defeat Ismena?”
“We don’t. We find some way of doing it ourselves.”
“How?” Elisabeth demanded, clutching her hands into fists.
“That’s precisely the question I was asking this morning. But then I realized that the answer was really that simple. We do some research; I have found a good deal of tomes on sorcery. I believe that it was the former queen’s collection. So now I’m reading that.” Cedric waved his hand absently at a stack of books next to his right foot. “Those are the ones I haven’t read yet.”
Elisabeth crossed her arms. “You called me in here to read a bunch of books on sorcery in the hopes of finding some weakness we may have missed that we can exploit?”
Cedric held up a finger. “With me. I called you in here to read a bunch of books on sorcery in the hopes of finding some weakness we may have missed that we can exploit with me.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. “You are incorrigible.”
“You said otherwise in the woods,” Cedric said, sitting back against the wall and wagging his eyebrows.
Elisabeth picked up one of the books and stepped toward him. Cedric grinned wider, seeming to think that he was getting his way. Well, he thought that up until Elisabeth thumped him over the head with the leather tome.
She apparently hadn’t hit him hard enough, because Cedric recovered too quickly. He grasped her arms and pulled her down beside him. Wrapping his arm around her when she struggled to pull away, instead drawing her closer to him. He rested his chin on her head, looking at the book in her hand. “The Fundamentals of Sorcery and Herbology? Sounds like a riveting read.”
“I hate you,” Elisabeth growled.
Cedric planted a kiss on the top of her head. “You mispronounced love.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes, but she supposed this was still better than meeting with the princes. Besides, perhaps taking some initiative to know her enemy… well, get to know her enemy as more than just her mother, she might be able to view this more objectively. At the very least she hoped that she would feel better, more like she was doing something.
Even if in reality all she was doing was snuggling up against Cedric’s chest on a library floor reading about mixing a bunch of weeds together.
Elisabeth tried to stay focused, but truly this book was nothing like her romance novels. At the risk of insulting other sorceresses, she found it all rather dull. Or maybe she should blame a lack of sleep, because she started to feel herself drift off. If she didn’t know any better, she would say that Cedric was humming lightly. She could only faintly hear it, but what she really felt were the vibrations in his chest. The book dropped down to her nose, resting against her chin as she listened to Cedric studiously turn the pages in his book.
She must have drifted off at some point. She didn’t know how long she had been asleep, but the next thing she knew, something was pressing against her nose. Her eyes fluttered open just as Cedric pressed his finger against her nose again.
“You didn’t even try, Liz,” he said, tilting his head so that he was looking into her eyes. “I didn’t call you down here to have a nap.”
She sat up, rubbing at her eyes. “That’s too bad, because I do as I please.”
“Don’t worry, I read your book for you,” Cedric said, holding it up. “Since I finished mine and was pinned down by you, I couldn’t go and get anything else. I must say it wasn’t that dull.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes as she rubbed at her neck. “You were humming to put me to sleep on purpose.”
“Nonsense,” Cedric said, holding up his hands. “I merely hum when I read.”
She didn’t believe that for one second.
“Since apparently you can’t be bothered to read unless it is one of those awful romance books, perhaps we can find some other way to use this space.”
“Who says that we need to use this space?” Elisabeth demanded.
“The fact that we haven’t been interrupted for hours.”
She shrugged. That was a fair point. “This area won’t be undiscovered for long if we keep sneaking off like this.”
“Speak for yourself.” Cedric pushed to his feet and held out his hand to her. When she accepted it, he pulled her up, lowering his face till it hovered just inches above hers and dropping his voice to a whisper. “No one looks for me anyways. Besides, what’s the point of being secretly engaged if we don’t sneak off every spare moment we have?”
“Shush,” Elisabeth said, smacking his chest.
“What? I can’t even whisper about it?”
She shook her head. “You can’t even whisper about it.” She pulled away, pacing over to the bookshelf and resting her hands on it. As the days passed, she wondered more and more about the need to keep their engagement a secret. Certainly no one would approve, but no one approved of anything she did anyway. It seemed far more honest than leading on any princes, not to mention that word of her being engaged would mean that Cillian would never officially become regent.
However, she still couldn’t shake the fear of what sort of response this announcement would bring. She could only imagine the desperation of those who had sought to control her when they learned that she would not be so easily toyed with.
“You know, we never actually finished our chess game.” Cedric said behind her, his mind obviously on other matters. “Remember the one we started that day we met? I will meet you here after dinner tonight sp I can finally beat you as you deserve.”
Elisabeth rested her hands on her hips. “Two secret trysts in one day? Someone is getting greedy.”
Cedric bowed with a flourish. “I’m a dark lord, it is in my nature to always grasp for more.”
“You mean you’re a witch, and nothing has changed since the first witch stole bites of fruits that were not provided to her.”
Cedric held up a finger. “You are lucky that I do not believe in harming books or else I would lob one at you for that statement.”
Elisabeth laughed and turned, making her way out of the library. “I need to get going before they tear the castle down searching for me.” As it was, she could only imagine the search. Hopefully Luk was busy with Cedric’s sister, he was the only one she would regret having worried.
“Remember, meet me back here after dinner, I will be waiting,” Cedric called after her.
She shook her head at his gall as she pushed open the door to the library. She drew up short when she saw Arnette’s wizened form standing just on the other side of the door. “Arnette.”
He frowned, gazing over her shoulder. “Did I hear the prince of Mooraven in there?”
Elisabeth glanced back at the doors and waved her hand nonchalantly. “We were reading up on sorcery, trying to determine some alternative way to defeat Ismena.”
Arnette frowned heavily following after her as she strode down the hallway. “The prince can study sorcery on his own, you have bigger tasks at hand.”
“Bigger than the fate of who will run my kingdom?” Elisabeth asked with a pointed frown toward Arnette.
Arnette muttered under his breath and then moved in front of her, blocking her path. “This is about who will run your kingdom, princess. And it will not be you if you do not marry one of these princes. I have been searching for you for some time. Many princes were quite offended that you did not join them.”
Elisabeth snorted and rolled her eyes.
“I understand that this is a short amount of time to choose your partner for life, but you are royalty. You were not born with the luxury of marrying for love. You must marry what is best for your kingdom.”
“What you think is best for my kingdom,” Elisabeth muttered, crossing her arms.
Arnette ignored that comment or perhaps he didn’t actually hear it. “I had hoped that you would be able to choose during the tournament, but with the turn of the weather, it has unfortunately been cancelled. You would know this if you had joined us.”
“How tragic.”
Arnette slid her an annoyed look. “You need to take this seriously.”
“How can I when it means absolutely nothing right now? Even if I do all of this and marry someone and do everything you want me to, that still doesn’t change the fact that if Ismena attacks and takes over, I will still not be able to rule. She is the more pressing threat. And marriage isn’t going to stop her. What are we just going to invite her to the wedding?” She started to walk past him.
Arnette heaved a heavy sigh. “You forget that the council has already decided that you need a regent. The only thing stopping Cillian from commanding us all is the possibility that you are going to be married thus making a regent unnecessary.”
Elisabeth pressed her eyes shut, yes Cillian was a threat as well. If she wasn’t so worried about Ismena, she would fear that Cillian would destroy her kingdom, but the fact was Cillian was only a means to an end. And Ismena was that end.
She almost wished that it was only that simple and that Cillian was going to be her regent. Then she could do exactly as Arnette wanted, and simply marry and be made queen.
But it wasn’t that simple. Things were never simple when it came to her stepmother.
“If you allow Cillian to come into power, he will do whatever it takes to remain in power. Even if it means stopping your rule before it can even begin.”
“The only way that he can stop me from turning twenty-one is by killing me now,” Elisabeth finished. “Yes, yes, I know.”
“I suggest you take this a little more seriously.”
She waved her hand. “Assassination is the least of my worries right now.” She doubted Ismena would allow her lackey the honor of finally ending her.
Arnette lowered his gaze. “It’s a very simple matter to assassinate a royal. Kings and queens like to pretend it is not, but all it takes is one poisoned goblet. One knife to make it past the guards. One blunder and suddenly there is a vacancy in power.”
“What do you want me to do?” Elisabeth demanded, whirling on him.
“Stop acting like a petulant child and accept that you have a responsibility to your people.”
“I know that I have a responsibility to my people!” Elisabeth cried. “Do you not think that I cannot physically feel the weight of their lives resting on my decisions? But being a good queen does not necessarily mean doing everything you ask of me. In fact, I would be a very bad queen if I accepted orders blindly instead of treating it as simply advice.”
“You aren’t queen yet. And you never will be if you continue to drag your feet on marrying.”
“It isn’t marriage I have a problem with!” Elisabeth snapped, waving her hand. “It’s the marriage prospects that you have chosen.”
“I have found for you the most suitable princes from across the globe. You have not even bothered to get to know them so how can you judge?”
“The fact that you had to bring me princes from halfway across the globe.” Elisabeth pressed her palm against her forehead, shaking her head, trying to not show just how frustrated she truly felt about this bid to sell off her hand.
“What else was I supposed to do? You need to marry someone of noble blood.”
Elisabeth opened her mouth, glancing at Arnette, but she shut it when she thought better of it. However, her face must have betrayed what she was thinking because Arnette blanched. “Do not tell me that this hesitancy is because of the prince of Mooraven.”
Elisabeth turned away, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Perhaps if she was Cedric, she could weave a convincing enough lie, but she wasn’t Cedric. Even if she was, perhaps she couldn’t lie to the man who had watched her grow up. He knew her too well.
“I can’t believe this. You love Morren’s son. Do you truly think that he is capable of such affections himself?”
She turned to Arnette, clenching her hands into her fist. “Cedric loves me. And why should you be so upset about this anyway? He is a prince which means that I keep the stupid law if I were to marry him. More than any treaty a foreign prince can bring, marrying Cedric will bring peace to Illesya by finally unite Mooraven and Havenkeep.”
“Mooraven and Havenkeep don’t need to be united. They are our enemy, or need I remind you of the war?”
“I will not keep having a war that I never even fought in continue to dictate my life.”
“You cannot write away the pain your people suffered, you insolent girl.”
“Perhaps I cannot,” Elisabeth said, glancing down at her hands clutched in front of her. So pale and frail. The insult ringing through her ears. Arnette had not raised his voice to her before. “But I can make certain that something like that never happens again by finally brokering peace between our kingdoms. My marriage to Prince Cedric will bring that peace. Is peace on this island not more important than a treaty with a far-off land?”
“Your marriage with… you have already decided to wed him?”
“I pledged myself to him, yes.”
Arnette turned slowly, bracing himself against the wall. “This is your father all over again. I did not stop him then, when he broke his vow with Queen Ismena and what did that get us? I would have thought that you would have learned from your father’s mistakes. That marrying for love is not always an option when you are a ruler.”
“How can you say that? You know nothing about being a royal.”
“I know that there will be consequences when you spurn other royals, namely the princes who have journeyed far and wide all for a chance at your hand. What sort of a precedent are you setting, showing yourself as a queen who will so easily break her vow?”
She jerked away. “I am breaking no vows. The only promises that were made to those princes came from your lips. And you cannot stop me, I am marrying Cedric. This is the end of discussion.”
Arnette’s eyes glinted in the candlelight of the hallway. “As you wish, my princess.”




Chapter Forty-Three
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Cillian was her own personal torture, a punishment for siding with her aunt, taking part in a coup, and actively plotting to bring about the downfall of one of the few people who had ever been nice to her.  
Eirwen inwardly groaned, wishing that Cillian would choke on his spit. Anything to get him to shut up. If he weren’t in her rooms and if she wasn’t already well known for being a sorceress, she would poison the bloated old toad.
Unfortunately, if Cillian died, she would doubtless be suspect and that would probably land her in the dungeons, and on her aunt’s bad side.
She didn’t know what her aunt saw in the man, and yet he was Ismena’s right hand. He was Ismena’s eyes and ears inside the palace, and unfortunately, he thought of Eirwen as his reinforcements, his only ally, and his confidante all rolled into one.
True, she had been sent to the castle to help him.
That didn’t mean she had to like him.
Right now, he was harping on about how he should be regent already and the council was simply dragging it out to spite him since several members had hoped to be named regent instead.
“I suppose it doesn’t matter anyway. There has been a change in plans,” Cillian continued his tone unchanged as if discussing the weather. “Ismena shall be attacking Crestrock in three days’ time during the ball thrown in the princes’ honor. She believes that the city will be properly distracted at that time.”
“What?” Eirwen asked, startling out of her daydreams of strangling Cillian. She reached out and placed the teacup on the table in front of her as shaking began to take over her limbs. It was one thing to think that someday soon Ismena would attack Crestrock and Eirwen would have her revenge. That Elisabeth would be no more and Eirwen would rule by her aunt’s side. It was quite another to know that a date had been set for it. “Whatever happened to finding the mirror?”
She had spent days on end searching every area of the castle for the mirror. Starting in the prince’s room because he was who Ismena believed possessed the mirror. However, if Cedric still had the mirror, he didn’t keep it in his room, and she couldn’t think of a way to check his person that didn’t leave her shuddering at the thought.
It was very likely that he had given it to one of his disgustingly loyal dwarfs to hold on to. Or had simply hidden it. The mirror could be anywhere, but still she had to search. It was her mission.
She looked up at him as he grinned at her, obviously reveling in her surprise. Since she was doubtless watched, Eirwen did not directly send or receive correspondences with her aunt. Cillian kept her appraised through his own messengers. Still, she had no idea why her stepmother would abandon the search for the mirror. She was convinced that she needed it to help her defeat her stepdaughter and the prince of Mooraven. Eirwen had no idea why. It was only a mirror, even if it was able to answer any question asked of it.
It also caused Eirwen to wonder once again why Cillian was working for her aunt. He was about to be named the most powerful man in the entire kingdom, why was he all right with Ismena stepping in and stealing that power from him?
Ismena had promised Eirwen things, she now wondered what her aunt had promised Cillian.
Cillian smirked as he took a sip from his tea. “I described to her our little visitor from Mooraven, Yvette. Turns out that the reason Ismena wanted the mirror was to strike a bargain with some witches. Yvette is one of those witches.”
Eirwen inhaled sharply. Witches? What was her aunt thinking making bargains with those creatures? How had her aunt even found a witch?
She had not paid Yvette much mind, she had assumed that she was some noble from Mooraven arrived to cause more trouble. Now she realized the girl was far more dangerous.
“Ismena wanted to make a bargain with witches?”
“She had, but now it seems that the princess has beaten her to it. Which is why Ismena thinks it is imperative to march on the capital before the witches can stop her. She would do it today except unfortunately her army is still some days away. So, we must wait until the ball. A rather fitting end, give them hope that she will be queen by choosing a husband and then rip it away.” He smiled darkly. “In the meantime, here are your new orders, straight from our ice queen’s own pen.”
Eirwen nodded as he handed her a dirty letter.
Cillian settled back in his seat and chuckled. “I must say, I’m excited. I hate seeing that girl masquerade as queen and thinking she is better than me. It will be sweet, sweet satisfaction to watch her finally get what she deserves.”
“And I will finally be able to watch with my own eyes as Morren’s heir breathes his last,” Eirwen murmured, looking down at the letter in her hands.
So why did she not feel the joy at that revelation that she thought she should?
Now was not the time for second guesses. Now was the time to act. Revenge was finally within her grasp.




Chapter Forty-Four
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Both of the ladies sitting at the end of the table with him looked out of sorts. Cillian, however, looked downright gleeful. Henretti looked quite oblivious to everything going on around them. And Cedric’s head ached. Once again, he and Henretti had pulled their chairs to the end of the table earning more than one glowering glare from the other princes. Not that Cedric cared. He got a headache simply trying to keep track of all the princes, how many were there? Thirteen. Goodness, that was a lot of men who had come from their individual corners all in the hopes of stealing his fiancé from him.  
Henretti though, he, Cedric liked. He had to admire a man not afraid to make a grand entrance.
He glanced down at his soup bowl, side eyeing both Cillian and Eirwen to make certain that neither of them had managed to slip something into his bowl when he wasn’t paying perfect attention. He had a chess game to mentally prepare for, the last thing he needed was to get poisoned tonight.
He paused when he saw Eirwen watching him closely. Normally she ignored his presence or verbally threatened him. He didn’t know what to do with her silent attention.
It was quite unnerving.
He didn’t like it when his enemies didn’t say what was on their minds.
“Can I help you?” he demanded.
“I’m just wondering what sort of arrogance it took to sit here, a dethroned prince in an enemy court and still act like you own the place.”
He winked at her as he took a sip of the soup. “Who said I was acting?”
“It is comments like that which earn you your friendless position in this court.”
“Quite the contrary,” Henretti said with a warm chuckle. “I simply must do nothing else but admire this man’s gall. It’s quite impressive, don’t you agree, my queen?”
Elisabeth looked up from her soup seeming to only just realize that she was in the company of people. “Hmm?”
“You seem out of sorts, are you well?” Henretti asked, leaning across the table.
“Yes, I’m just tired.”
She slept half the day away. Cedric had no idea what business she had being tired. Now he, he may have spent too long reading in a cramped position. He was beginning to get a pounding headache. He reached up rubbing at his forehead with a grimace. He gripped the table as a wave of dizziness washed over him.
Henretti leaned across the table, looking Cedric over. “You have gone pale as the snow outside, my friend.”
Cedric waved his hand. “I suppose I am just tired as well.”
“You people on your little island. So unhealthy. I must teach you the robust ways of my people. You are all too sad and pale here.”
Cedric smiled at him. “Sounds like a task for another time, but for now you must excuse me.” He pushed to his feet, the pounding in his head amplifying with the sound of his chair scraping against the floor.
“Cedric?” Elisabeth asked.
“You know where to find me.” He nodded once, trying his best to appear nonchalant before turning and leaving the dining hall. His plan was to take a nap on the library floor until Liz joined him.
However, as he neared the hallway outside the library, a wave of dizziness overtook him. He leaned against the wall and squeezed his eyes shut. Perhaps that rascal Cillian had managed to lace some poison into his supper when he wasn’t looking after all. Or maybe even Eirwen although she would have had to reach past both Elisabeth and Henretti and he didn’t think that even she could manage that without detection.
His vision cleared somewhat and he stood staring at his hand until it stopped trembling. When he felt stronger, he pushed to his full height. He glanced once over his shoulder to make certain that no one had witnessed that uncharacteristic moment of weakness.
A guard stood at the end of the hall. Normally Cedric barely noticed the guards. They patrolled up and down the halls, and normally he tried to duck around and avoid their notice, but what really drew his attention about this guard was that he was simply standing there, staring at the wall as if it was the most interesting thing in the world. He knew that men stood guard outside of important rooms like Liz’s chambers, but last he checked the library was not one of those important rooms. Normally most of the guards walked the hallways, to make sure there was no disturbance, but they never stayed in one place for very long. They had other halls to patrol. It was a big castle after all.
Cedric shook his head and started back down the hall toward the library. He reached up, gripping his hair as he walked as more waves of dizziness overwhelmed him. He didn’t know what was wrong with him, but he didn’t think it was actually poison. Unless it was an extremely slow acting poison, he should be dead now. Or in the very least in more pain.
Besides, it had started in the courtyard during the snowball fight. That was the first time he had felt this sensation, it had definitely not been his last. It was now happening more and more often. He had hoped that if he just ignored it, it would go away, but that was quickly seeming like a false hope.
As he took another step, he was forced to brace himself against the wall. His ears had started ringing. As the ringing grew louder, he swore he heard a voice. A small voice. Barely a voice at all, but a crackle of fire. A howl of the wind.
Use it.
What it wanted him to use, he had no idea, and he was not normally one who shirked around his powers.
Suddenly the crunch of boots on the hard stone floor reached his ears. Cedric looked up to see a guard approaching him from the other end of the hallway. He glanced over his shoulder to see that the guard who had been examining the wall had followed him and was now just behind him.
“What’s this?” he demanded, but he could already tell by the grim set of their mouths and the way they held their hands over their swords what this was. It was an ambush, although he couldn’t rightly figure out what he had done this time or who he had angered enough to set this up. He had been minding his own business, he barely even insulted Cillian these days. “Are you lost? Because I can assure you that there is no one down here save me and a spider or two.”
The guards drew their swords. They were obviously not here for peaceful reasons. And the person who sent them had to be someone who held a lot of power. The guards were still in their armor, Havenkeep insignias showing for all the world to see. Normally assassins hid their affiliations, not to mention their identities better.
But then he realized that this was more than an assassination attempt. This was an execution. An unlawful execution, but the person who wished to kill him obviously didn’t care.
Cedric only wished that he had aggravated whoever this was more over the past few days so that he could actually deserve this attempt on his life.
Two more guards came down the hall and Cedric sighed, resting his hands on his hips. “Only four? Really? Do you really think you can take me on?”
The guards didn’t respond, only shifted to the side. Three of them looked to the fourth guard who had short dark hair and a square jaw. He stared at Cedric with hatred in his brown eyes. He reminded Cedric of Luk, though Cedric wasn’t even sure if Luk would stoop this low.
This guard also drew his sword. Cedric’s eyebrows rose. “I don’t think you know who I am if you are foolish enough to think that will do you any good.” He leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms as he looked the men over. His sword hung at his waist, but he hesitated because Lizzie probably wouldn’t want him to bloody up her precious little guards. “I’m feeling generous and also too tired to do this so I’m going to give you just one chance to turn back.”
“I am fully aware of who you are, Cedric, agent of Mooraven,” the guard spat.
Cedric held up a finger. “Actually, I’m its prince. I am no one’s agent save for my own. And I suppose I should rephrase myself because you obviously do know who I am and are still planning on going through with this. Do you know what I am capable of? Dark magic flows through my veins, I am lord of crows, and shadows bend to my will. Mercenaries taught me how to wield a sword.”
“I am fully aware of what you are capable of,” the guard spat out. “Which is why I must do this. For justice. For Havenkeep!”
“For Cillian actually,” Cedric replied as he drew his sword.
“We would never work for the likes of him,” the guard nearest to him hissed, lunging for him.
Cedric waved his hand, drawing a wall of darkness around them, blinding the guards in the heaviness of a lightless world. Cedric made quick work of disarming the first guard with a flick of his wrist. He turned to the other guard and danced out of the way of his blind thrust. He ducked away from another guard’s swipe, the errant sword strike landing on his companion’s shoulder.
He smirked as he hit the guard in the back of the head with the hilt of his sword. Three men disarmed or wounded and he hadn’t even broken a sweat.
As he turned to face the last guard, the leader’s smirk slipped off his face as a sweat beaded his forehead.
The ringing in his ears grew louder and the fires of the candelabras that he had cloaked in shadow jumped and rose from their homes and licked at the darkness, eating away at it. He whirled, overcompensating and stumbling to the side as the dizziness overcame his balance. His vision was spinning, darkening around the edges as he slashed toward the last guard. His sword missed its intended target, burying deeply into his left arm rather than his side.
The guard let out a pain filled cry and thrust forward. Cedric tried to move out of the way, but he moved too slowly. His body wouldn’t respond.
It wouldn’t respond at all as he fell backwards, landing on his back, his head bouncing against the tiles.
He briefly wondered if this was what defeat felt like. It was painful. He couldn’t breathe. As he struggled to do so only gasps and a warm liquid seemed to escape his lips. He looked down, his eyes widening in surprise when he saw gleaming metal. Faintly he realized it was a sword. But the placement was all wrong. The sword was protruding from his chest.
And all he could think was… that isn’t how it is supposed to be.
Cedric coughed again, struggling for something that wasn’t there. How easily he had breathed only a few minutes ago and now it seemed like he never would breathe again.
Maybe he wouldn’t.
He stared at the sword protruding from his chest as if he looked at it long enough something would change like the sword would disappear and take the pain with it.
The guard stood over him, clutching his arm and Cedric wished that he hadn’t missed his swipe. It could have been that guard lying on the ground. Instead, it was him.
The guard smiled at him, smug and satisfied. His form was fuzzy, beginning to gray. Then he bent over and yanked the sword out of Cedric. He started to scream at the slicing pain, but it was quickly cut off by the liquid filling his throat, drowning him. Cedric coughed and coughed, but nothing could clear his throat, nothing could bring him the relief of a breath of air.
His head was swimming as the guard walked out of Cedric’s vision leaving him completely alone.
Cedric’s fingers clenched at the floor, slipping in a warm liquid that must have been his own blood. Gradually the pain faded into nothing. He still couldn’t breathe.
Use it!
He wondered what that voice meant, now the snarl of a garmr and the clang of steel on steel. He wondered if it would be the last thing he ever heard. Just as quickly as that thought came, it was followed by the bitter tang of regret. Because he would have so much had rather the last thing, he heard be Elisabeth yelling at him.
And then suddenly the world went from fading darkness to brilliantly bright. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move.
Then the brightness was gone. And the darkness descended around him again.
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“I don’t know how you can put up with him.”  
Elisabeth turned startled, pausing as Eirwen limped up beside her. She had been making her way down to the library to play chess with Cedric, despite her reservations otherwise. She knew it was unwise to spend an undue amount of time with Cedric, but since already one person had figured out their engagement it was probably only a matter of time until everyone else did. News traveled fast in the court.
She should warn Cedric. There was no knowing how people would react once they knew.
Elisabeth frowned as she studied her cousin. Eriwen’s hair was kept up in tight coils, her dress pale blue, the color of royalty in Alain. Other than the pronounced limp, Eirwen looked almost like a younger Ismena. Looking at her reminded Elisabeth of her childhood, and the mother she thought she loved.
It is only too bad that Eirwen had more Ismena in her than not. Elisabeth did not want to lose her cousin as well, but Eirwen had chosen her side. It almost felt a little like Ismena’s betrayal all over again, only less intense. Ismena she had loved, Eirwen she had only wanted to love.
She arched her brow as Eirwen drew to a halt next to her, breathing hard. “The prince of Mooraven is a swine. Why do you even allow him in your company?”
Elisabeth’s eyebrows rose even higher. “Do you truly believe that I have any say about who is in my company? Believe me if I did, Cillian would not have dined with us.” Nor would have Eirwen, twelve of the princes, and most of the court. Henretti she supposed could stay since she found him amusing and even-tempered. And Arnette… she supposed it depended on her mood.
Eirwen tilted her head, still looking obviously annoyed. “You are the queen of Havenkeep. I think you have a say in basically anything you want.”
Elisabeth blinked. “I am not queen yet.”
The princess of Alain laughed, a tinkling, mocking sound. “Not with that attitude you are not.” She leveled Elisabeth with a hard glare. “But you were born to rule. You were born to conquer and if you put your mind to it, you could do anything you want. So, stop playing the part of the damsel, when you can be anyone you want to be. The villain. The hero. The queen.”
Elisabeth’s eyes widened in shock. She parted her lips but no sound came out.
“Don’t look so surprised. I have always been envious of you and the fact that you had your whole future ahead of you.” She tilted her head, a lock of blonde hair escaping from her coils and falling across her alabaster skin as she took in Elisabeth. She smiled, but it had no warmth. “And I suppose I was always jealous of your beauty.”
“Would you believe it, but I’m quite sick of people being envious of my beauty.” Elisabeth waved a hand at herself. “I never asked for it, or to have my mother hate me for it. I never asked to have princes arrive from all over the frozen world just to vie for my hand.”
“You think your life is so bad? Oh, everyone wants to love you. However, will you survive?” Eirwen rolled her eyes, her voice taking on a bitter tone. “You weren’t a cripple whose inheritance had been stolen away by a political marriage and the child that your aunt chose over you. You inherit my kingdom when you have no right… and yet somehow you have every right. Because everything has been handed to you, and still, you pretend that you are the victim.”
Elisabeth turned to leave. “I have heard enough of this.”
Eirwen reached out and clutched Elisabeth’s arm. “I’m not trying to fight.”
“Then what are you trying to do?” Elisabeth demanded.
“Understand. You always had your destiny cut out before you. Your path was always clear. Everyone knew that you would grow up to be queen and that you would be the fairest, most wonderful queen Illesya has ever seen.”
“Assuming one thing, that I actually grew up. Which was something that my stepmother tried to make certain never happened.”
“And yet here you are,” Eirwen said, her eyes traveling down Elisabeth’s form. Her eyes crinkled as she raised her gaze to Elisabeth’s. “Here you stand. Ready to be queen and make the world tremble around you and here I stand, wondering what my place in that world will be.”
“That depends. Your place can be at my side as regent of Alain, or you can fight and fall with Ismena and face my wrath.” Elisabeth rested her hand on her hip. It was a risky move, offering to allow Eirwen to be the regent of Alain, and yet it seemed like the right one to make. If there was any way she could gain her cousin as an ally rather than have to fight her, she needed to choose it. Even if it meant giving up some of the power she was born to inherit. “The choice is yours.”
“I will make my choice when you answer my question.” Eirwen crossed her arms, although her face softened as she studied ELisabeth. “Why the prince of Mooraven?”
“What?” Elisabeth asked, pulling back.
“I know Ismena’s plans. I could help you rule. You could be queen as soon as you like if only you would marry one of these princes. Make the whole kingdom happy. But instead, you cling to that boy pretending that he is more than a simple worm to be crushed under my boot.”
“I know you have your reasons for hating his father—”
“My reasons? I am a cripple because of him, I am an orphan, and completely alone in this world. All because of him. Why is it so evil to want some repayment for that?”
“Because revenge won’t bring your family back.”
“His father was an evil incarnate!”
“He is not his father,” Elisabeth snapped back. “Why can no one see that?”
“Evil breeds evil.” Eirwen shook her head slowly, sadly. “I could love you, if only you did not love him.”
“You could love me still, Wen,” Elisabeth said, stepping forward and grabbing Eirwen’s hand before she could turn away. She had almost forgotten the nickname she had given her cousin as a child, from a time when she couldn’t even pronounce her name, but saying it now seemed so natural. “We are family. All the family we have left.”
“No,” Eirwen said heavily. “Ismena is the only family either of us have left.”
Elisabeth held up her hands, pleading. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”
“How many years has it been since we last saw each other? It’s been too long. I’ve always been in the same place and I can only wonder why you never came to see me.”
“I was exiled for some years. You would find that traveling options are limited upon such circumstances,” she replied tersely.
Eirwen held her gaze. “You’re not exiled anymore.”
Elisabeth sighed. “Indeed. Although sometimes I feel like I had more freedom when I was exiled as opposed to now.”
Eirwen shook her head as she turned to leave. “I wish we could have been allies.”
She began to walk away, and Elisabeth watched. She shook her head and hurried after her. “Eirwen!”
Eirwen paused and glanced over her shoulder.
“You asked me how I could put up with Cedric.”
Eirwen’s eyes flashed with anger at the mention of his name.
“Here is my answer. Cedric is a trickster, he pretends to be as bad as his father, he pretends that he is a liar, he pretends not to care, that he is above honor. But underneath that all, he’s just the scared boy that was exiled because my father thought that was as good as a death sentence. He is the young man who somehow survived. He is the dark lord who allied himself with his sworn enemy when he could have killed her. He didn’t need me, but I needed him and he did not abuse that power. He is a prince whose kingdom was ripped away from him, living in a foreign land where no one trusts him. He is a friend and the only one I know truly has my back. He believes in me when I don’t even believe in myself. He is so much more than the act he puts on.” Elisabeth shook her head as her voice cracked. “I hope that someday you will be able to see that past the hate. Until then I suppose we will always be at odds, because I will not abandon Cedric. Now or ever.”
Eirwen’s face was completely blank as she curtsied. Elisabeth watched as she limped down the hall and out of view hoping that she had not just destroyed the last bit of relationship they had left.
She sighed and turned away, continuing down the hall toward the library. Her foot faltered as she turned down the hallway that led to the library. The hall was empty, but there was a large stain on the ground. Elisabeth rushed forward, placing her hand over her mouth as she looked over the puddle. Blood.
It was everywhere, smeared across the floor, and still wet.
Elisabeth’s breath escaped in ragged gasps as she rushed down the hallway to the library, pushing open the doors. “Cedric!” she called, turning in a circle “Cedric!”
“I’m afraid he is gone.”
Elisabeth whirled to see Arnette standing just outside the doorway. Had he been following her? He clasped his hands behind his back.
“What did you do?” she demanded.
“What needed to be done,” Arnette ducked his head. “I did not like it any more than you, but it was necessary, my princess. You were about to make an irreversible mistake; I could not just stand by and watch you ruin your life. I love you too much for that.”
“Enough of your paltry excuses. Where is he?”
“I did not ask the details of my men; I did not want to know. Only that the deed be done.”
“Where is he?” Elisabeth stepped toward him, her whole-body trembling.
Arnette looked up, his eyes softening. “Did you not see the blood? He isn’t anywhere. He is gone. My men just gave me the news.”
Elisabeth threw back her head and laughed. “If he is dead then where is the body? Did your men bring you that as well?”
“No,” Arnette faltered. “I assumed one of his lackeys took it off for burial. Wherever it is, is of no consequence. You saw the blood. No one could have survived that. And I know it must hurt now, princess, but it is for the best.”
“You sick twisted old man!” Elisabeth screamed. “You make decisions, and murder, and decide my future against my will all under the pretenses of helping me.”
“I am helping you, someday you will come to see that just as your father did.”
“I will never see it,” Elisabeth snarled. She could hear the crackling of cold and glanced down to see ice creeping from the floor at her feet. It slid toward Arnette, creeping up over his ankles. He hissed at the cold and tried to pull his legs away but they were frozen in place. It took all the self-control in her to keep the ice at his legs and not completely encase him in it as Ismena would have done.
She collapsed against one of the bookshelves, gasping for breaths as she averted her gaze. “You… stay there until I decide what to do with you.” She pushed away from the bookshelf and took off toward the door, running past Arnette who was still frozen in place.
“Princess? Princess!” Arnette called after her, tugging on his leg, trying to reach her.
Elisabeth ignored him as she raced out into the hall. She tried not to look at the blood all over the floor, but the second she saw it out of the corner of her eye she collapsed to her knees retching. Elisabeth clutched at her throat gasping for air as tears glassed over her eyes, spilling over and streaming down her cheeks.
This couldn’t be, she couldn’t believe it. Cedric couldn’t be dead. She could not fathom a world where his light could be snuffed out. He was too powerful to simply lose against assassins. Arnette had to be lying to her. But if so, where was Cedric?
A sob escaped her lips. She couldn’t lose him too. What would she have left afterwards? All she seemed to do was lose and lose. From the second she was born; she had been surrounded by death. First her mother… her father… no, she could not accept Cedric too.
Anyone she got close to died save for Ismena. Her own personal curse.
Elisabeth pushed to her feet. She needed to find Luk. She needed to find the dwarfs. She needed to send out a search party and find Cedric.
He couldn’t be gone.
She refused to accept that.
Until that hope was gone, she needed to hold on. And Maker help her if that hope left her as well.
Maker help everyone around her.
She would not be responsible for her actions.
Elisabeth’s head was swirling as she hurried down the halls, she wasn’t sure what she was doing. Perhaps, searching for some sign of Cedric, or the dwarfs. Of even just a single soul she could trust. She wasn’t exactly sure where she was going, so she was surprised when she found that her frantic steps had taken her to the base of the tower where her rooms were. Guards were always stationed there. Elisabeth braced herself against the wall as she studied the guards standing at the base of the stairs that led up to the tower where her chambers were located. She knew nothing about them, but Luk would not have assigned them that position if he didn’t trust them.
“Princess, are you all right?” one of the men asked.
Elisabeth reached up and wiped at her face which was still streaked with tears. “I need you to go and find Luk for me, I also need one of you to seek out the dwarfs and send them to me as well.”
“What is this about?” the other guard asked.
“Don’t question me, just do as I ask.” Elisabeth drew in a deep breath. “Please.”
She watched the guards rush off and then trudged up the steps, her foot faltering at her door as she reached the top of the steps.
Where would Cedric have gone if he wasn’t dead? He was obviously very wounded, so he doubtless would go somewhere he felt safe. Elisabeth stalled and cursed herself. She should have sent the men to get Yvette as well. She deserved to know; he was her brother. Hopefully she would be with Luk.
Elisabeth pressed her hand against her forehead and fell into her room. That was even assuming Cedric was still alive. She didn’t know how to even begin to consider that he might be dead. The idea was too foreign. If he was dead then what was she even fighting for? Happiness would always be out of her grasp. What use would the future be if he wasn’t by her side?
Her foot caught on something and she fell forward, catching herself on the wall as she looked down. It was the table that had once housed a vase long ago shattered, it lay turned over. Elisabeth frowned and glanced around her study. Everything else appeared to be in place. Her bookshelves and fireplace against one wall, her desk… nothing else appeared to be out of place and yet she knew that she hadn’t knocked over this table, and if Clotilde had knocked it over she would have righted it.
Elisabeth’s eyes darted to her maidservant’s room. The door was closed tight, although at this hour Clotilde was probably in the servant’s hall dining with the rest of the servants.
The door to Elisabeth’s room however, was partially open. There was a reddish stain smeared across the wood. She stepped forward, frowning. Was that blood?
Her breath hitched in her throat as she pushed the door open and strode into the room. It was early enough that light still filtered through her windows, enough for her to make out that half of the canopy of her bed had collapsed as if someone had put too much weight on it. Just visible underneath it, someone lay sprawled out. Familiar pale gold locks lay against her pillow.
“Cedric!” Elisabeth cried, rushing forward. She threw herself into her bed on top of him, smothering his face with kisses, tears dripped from her eyes. She whispered his name over and over as she dug her fingers into his hair. “Oh, I just knew you weren’t dead.”
“Ow, Liz, careful,” Cedric rasped as his eyelids flickered open. “I’m happy to see you too, but really should both of us be in this bed? Think of propriety.”
Elisabeth moved off of him, wiping at her eyes. “I’m sorry—” she began but her apology was cut off when she realized that the front of her white dress was stained red with his blood. Elisabeth let out a scream, her hands moving up to cover her mouth. “Your blood! It’s everywhere.”
“It’s really not that bad,” Cedric murmured, dropping his head back against the pillows. “I mean, it’s a mess for sure, but I’m alive, aren’t I?”
Elisabeth cupped Cedric’s cheek, her hand shaking as she struggled to get control of her emotions. “How… how are you alive?”
“Have you no faith in me, Liz? I’m simply too stubborn to die.” Cedric moved to sit up and grimaced. He pressed a hand over his heart. “Either that or my assassin was just not very good at his job. Man didn’t even check to make sure I was dead. For shame.”
“What happened?” Elisabeth choked out, a sob cutting her off before she could finish speaking.
Cedric’s lips pulled up into the shadow of a smile despite that smile, he looked so small and weak lying there. He was paler than he had been even in the courtyard, his eyelids were practically blue and his lips were a pale sort of gray. His blue eyes, the same shade as ever, held her in place before finally he squeezed his eyes shut and released a pained breath. “What does it look like happened, my dear? I was stabbed.”
“Do you need help? A healer?”
“Remember, I have trust issues with the healers of this castle. I will have Fergus take a look at it later but it’s oddly… well, you won’t really believe this, but it doesn’t look all that serious.” Cedric lifted his head, his hands probing his chest and then he dropped his head against the cushions. “It still hurts like anything, and I have the blood to prove that it was serious, but it seems to have healed quite a deal in just the short time since I was stabbed.”
She rested her hand against his forehead. “I think you are delirious.”
“Of course, you will think that.”
“I sent some men to find the dwarfs, hopefully they will be there soon, but in the meantime, I will have to do what I can.”
Elisabeth climbed back to her feet and hurried across the room. She found a clean strip of linen next to her wash stand. She picked it up and wet it before rushing back to his side.
Cedric watched her through his heavily lidded eyes. “It’s a shame I never got to beat you at chess. I was so looking forward to that.”
“You can still beat me at chess, just hold still.” She tried not to throw up as she pulled the sticky garments away from the hole in his chest and pressed the cloth against it. It was still bleeding, but not as heavily. Her first order of business would be to staunch the bleeding completely.
Cedric pressed his head back against the pillows gritting his teeth so hard that muscle in his jaw was twitching.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“Can you stop apologizing for something you didn’t do?” he asked. “It’s getting on my nerves.”
Elisabeth reached up to wipe at her forehead with the back of her hand. She was sweating and trembling and felt a little like she had been the one who had been stabbed rather than the other way around.
She tried to swallow, but nothing would go down. Suddenly her throat and her mouth were both drier than a desert. “It was my fault. Arnette figured out about our engagement. He sent those men after you.”
“Talk about not taking the news well.”
She shook her head. “I never should have agreed to marry you. I knew that something like this would happen.”
Cedric looked up at Elisabeth, his blue eyes foggy with pain. He reached up and clasped her hand in his, although the glove was sticky from the blood coating it. “Lizzie, I would die every day if it meant that I could marry you.”
She pressed her eyes shut. “Don’t say that, I can’t bear the thought of losing you.”
“I think I just proved that I can’t actually be killed.”
“Stop acting so glib, you came too close for my liking.”
“So where is Arnette, didn’t he want to stick around to see his handiwork?”
“I left Arnette half frozen in the library.”
Cedric chuckled weakly. “That’s my girl.”
Elisabeth shook her head. “How did this even happen? I thought you were supposed to be more invulnerable than this.”
Cedric frowned. “Yes, well, I did too.”
They both fell silent as Elisabeth continued pressing gently against the wound. She had thought that Cedric had fallen asleep, her only comfort was his steady breathing. Finally, he sighed proving that he was still awake. “It was four of your soldiers who ambushed me. I thought I could take them all on, but I was wrong. One got a lucky stab in. They left me for dead, but since I wasn’t dead, I managed to drag myself here. I figured that you were the least likely to kill me. Well, other than the dwarfs, but their chambers were in the complete opposite direction.”
Elisabeth shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Cedric.” Her fingers trembled as she pressed against his wound.
“It is unfortunate. Think of the weeks I shall have to spend coalescing. I wish they would have just killed me properly.”
“Cedric!”
“Too soon?” He rolled his eyes with a tsk. “I must admit, for a while there, I had thought they had. I just… ceased. There was nothing. There was no me. And then I woke up. I suppose the pain must have caused me to pass out, but I must admit I have never experienced anything quite like that.”
Elisabeth leaned forward, pressing a kiss into his shoulder, then his neck, then his chin.
“You’re beautiful when you’re worried, you know,” Cedric murmured.
Elisabeth looked up at him sharply.
He smiled sloppily. “Of course, you are always beautiful. I was simply stating that if the whole queen business didn’t work out, you would make a wonderful nurse.”
Elisabeth frowned and reached out and once again rested her hand on his forehead. Instead of the raging heat of a fever, or even the steady warmth of one who was alive, she felt nothing but cold clammy skin.
Cedric released a breath which caused him to grimace. “I’m not delirious I swear.”
Elisabeth stroked his cheek, unconvinced.
“Lizzie...”
Elisabeth looked up at him and he smiled faintly. “If you could do me a favor. I made quite a mess. My blood got everywhere.” He sighed and his eyes drifted shut again and raised his hand slightly off the cover like he was too tired to finish, but now he had to because he had started. “Just make sure that the servants don’t know it was me who did it. I wouldn’t want to end up on their hit lists as well.”




Chapter Forty-Six
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“I don’t need a nanny,” Yvette grumbled as she turned on her heel, crossing her arms. A pout pulling at her face distinctly putting him in mind of the prince of Mooraven with whom she shared her blood.  
“Don’t consider me as a nanny then,” Luk replied as he strode past her.
“What should I see you as then?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. A friend? An ally?” He glanced back at her and tilted his head. “Someone you can trust.”
Yvette rolled her eyes. “Trust isn’t a word I would use to describe exactly what we have.”
Luk swallowed hard, feeling some heat rush to his face. “And what do we have?”
She tapped a finger against her arm. “An unlikely alliance I suppose. But you don’t trust me, and I’m not your friend.”
“I would like to trust you.” Luk rested his hands on his hips and resisted the urge to finish his thought. And I would like for you to consider me a friend.
“We could cover twice the distance and search double the rooms if only you weren’t glued to my side.”
Luk ducked his head to hide his blush. “I’m not glued to your side. I just think that we will be twice as thorough if we look together. Individually you or I could miss the mirror’s hiding spot, but together we are more likely to find what the other might not at first notice.”
“And I think you’re being ridiculous.”
“Duly noted,” Luk said with a nod. “Now are you going to stand there and keep complaining about my company or shall we continue our search?”
Yvette groaned and leaned back against the wall. “I think I would much prefer to complain.”
Luk sighed and rested against the wall across from her, he supposed it was time to take a break. At least his companion did not appear to want to continue the search for right now. He reminded himself that he needed to make allowances for her. He could go for hours and never tire or quit if he had a task to be focused on. But Yvette was not him.
She glared at the ceiling like it had personally offended her. “I honestly thought I would have found it by now. Like I would arrive and it would be just lying around somewhere and, in that moment, I would be my brother’s hero. However, I’m beginning to wonder if it is even in this castle.”
“Where else could it be?” It was true, the last place he had even seen the mirror was at the winter palace in the former queen’s possession. However, after the scandal of the winter palace, everything in the palace had been packed up and shipped back to the capital, to this very castle. The mirror had to be here somewhere, lost in a storage room or in the possession of some covetous noble who didn’t think it would be missed.
But if anyone, had it, they were not a staunch supporter of Ismena like Cillian or else she would have it. And Yvette was certain the queen did not have it, or she would have given the mirror to Yvette’s witch mistress already.
However, he was beginning to feel as if he was running out of places to look.
“Deuces if I know! I don’t know anything about this castle, I don’t know where it would be hidden. We have already searched the old royal chambers, the throne room, various unused rooms, and even the kitchens.”
“I’m not sure if we can rightly call eating our lunch as searching for that mirror.”
Yvette shrugged. “At least we know it wasn’t in that bushel of apples.”
Luk scratched at his chin as he pondered the next place to search. Who would be an influential enough lord or lady who would have been able to take the mirror when it was brought back to the capital? There would have been no way it was left behind at the winter castle. He himself oversaw that all the furniture and possessions were moved. He didn’t specifically see it, but he had made certain that nothing was left behind as Elisabeth would probably have wanted to refurnish the castle with her own possessions rather than use what had once belonged to Ismena.
Of course, the refurnishing of the castle was just another thing waiting to happen until the princess was crowned queen.
As much as he disliked the security risks that having a castle full of royalty brought, he did hope that the princess would be able to find a prince that she loved who she could marry so she could finally be queen. It would make his job much easier; he would probably even get a promotion over the entire city guard rather than simply the protection detail in the castle. Not that he needed the promotion, but it would certainly make keeping her safe that much easier.
Although once they got Ismena and her supporters out of the way, he didn’t know who he would have to protect her from.
These two children of Morren… they seemed to talk like they had a dark side, but when it came to it, they only ever seemed to do what they did to help others. They were outcasts and seemed to enjoy it, and yet both seemed to be genuinely invested in helping Elisabeth. It was a concept that he quite frankly could not comprehend, especially given the sordid history between their father and her own. He didn’t know if he could rightly forgive someone if they killed his old man, and yet Cedric and Yvette seemed to hold nothing against Elisabeth for her father’s deeds.
For that he was coming to admire them.
It could be that this was the most elaborate farce in the history of creation and that he was falling for their ploy. But for that to be the case, they would have to be the greatest liars to ever walk this island. And he wasn’t sure if even the trickster prince and his sister could hold that title.
Luk glanced up as one of his men hurried around the corner. He frowned when he realized that it was Fastiel. “Aren’t you supposed to be on guard outside the princess’s chamber?”
“I am... sir,” the man gasped. “But the princess sent me to find you. She seemed quite distraught.”
“Where is she?” Luk asked, already hurrying down the hallway.
“She was headed to her rooms it looked like. I left before I saw though.”
Luk picked up his pace to a jog, racing down the hallway, his heart pounding. What could this be about? He had taken his duties to watch Yvette very seriously, trusting in his men to make certain that Elisabeth was safe in her daily tasks. Of course, he still oversaw everything, but from a farther distance. There hadn’t seemed to be any immediate threats. Other than being mildly annoyed by the presence of the princes she had even seemed happy. More than that, since she returned from Mooraven she had been hopeful.
It had done his heart good to see Elisabeth not constantly fretting for the future.
He wondered what had come up now.
He made it to the steps that led up to her tower, both the guards were gone. Luk didn’t pause a breath before flinging himself up the stairs, taking them multiple at a time before finally reaching the top. He burst open the door. “Princess?”
“I’m in here.”
He raced toward the sound of her voice, drawing to a halt when he stepped through the door that led to her bedchambers. Elisabeth stepped toward him, tears glistening in her eyes, her hair falling out of whatever hairdo it had been, but most disturbingly of all was the blood marring the front of her white gown.
“Oh… oh, Maker, what happened? You are covered in blood.” Luk rested his hand against the doorframe as a wave of dizziness washed over him.
Elisabeth sniffed loudly, blinking repeatedly. “The blood isn’t mine.”
“What?” Luk asked, looking her over again. Indeed, her dress didn’t seem to be torn at all. And the blood on her neck appeared to be dried.
“It’s Cedric. He was attacked. Hurt badly.” Elisabeth hiccupped.
Luk’s eyes widened as they moved past Elisabeth, he finally spotted Cedric lying in the bed. The dark prince appeared to be sleeping. At least Luk prayed that he was sleeping and that he had not passed on. “Who did this?” he demanded, turning and searching the room for any threats.
“Arnette sent men and they tried to assassinate him. Oh, Luk, what should I do? He was my closest ally in the council. How could he do this to Cedric? To me?” A sob broke past Elisabeth’s lips as she hugged herself.
He hated seeing her cry, but what was he supposed to do? He was just a guard. He stepped forward and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Do you know where Arnette is now? I will send men to have him arrested. We will make certain that he pays for his crimes.”
“I left him in the library, I don’t think he will be going anywhere soon.”
Luk felt the blood drain from his face. He turned on his heel to head there immediately, unsure of what state he would find Arnette in.
“Cedric said that his attackers were wearing the palace uniform,” Elisabeth said, causing Luk to pause.
He cursed internally. His own men did this? He would have to interrogate Arnette to figure out who the would-be assassins were. It churned his stomach to think of actually having to interrogate the king’s old advisor, but the thought that made him even more ill was that it could have been guards who did this evil deed. If that was truly the case then odds were that they had thought they were doing their duty for their queen to snuff out the life of Cedric. Perhaps if he were a rasher man, he could have been convinced to do the same at some point. He had certainly been concerned with how much time that Elisabeth spent with Cedric… but to kill a man without proof of his guilt?
That was something he could never do. And now he wasn’t even sure that Cedric was actually guilty of anything. If being Morren’s child was the only sin, then Yvette was also guilty of that crime. And she was only trying to help defeat Ismena, a cause she shouldn’t even have any reason to have.
As if summoned by his thoughts, Yvette stepped into the princess’s chambers. She tilted her head, a smile playing at her lips. “You’re a hard man to keep up with when you put your mind to it.”
Elisabeth hiccupped at the sight of Yvette and Luk froze in place. He didn’t know how Yvette would react to learning what had happened to her brother, but he could almost imagine it if he thought of something happening to Clotilde.
“What? What is it?”
He glanced over his shoulder to where Cedric was lying so still on the bed. Then turned back to Yvette. “We need to talk.”
She ignored him, her face filled with a puzzled expression as she stepped forward, standing on her toes to see past Luk into the room, following his gaze to the bed and the man lying on it.
“No,” she gasped, shoving past him.
Yvette took five steps into the room and then she seemed to just collapse. Luk lunged forward and managed to catch her before she ended up in a heap on the rug. She was trembling all over, her hand pressed over her mouth. “Is he…”
“He’s alive,” Elisabeth said, still standing in the same place she had been when he walked in. He almost wanted to have a healer look at over both her and Yvette to make certain that they were also unharmed. “I cannot fathom how, but he is fine. It almost looked like he had…” Elisabeth choked on a sob. “Like he had been stabbed through the heart, but he’s fine. He’s fine, he’s fine.”
Luk shot Elisabeth a concerned look as she continued chanting as if saying it over and over could somehow convince her of it.
“He is only resting now,” she finally managed to whisper.
“Who did this?” Yvette demanded, her voice going ice cold. “I want them dead.”
Luk tightened his arm around Yvette, hoping that would somehow instill her with comfort. “I will make certain that the person behind this will be held accountable for his actions and punished as is according to the law.”
Yvette pushed to her feet, pulling away from Luk. She turned to him, her eyes flashing with suppressed anger. “You didn’t answer my question.”




Chapter Forty-Seven
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Yvette crossed her arms, staring Luk down. “First you insist on following me everywhere, now you keep telling me to leave? I hardly see how that is fair.”  
“You should be with your brother right now and we both know that.”
“Where I should be right now is with the man who did that to my brother.”
Luk ran a hand down his face. “This is the part of the job I hate. Keeping people safe? I can be proud of that. But what I’m about to do to that man in there… that makes me wish I was someone else.”
“Then let me in there,” Yvette cried, waving her arm. She glared at the door that Luk was standing in front of, blocking her from the dungeon. And from the man who would pay with his life for what he did to her brother. “I will do what you are too afraid to do.”
Luk narrowed his eyes. “We need him alive if we want to catch the men who actually attacked Cedric. Arnette is soft, he has never fought a day in his life. Rough him up a little and he will tell me. But you aren’t going to be here.”
“I deserve to see him,” Yvette ground out past her clenched teeth. She had been distracted by what had happened to Cedric and the dwarfs as they arrived to help. By the time she had dragged herself away from her brother’s side, Luk had already managed to slip off and arrested Arnette. He had somehow managed to get his legs free from the ice prison that the princess supposedly put him in and already dragged him off to the dungeons by the time Yvette caught up to him.
“I know you want revenge,” Luk began.
“Of course, I want revenge! This man ordered the death of my brother. He is the reason why Cedric is…” Yvette trailed off as an image of Cedric lying in that bed so pale, not even aware she was standing there. So weak. Her brother should never look that weak.
“Killing him won’t change matters.”
“It will teach a lesson,” Yvette replied, narrowing her eyes. “That one cannot cross the line of Morren and live.”
“The law and its punishments are in place to teach the lessons.” Luk returned her stare head on, his eyes hard and fierce. “The council will decide his fate and if you decide to take matters into your own hands then you will be the one who ends up behind bars.”
Yvette threw her hands up in the air. “You and your laws, and your rules and order. Individuals don’t matter beyond all that. Just what is right and what is wrong.”
“What is right and wrong is what keeps us from becoming just like that man I shall interrogate in a few minutes. If you aren’t careful you will end up becoming what you hate. You should strive to be better than that.”
“What if the council won’t decide to give him the punishment he is owed?”
“Have some faith,” Luke said with a shrug.
Yvette snorted. “In what?”
Luk didn’t understand. He lived in a city with walls and other people, of course he thought that there should be order but Yvette knew better. In this world it was only a matter of who was the most powerful and who was not.
Except if that were true, Cedric would be fine. He was the most powerful person here besides her and perhaps the princess that he loved. How could mere mortal men get the jump on him?
“In the people around you. You are not the only one who wants to see this man brought to justice.”
Yvette sighed as she reached up and rubbed at her temple. “I don’t want to see him brought to justice; I want to see him dead. By my hand.” She looked up at Luk who was looking at her with an almost pitying expression, it only served to anger her further. “You cannot keep me out of there forever.”
“I’m hoping I don’t have to. I’m hoping that eventually you will make the right choice.”
Yvette glared at him. She could easily overpower him and waltz in there. But somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to hurt Luk, even if doing so meant that she could finally get her hands on Arnette. Luk had only ever been kind to her, perhaps it was not so outlandish his suggestion that she trust him to make certain that Arnette paid for his crimes.
The least she could do was give him time to either prove himself or her right.
“Go and be with your brother,” Luk said with a pointed look.
Yvette groaned but she turned away. She shook her head as she headed back to the princess’s rooms. Only she, Luk, Elisabeth, and the dwarfs even knew that he was in there and she would like to keep it that way. As it was, the dwarfs were standing sentry at the door to make certain that no one got in to finish the job.
Yvette slipped past them and into the princess’s bedchamber. Elisabeth had pulled a chair next to the bed and was now slumped in it asleep. Yvette wondered how she could sleep at all. The anger and confusion in her system fueled her and drove away all exhaustion.
She moved to the other side of the bed, gingerly climbing up onto it and next to Cedric. She reached out and grasped his hand, the other one was still in the princess’s clutches.
Yvette looked them over—she didn’t understand this love that existed outside of kinship bonds. They shared no blood and yet Cedric cared deeply for the princess and she for him. She couldn’t quite fathom how he could when his love for Elisabeth must be in conflict for his loyalty to their father. It was Elisabeth’s own father that burned down the castle around their father’s head.
Yvette shuddered at the thought. She hadn’t been there, of course, but the witch had told her what happened to her father.
Her brother had been exiled for so many years, and yet he did not grow bitter towards those that did it to him. Instead, he loved the man’s daughter and deeply.
She looked over Cedric, he had gained some color back in his cheeks. Fergus had tied a bandage around his chest and it was no longer quite so disconcerting to see him now that she no longer had to look into that gaping hole.
She could almost pretend that he was simply sleeping.
But he wasn’t just sleeping.
He was wounded.
It reminded her that he was human despite their blood. She was human despite their blood. She supposed it was always a possibility that she could die, she just never really considered it. Not until she saw just how close her brother came to it.
She squeezed his fingers tightly.
“Careful,” he rasped, his eyelashes finally fluttering open. “Or you might just fool people into thinking that you’re concerned for me.”
She flicked his nose. “Someone nearly killed the prince of Mooraven. As his sister I think I should be concerned in case they turn on me next.”
The corner of his lip turned up. “Except very few people know who you truly are, so I think you’ll be relatively safe.” She smiled back, but that smile quickly slipped off her face when Cedric continued speaking after licking his lips. “And I don’t think they nearly killed me.”
“What do you mean?” she asked, her voice wobbling. She tried to take a deep breath, but already her heart was pounding erratically against her chest, her hands began shaking at the thought.
Cedric shook his head, his hair clinging to his forehead. He looked just as confused as she felt. “I think… I think they might have actually killed me.”
For the second time that evening, Yvette felt all of the blood drain from her face. She was thankful now that she was sitting down because otherwise, she feared that she would have fallen and Luk wasn’t there to catch her this time.
“It’s hard to explain,” Cedric said, his eyes moving up to the canopy above the bed that had already been nearly pulled to the ground. “One second I was certain that I was dead. I was so sure of it. The next, I was opening my eyes lying in a puddle of my own blood.”
Yvette gently pulled her hand out of his grip as she tried to control her facial features as Cedric looked back over at her. “I can imagine that it did hurt quite a bit,” she managed to get out. “But you can’t have died and still be here.”
Cedric’s eyebrows drew together. “That’s the question isn’t it. You’re the witch, you tell me. Is it possible… was it possible that…?”
Yvette pressed her hand to her mouth. “Please don’t ask me a question for which I have no answer.”
Cedric held her gaze. “Yvette, the fire from the candles. They were moving on their own.”
Yvette shook her head, climbing off the bed. The princess moved at the movement and lifted her head, finally waking up. She gasped when she saw that Cedric was awake. “Cedric! Are you all right? Do you want me to get Fergus?”
Yvette used the distraction to slip away as Elisabeth continued barraging Cedric with questions. She raced away as if she could outrun the questions barraging her mind, and didn’t slow down until she finally found a hallway where she could be alone. Yvette sank shakily to the ground and buried her face in her hands.
She didn’t know what to think.
All she knew was that her brother was alive when he shouldn’t have been.
What should she tell him? What should she think herself?
Cedric was more than simply her brother.
He shared her magic as well.
He was a witch.
And she didn’t know what that meant.




Chapter Forty-Eight

[image: image-placeholder]

Elisabeth inhaled a shaky breath, pressing one last kiss against Cedric’s lips.  
“Are you certain you will be all right?” she asked.
Cedric’s eyes flicked to the entrance of the room and then he sighed, looking back at her. “I will be in excruciating pain and hating every second of it, but other than that I suppose I will be perfectly fine.”
Elisabeth squeezed his hand. “I will be back soon.”
Cedric yawned. “I will be here. Probably. Unless I manage to find the strength to drag myself out of this bed.”
“You had better be here when I return,” Elisabeth said sternly. “Do I need to put one of the dwarfs in charge of you to make sure you don’t wander off?”
“I will be fine, but you should be careful. There are assassins in these halls.”
Elisabeth ran a hand across Cedric’s head and then turned and strode out of the room. She swept into Clotilde’s room, doing her best to quickly change out of the blood soiled dress and into another of her dresses that she had laid out from her wardrobe. She didn’t know when her maid would be up to help her get ready for bed, but she didn’t want to wait for what had to be done or else she might back down from cowardice. She didn’t know if what she was about to do was the best choice for her to make, but after watching Cedric bleed and tending to his wounds, she was beginning to think it was the only choice she had left to make. She pulled her hair out of its updo, allowing it to cascade around her shoulders, and discarded her old bloodied dress on the floor.
The dwarfs all looked up as she left Clotilde’s room and strode toward the door.
“Where are ye going, lass?” Lucius asked.
She turned, holding her chin high. “To end this.”
She started down the stairs, running into Luk as she reached the bottom. “The news?” she asked, looking him over. His face was grim as he studied his battered knuckles.
She hated to think of Arnette beaten and bloodied, but then she remembered the pools of blood outside the library and shook her head. Arnette had made his choice, he did not deserve her pity. No matter what he had once meant to her father. What was yesterday’s kindness compared to the deeds of today?
“He spoke pretty quickly. The arrests are being made. They were indeed palace guards, I have them in the stocks right now, hopefully that will teach other’s not to follow in their footsteps.” Luk bit his lip as he looked at Elisabeth. “Where are you going?”
“I need you to inform my councilors that they are to meet me in the council chamber immediately.”
Luk nodded once, then paused, glancing up the stairs. “Is Yvette all right?”
“I haven’t seen her since Cedric woke up, but she seemed unnerved.” Elisabeth bit down on her lip trying not to think of it herself. That wasn’t how Cedric was supposed to be, he was always full of life and vitality, ready with a sharp retort or witty comeback. Not a broken and bleeding body. “It’s a distressing thing.”
Luk nodded once. “I will see that the council is called, but I don’t want you wandering these halls alone. Let me get one of my men to summon the counselors and then I can escort you there myself.”
Elisabeth paused and nodded once. She truly didn’t believe that anyone would be bold enough to attack her in these halls, but then her most trusted advisor did order the execution of Cedric so she supposed anything was possible.
Luk jogged down the hall, disappearing for a second and then she heard him call out to someone. She glanced down at her hand, frowning at the blood crusted on her fingernails. A grim reminder of how things could never go back to the way they had been.
She looked up as Luk returned, feeling some relief at the sight of him. Whatever happened—the allies that betrayed her—at least she had his loyalty. And that was something that could not be bought. He would not leave her to face this alone. He never would.
With Luk by her side, Elisabeth strode down the hall, not pausing at the large engraved doors of the council chamber. She shoved them open, moving past the empty chairs till she reached the throne. She sat down on it, Luk taking his place slightly behind her and waited for the councilors to begin arriving.
One by one they trickled through the door, looking bewildered as they saw her on the throne, but they moved to their designated seats.
“Thank you all for coming,” she said once Cillian, the last member, finally made it through the door. Arnette’s chair remained empty. She tried not to look at it for too long.
“What is the meaning of this?” Cillian demanded, glaring at her.
“I have an announcement to make.”
She lifted her chin, counting on her beauty to give her the power that her stepmother always said that it would. Even hastily dressed in a simple dress with her hair flying free around her shoulders, she had to hope that she looked the part of the queen sitting here on her father’s chair.
“And it couldn’t wait until tomorrow?” Cillian demanded in an irritated tone. “Who are you to be able to call the meetings? You are not a part of this council.”
“I am now.” Elisabeth said, glancing down at the throne. She traced her finger across the engraving before raising her gaze and looking over the councilors. “Since you have decided that I am unfit to be queen until I reach the age of twenty-one, I am forced to marry, am I not? Well, I’m here to announce that I have decided on my future king.”
She bit down on her lip. This was her last chance to turn back. What she was about to announce would be very divisive and possibly cause them more trouble, but officially announcing their engagement would offer Cedric some modicum of protection. And that would be worth any amount of trouble that this announcement conjured up.
A hush fell over the crowd until finally Gerald Belton of all people interrupted it by laughing. He leaned forward resting his chin in his hand. “Well, it’s about time. Congratulations. Who is the lucky son of a witch that finally convinced you that marriage was better than Cillian in charge of all of us?”
Cillian cut Gerald a harsh look and Elisabeth couldn’t help but smile. She had always had a certain sort of distaste for Gerald Belton, but perhaps his usual harsh words were simply because he was honest. Honesty was something that was actually in short supply in this castle.
She needed all the allies she could get, even if they came in the form of the boy who tormented her as a child. But a question had been asked and she owed them an answer.
“Prince Cedric of Mooraven.”
At those words, the room erupted in chaos.
“You cannot!” several courtiers cried while many others protested just as vehemently. Cillian was quiet, but she could see the rage in his eyes.
“Oh, I think you will find that I can. The law is very specific. I must marry a prince or someone of noble blood over the age of twenty-one to rule before I reach my own age of ascension. Last I checked, Prince Cedric fit those requirements.” Elisabeth sighed. “But that leads to my problem. Just this evening the future king was nearly assassinated. The perpetrator, Arnette and his would-be assassins have been apprehended. It will now come to you, this council, to determine the former advisor’s punishment. I understand that he has sat on this council for years, but I must remind you that he attempted to kill your future king. An act against the crown is treason.” Elisabeth stood up. “I want you to make an example out of him. No one threatens the crown and walks away unscathed.” Elisabeth gave Cillian a hard look. “That is all, thank you. I look forward to working with you all very closely once I become queen.” She nodded and then strode forward out of the throne room, Luk a step behind her.
This time as the doors slammed shut behind her, she heard nothing but silence within and smiled.




Chapter Forty-Nine
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Eirwen smoothed out her skirts as she inhaled deeply before she stepped out of the dark hall and into the frosty air. The day was as beautiful as could be allowed. The sun shone brightly down on them, though the air still had a crisp coldness that required her to wear a fur cloak and gloves.                                                                                                  
Just a gift from her aunt.
She expelled a breath that fanned around her face and silently cursed the winter. If only she would never have to worry about it ever again. If only her aunt could choose to end it. But Eirwen knew that she would never do that. To Ismena ice and snow was a power, and she never turned down power.
Eirwen would just have to see about figuring out some way to concoct a potion that could make her immune to the cold.
For now, however, she was preoccupied on other matters. News of her cousin’s engagement had gotten out, and her mind was whirling. She would not have believed it if not for the fact that Cillian himself informed her. She had begun to realize last night just how much Elisabeth cared for Morren’s son, but she hadn’t quite grasped the idea that Elisabeth would actually act on her actions, everyone knew that it was not a popular match. Eirwen was not the only one who disapproved.
There was a long line of princes who seemed to be especially perturbed over the whole affair.
Still, Eirwen could not believe how much of history was repeating itself. Just like her father, Elisabeth was choosing to marry someone for nothing other than the measly excuse of love. And just like her aunt, Eirwen was left standing on the outside looking on with disapproval, filled with dark emotions and feelings of betrayal. How could Elisabeth do this to her? To marry the son of the man who had wiped out her family? It was one thing to protect the slimy son of Morren, quite another to agree to birth more heirs to Mooraven.
Eirwen stomped her good foot, glaring at the snow at her feet. It was so bright as the sunlight bounced off of it that it threatened to blind her as she wandered the garden where many other nobles were congregated.
Since the tournament had been cancelled, it had been decided that they would hold an outdoor picnic instead and make use of the somewhat passable weather. Of course, that had been decided on yesterday before Elisabeth had announced an engagement and the man who planned this event was thrown in the dungeons.
A whole lot happened while Eirwen slumbered last night.
Still the dutiful courtiers had all arrived outdoors as planned, probably desperate to cling to some semblance of normalcy.
Eirwen looked over at the cluster of people congregated at the center of the courtyard just in time to see the tall dark-skinned prince who always insisted on sitting next to her at dinner break away from the group and move in her direction. He blew on his hands, rubbing them together, and grinned at her. “Is it normally so cold here this far up north? I had thought that it was summer.”
Eirwen frowned as she picked her way through the snow. “You should have come a few months ago, it was even colder.”
“I know you had an eternal winter; I had heard of it from my viziers, but I thought that your winter had ended,” he replied, wrapping his arms around himself and shivering almost comically. “I would not have come if I thought it would be this cold.”
“I suppose it is fortunate for you that you no longer have any need to stick around,” she replied. She wasn’t surprised that he had heard of the winter. Legends of Illesya’s eternal winter had spread throughout all of the lands. It was told as a warning. She was certain that everyone had been pleased that it was not their own land that was frozen. Nay, just Illesya to the north. Though, the winter had served to protect their island from outside invaders. Who wanted to conquer a land as unforgiving and cold as Illesya?
Perhaps when Ismena finally ruled again, the winter would not be quite so harsh and they could reach some sort of middle ground. Today was not so bad, if every day were more like this, she might not hate the cold so.
“My people are used to heat.” He continued, his smile growing, a line of straight white teeth a contrast to his brown complexion. “I am used to the heat.” He shifted from foot to foot, rubbing his hands together. “It is no longer a wonder why you people are so icy. My only wonder is how you have managed to not freeze to death by now.”
“You will grow used to the cold,” Eirwen said stiffly, wishing that he would just leave.
“I sincerely hope not,” Henretti replied. “Though I’m certain for the right incentive, anyone could do anything.”
Even choose this winter. Aye, for her people she would do it. To bring Mooraven down, she would do it. To finally make her place in this world, she would do it.
But she often wondered if she would regret it afterward.
To escape this annoying king, Eirwen scanned the courtyard for the princess of snow. She was surprised that Elisabeth had left her love’s side what with the rumors of the near death experience her precious Cedric suffered. Eirwen only wished that whoever the assassin was would have actually succeeded. But then she supposed that Elisabeth was here to try to make peace and unruffle as many royal feathers as she could.
Already plans were being made for a wedding and coronation. If Elisabeth was to be queen, she was going to need more allies. Especially since many of her own court were now turned against her due to her choice of husband.
The princess looked exhausted as she stood with several of the princes. Her smile was painted on and dark circles lined her eyes and yet she still looked radiantly beautiful.
Eirwen supposed that she could see why her aunt would be jealous of that beauty, but on the other hand, unlike her aunt, she understood that she was only a mortal. There was something about Elisabeth that was otherworldly. Mere humans were not meant to look so lovely as that.
Eirwen turned away, but as she did so, her foot landed on an ice coated portion of cobblestone and she slid forward.
“Whoa!” Henretti cried, dodging her flailing arm and grasping her around the waist to steady her. He chuckled once again, what did this man find so amusing all the time? “And here I thought I would be the one having a hard time navigating the icy terrain.”
Eirwen yanked away from his hold, nearly toppling across the courtyard when he let go far too easily. She managed to catch herself, but barely. “You can thank your dear friend Cedric for this.”
Henretti glanced down at her legs and then back up at her, his eyebrows furrowing as he took in her pronounced limp. “He is the one who—”
“Hobbled me? No, not quite. But he might as well have been the one to do it.”
Henretti tilted his head. “Help me understand. Either you do something or you do not? One cannot not do something and still have been the one to do it.”
Eirwen gritted her teeth. “His father ordered an attack on my castle, killed my family. Everything…” she paused and cleared her throat as she began to feel it clog. “Everything was on fire. I only survived because I jumped into the well in the courtyard.” She gestured down at her foot. “I broke my foot and it didn’t set right. This was the result.”
“As deeply regrettable as your story is, I fail to see how this is Cedric’s doing.”
“And I fail to see how I should care about a foreigner’s opinion on something he had absolutely nothing to do with.” Eirwen gritted her teeth. “Why are you bothering me anyway?”
“Because you appear to enjoy my company so much.”
Oh, she would show him just how much she enjoyed his company. She would rip out his heart and keep it with her at all times locked in a cage as an example to anyone who ever dared to bother her as he did. That way they would never have to be separated.
She shot him an irritated glare. “Your company is underappreciated here; you should go find someone else to bother.”
“I am quite content in your company, my lady,” he replied smugly. “But even if I were not, I’m afraid I cannot in good conscience abandon you here to brave the winter element all on your own.”
Eirwen noisily blew a lock of golden hair that had fallen across her face away and scowled at him. Henretti grinned in return, seeming to challenge her.
She rolled her eyes as she glanced up at the castle rising up above their heads. She could not wait until she brought this palace down on them all—when she could look into the prince of Mooraven’s face and no longer see that arrogant smile, when she would remove every bit of annoying condescension from Henretti’s. Yes, she could see herself working with Ismena if just for that goal.
“Ah, Prince Henretti, good morning, I hope that I find you well.”
Eirwen lowered her gaze to where Elisabeth had stepped up beside them, that fake smile still painted on her face.
“I hear that congratulations are in order.” Henretti dipped into a bow. “For you, that is. For me I suppose you are here to give your condolences.”
Elisabeth dipped her head. “I am truly sorry that you had to undertake such a perilous journey and all for nothing.”
“Only time will tell if it was a fruitless venture, I for one have hope that something will become of it.”
Elisabeth glanced at Eirwen, and her smile slipped slightly, her eyes shining with true regret. “Hello, Eirwen.”
Eirwen turned away without a word. She didn’t care if Elisabeth regretted it. Her cousin had made her choice.
Now it was time for Eirwen to make hers. Even if she regretted it as well.
There was only room for one princess here, and Eirwen had no intention of leaving.




Chapter Fifty-One
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Elisabeth watched regrettably as she watched Eirwen limp off. She had known this was more than a possibility, choosing to marry Cedric meant that many people would hold it against her. She only regretted that Eirwen was one of them.                                                                                                            
Rather than everyone else who she didn’t care about their opinions on her marriage, she did not hold it against Eirwen for being angry. Her cousin had been hurt deeply. She probably saw this marriage as a betrayal, and Elisabeth wished that she didn’t have to, but she did not know how to do anything. She feared that outside of being able to turn back time and undo the past, there was nothing she could do to reconcile with her cousin now.
They were both too far gone on either of their sides.
She turned to Henretti, painting on her smile. He was not the first, nor would he be the last disappointed prince she would have to console today. Henretti however had amused her and that was more than she could say for the other princes. Still, she wondered what he would be most disappointed about.
It seemed that the princes came for either her beauty or her kingdom, their disappointment in losing either of those things showing through their interactions with her now that her engagement had been announced. She wondered how many had come for both.
Poor fools, she hoped that someday they would find true love like she had. That they would not feel like they had to marry themselves off to simply gain power, but that someday they would find someone who would treasure their hearts.
“There are fine women here on Illesya, it is little wonder why the men brave the weather to remain,” Henretti mused as he also pulled his gaze away from Eirwen.
Elisabeth arched her brow as she turned back to him. She faintly wondered if he knew of hers and Ismena’s ability to control the ice. She wondered what any of the visiting princes knew of Ismena if they even knew of her aunt’s continued existence. What had Arnette or even Cillian or even any of the gossiping courtiers told them?
She tucked her hands behind her back. “Well, some of us are not so fortunate to hail from the desert lands. For some of this, the icy world is all we know.”
Henretti blew out a heavy breath and shivered. “I cannot wait until I can finally return home to sensible Almenia. It is only a pity I must do so empty handed.”
“I am truly sorry that you should have made such a long trip for nothing.”
Henretti waved his hand. “Posh, do not apologize for having something many only dream of. You are happily engaged to someone that you love. And as for me? I have met new people and seen new places and now know what true cold feels like. I have learned even if that was not entirely my intention.”
“And what did you come to Illesya seeking?” Elisabeth asked, tilting her head. “If it was a treaty, we can still find some way to negotiate, I am sure.”
Henretti sighed, watching as several actors came out of the palace, dancing across the snow. Arnette must have arranged for them before his imprisonment. A pang shot through her heart at the thought of him. Would she ever grow accustomed to the bitter sting of betrayal or would the loss of those close to her always feel the same?
Henretti pursed his lips, his voice suddenly dropping down to a sensible whisper as the actors began the play. “What I came here for… well, that is a long and unnecessarily complicated story and I would hate for you to miss the show.”
“I do not wish to see the show,” she replied.
“But what if I do?” Henretti asked.
Elisabeth arched a brow. “Do you?”
He flashed a line of his perfectly straight, blindingly white teeth. “No.”
Elisabeth raised her eyebrows. “Well then?”
Henretti reached up and scratched at his jaw, staying back with her as the princes and courtiers gathered around the actors and their winter dance. He watched them, but his gaze was distant as if he was seeing beyond it. “I have four older brothers.” He waved his hand. “I know how it is, the fifth son becoming king. It’s wild, isn’t it? But before my father died, he made me the heir, passing up my four older brothers. You see, their mother, my father’s first queen, had been banished. Something about getting too uppity. He remarried with my mother and declared his four eldest sons illegitimate. So, when I was born, that left me as the only valid heir. Or at least I should have been, but my brothers didn’t want to give up the throne and to a mere child at that. I should have waited the proper time of mourning for my father’s death before I took the crown, but my mother insisted that I take make myself king before my brothers could challenge me for the throne.”
He smiled sadly. “So, there you have it, I am king and just over twenty years old. My brothers banded together, they have many supporters and have been working to tear my dynasty down. The reason I came… well, the reason I came was quite mercenary I’m afraid, but I do hope we can continue being friends after you hear.”
Elisabeth moved closer, curious. “Go on.”
“Not quite the promise of eternal friendship I was hoping for, but if you must know, I am looking for a woman to be my queen. A woman who may or may not have a substantial number of loyal followers. An army if you will. I do apologize but I’ve grown desperate.”
Elisabeth glanced away. “If that is the case, I would not have been a very good queen for you. War is brewing in my land. I do not know if you have heard, but my throne is still very much contested over. My stepmother, the previous queen, wants to take back over. I could not have given you an army even if I would have liked.”
Henretti smiled. “I see, I suppose that we never were meant to be together in that way then. In my land we have a saying, as the sands blow. One must always be ready to accept the changing of the wind or else they will end up in a sand storm. And the person caught in a sand storm unawares, dies. I hope there are no hard feelings. Our lands may be too far away to be proper allies, but I do like you.”
“I would very much like to be friends with you.” Elisabeth said, turning once again to the crowd gathered around the actors. She faltered when she saw a familiar head of golden hair. For a second, she thought it was Ismena, but then she realized that it was only Eirwen. Her heart plummeted at the sight of her. How she had hoped that she and Eirwen could be friends as well.
But then she had known that was probably never going to happen. Still hope was a silly thing.
Elisabeth chewed on her lip as she considered her. “Although… there is a way I believe we can help each other out. An outcome we can both profit from.”
Henretti turned to her, slipping slightly on the ice in his slippers. “I am all ears.”
“My cousin. The Princess Eirwen,” Elisabeth declared.
He turned, finding her immediately in the crowd, Elisabeth wondered if he had been watching her as well. “What of her?”
“She is quite the predicament, you see, she is the princess of a land that has since become part of my kingdom. I cannot trust her as regent of that land, since she has ties with my stepmother, but I cannot completely ignore her claims to the throne due to her large number of followers.”
Henretti nodded watching her. “That would prove to be a problem, reminds me of my brothers. Family can be so troublesome sometimes. But what part would I play in this?”
“Marry her,” Elisabeth said simply.
Henretti startled, turning so quickly that his feet flew out from underneath him. He landed hard on the snow. “I beg your pardon?”
Elisabeth held out her hand to help him up. “Marry Eirwen, take her and her army far from Illesya and the politics here. She has the army that you need, and I can be rid of a political opponent I do not necessarily wish to use harsher tactics on. I love my cousin, but she is a threat to me and my kingdom here.”
“Beautiful and comes with an army?” Henretti mused as he accepted her hand and Elisabeth helped him to his feet.
“All she needs is a kingdom. Clearly, she cannot have mine, but…”
“I do believe that we are of one accord.” Henretti pushed to his feet, dusting off his pants. “I see that you were right, this agreement will be mutually beneficial.”
“We have a deal then,” Elisabeth said, dipping her chin. “Under one condition. You swear to treat her well.”
“I, as a man of my word, do solemnly give my word.” Henretti made a slashing motion in the air that Elisabeth had no idea what it was. “Now if you will excuse me, my friend, I have a princess to woo.”
Henretti started toward Eirwen but as he neared her, something seemed to draw the attention of the crowd from the actors and their dance. Elisabeth stood on her toes, struggling to see over their heads and felt her breath hitch in her throat when she saw who it was.
Cedric stood in the entranceway into the castle, his face almost as pale as his hair, a stark contrast to his black tunic. Yvette was visible just behind him, looking out over the crowd with a critical eye.
Elisabeth hurried forward to make it to Cedric’s side before anyone else did. What was he doing up? He should not be on his feet right now.
“Good evening,” Cedric said to the crowd, seeming to bask in being the center of attention. “Don’t worry, the assassins were terrible at their jobs.” He smiled, looking pleased his gaze lingering on Eirwen. “Try not to look so disappointed,” he said. “One could almost think that you wanted me dead.”
She looked him over slowly, her face one of utmost disdain. “If I were going to kill you, I would have to heal you first just so that I could take full credit for actually killing you.”
“Yes, well, it does hardly seem fitting for a person to kill someone who is already half dead,” Cedric replied nonchalantly.
Henretti switched his direction, stepping toward Cedric instead. “By the ancient ones, but you look awful.”
Cedric waved his hand. “You should see the fellow who stabbed me, I can assure you, he looks much worse. But you know how it is when people grow tired of you being alive.”
“I do actually know how it is.”
“Terribly inconvenient,” Cedric clucked his tongue.
Elisabeth finally reached Cedric’s side. She clutched her side, struggling to catch her breath as the frozen air stung her lungs. Cedric’s and Henretti’s conversation rang in her ears as she looked over at Eirwen, her cousin who Elisabeth would someday have to face what to do with because she had chosen to be on the wrong side. Cedric whose face was still bloodless and then to Henretti. The southern king trying to find a way to keep his kingdom. They all knew how it was.
Being a royal was a deadly business indeed.




Chapter Fifty-Two

[image: image-placeholder]

“What are you doing out of bed?” Elisabeth demanded, grabbing Cedric’s arm and pulling him away. And not a second too soon because to him it looked like several of the princes were plotting his murder.  
Cedric adjusted his shoulder to try and relieve the dull sting in his arm. Considering how serious he had thought his wounds were last night, they had healed surprisingly well overnight. Either that or being stabbed through the heart wasn’t the big deal that everyone made it out to be. He was still debating which one was true. “Well, I woke up this morning and heard that we were engaged and I thought I should visit my fiancé.”
Elisabeth frowned as she moved closer. “I almost lost you last night, Cedric, could you please be a little more serious about this?”
“I don’t know what you are talking about, I’m taking this very seriously. Doesn’t mean that I am going to remain confined to my rooms… or rather in this case your rooms, for the rest of my life. This is not actually the first time anyone has tried to kill me, and I can assure you it won’t be the last.”
“You could at least rest,” Elisabeth hissed.
“I will rest when I am tired.”
“You need to give your body time to heal.”
“Believe me, I am well aware of what my body needs, and if it needed me to stay in bed then I would be, the dwarfs can attest to my more than willingness to remain bedridden until fully healed. But this? This is merely a scratch.” Cedric gestured at his chest.
The truly disconcerting part is how minor the injury was. Cedric may have been delirious at the time, but he knew that sword had gone deeper than the scratch on his chest now showed. He knew he had lost more blood than he could live without. He had spent quite some time slipping and sliding in it after he came back to and tried to drag himself away.
Cedric shook those thoughts from his head. If Elisabeth was this concerned, it was best not to tell her his doubts. Especially since Yvette had yet to speak a word to him since he admitted that he thought he had died.
“Was that my sworn friend Henretti I saw you speaking to?” he asked as a way of changing the subject.
“Yes,” Elisabeth finally admitted as she turned back to the festivities, finally seeming to give up on insisting he rest.
“He seems to be speaking to my sworn enemy Eirwen now.”
“Indeed, he is.” Elisabeth tilted her head as she considered them and then turned to Cedric, dropping her voice. “I may have suggested to him that Eirwen had the army he would need to retake his kingdom.”
“Now why would you do that?”
“Because I would rather Eirwen and her armies be taken far away to a foreign land than have to deal with them here.”
Cedric smiled down at Elisabeth. “Did you now? I think you are finally starting to learn how to play this game, Lizzie dear.”
She rolled her eyes. “It isn’t a game. It’s politics, and it’s inherently disgusting.”
“And you’re good at it.”
She snorted. “You’re insulting me, truly.”
Cedric put his arm around her, resting his chin on the top of her head. Several people glanced back at them, but what was the point of hiding it anymore? Apparently, the whole world now knew that they were to be wed. For all he knew, word could have gotten back to Ismena already. “I hear that tomorrow we have an engagement ball?”
Elisabeth shrugged. “It was supposed to welcome the princes and give them a chance to vie for my hand, but with my recent engagement… well, it was decided that rather than waste the resources already put forward to prepare for the ball, we would simply make it an engagement ball. I don’t care one way or another. I just want to get whatever it is over with; I cannot stand balls.”
“It’s been a very long time since I have been able to go to a party. I’m actually excited.”
Elisabeth shuddered. “My father died the night of a ball.”
Cedric pulled her closer. “Well, nothing half as bad as that is going to happen this time.”
Elisabeth sighed and shook her head. “After the ball… well, I have already appointed a steward to begin arranging the wedding. I know it is fast, but we must act quickly. I won’t be queen until we say our vows and are crowned together.”
“It makes sense.”
“Perhaps it does, but that doesn’t mean that I have to like it.” She glanced up at him. “I want to marry you for you, on our own time. Not because of pressures of outside forces, or in a race to claim the throne. I just want it to be you and me, no politics thrown in.”
“You’re about to be queen, Liz, everything is going to be politics from now on out.”
“I wish we were both in that forest again,” she whispered as she ran a finger down the seam of his tunic. “Seems like the only place we could ever be just you and me. No titles. No responsibilities.”
“Just a forest full of dead garmrs and a wyvern?” Cedric prompted.
Elisabeth rolled her eyes and pulled away from him. “You know that isn’t what I meant.”
Cedric understood what she meant. As much as he hated that forest growing up, while he was there with Liz for the first time in a very long time things finally made sense. “Perhaps that is where we shall go for our honeymoon then.”
“Not exactly my ideal destination, but if things don’t change soon, I may have to take you up on that.”
Cedric smiled, but that smile slid off his face as he glanced down at the ground at their feet. He was standing almost exactly where that snowball fight had ended. He brushed the snow away with his foot revealing charred earth still beneath. The feeling he had experienced last night, the weakness that ultimately lost him that fight… it was not the first time he felt it.
He had felt it standing right here, as snow flew at him from every direction and then something happened. He wasn’t entirely sure what, but one second, he was overcome with dizziness and the next the snow was gone and he was kneeling on charred earth.
“What’s the matter?” Elisabeth asked, her brows furrowing with concern.
“Nothing,” he said with a shake of his head. “I’m just tired, perhaps I will take you up on that offer to rest.”
Elisabeth started after him. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, Liz.” He paused and glanced back at her with a smile. “Truly I am, and am I the type of person to lie over something so inconsequential?”
She pursed her lips and he walked away chuckling. He stopped laughing however as he stepped back inside. He spotted Yvette as his eyes slowly adjusted to the shadows. His gaze moved from her to Luk who was just a short way down the hall from them. He had insisted on remaining by Cedric’s side to protect him if he was going to leave the room, and since the dwarfs were all sleeping from having stayed up all night he didn’t argue. Yvette hadn’t said anything but she had stayed by his side all morning.
“Can I have a moment to speak to my sister?” Cedric asked at last. “Alone?”
Luk glanced between the two of them and then moved away, presumably going to patrol the halls around them and make certain that there were no immediate threats.
“What do you want to talk about?” Yvette asked, shifting on her feet. If Cedric hadn’t known better, he would say that she almost looked nervous.
“Not here,” he said, moving past her and running his hand down the wall until he found a loose stone. He slid his finger between the two stones and pressed a button causing the wall to shift aside. Not quite as marvelous as the moving castle on the witch’s island, but he was still quite fond of secret passageways. He stepped to the side, grinning and gestured within. “Let’s talk somewhere more private.”
Yvette smiled. “I see this castle has its secrets as well. How fascinating.”
Cedric shrugged as he followed her into the dark chamber. “Kenrick would probably give you a tour of all the tunnels we have managed to locate in exchange for a kiss.”
“Now that’s a tempting bargain,” Yvette said as she continued down the hallway. “But what is this all about?”
Cedric was silent for a long moment as they slipped further into the passage, finally he drew to a halt. “I wanted to talk.”
Yvette rested her hands on her hips as she turned around to look at him. “I gathered that much.”
“I don’t think you have been entirely honest, Yvette. But that’s all right because I haven’t been entirely honest with you either. In the name of our bond as siblings, I propose we both come clean.”
“That’s a lofty proposition,” Yvette began. “Almost as lofty as your assumption that I am keeping something from you.”
Cedric crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “Okay, let me rephrase that. I’ll tell you about our father, if you tell me about our mother.”
“What do you know of the man that I will not?”
“I know that he is alive.”
Yvette eyed him critically. “How can you know that? … the mirror? You have it?”
“How do you know Morren is in the mirror?” Cedric asked, stepping back.
“Haven’t you stopped to ask yourself why the witch wants the mirror so badly?”
“I figured it was probably the lure of an answer to any question!” Cedric cried. “You are telling me there is another reason?”
“She wants Morren,” Yvette said softly.
“Why?” Cedric demanded.
Yvette shot him a pointed look.
“Yvette, who is our mother?” Cedric asked slowly, drawing out each word.
“You already know who she is.”
Cedric shook his head, feeling that wave of dizziness as he felt the blood drain from his face. “No, that doesn’t make any sense.”
“Family does not usually.” Yvette stepped forward and clasped Cedric’s hand. “Witches are powerful, but they are incapable of producing heirs without the help of human men. Most times they simply seduce their unwitting partners, but with mother it was different, Morren saw through her lies, and she came to admire his ambition. Morren promised to give her an heir, and in exchange she gave him a part of her power. You weren’t supposed to be the firstborn, the witch magic only passes to the daughters of the line. Because you were born first, mother remained with father for years until I was finally conceived. In that time, they came to care for each other deeply.”
Cedric shook his head. “This is a ridiculous lie. Why do you think I will believe it?” 
“I’m being honest. Our mother is a witch, and we share her powers. The both of us.”
“But men cannot—"
Yvette shook her head. “I don’t know what happened, perhaps it was because our father also had dark magic within him, but you have the powers of a witch. You died last night, Cedric. We both know it. And yet here you stand. How else can you explain that? You did what only a witch is capable of.”
“I don’t believe this,” Cedric said, shaking his head. “If this is the case then why didn’t she tell me herself when we met? Why have you kept this a secret for so long?”
“Because she hadn’t known how you would react to this all. She didn’t know what Morren would have told you about her. For all she knew, you considered her the enemy. It broke her heart, Cedric, to be with you but for you to not know just how much you meant to her.”
Cedric shook his head. “Father told me nothing about her. I know nothing.”
Yvette held out her hand. “Do you want to meet her, Cedric? For real this time.”
Cedric stared at her hand, hesitating a second before sliding his gloved hand over hers. He arched his brows. “How exactly are you planning on doing that?”
Yvette smiled and winked. “The same way I do most everything else. Magic.” She slipped her free hand into her pocket and pulled out a black rose. It was just like the rose the witch had given him, he still had it tucked in his satchel. It had not withered or changed at all since the days that they have left.
Yvette crushed the rose in her hand, allowing the petals to drop to the ground and when Cedric looked up, he was no longer standing in a secret passageway in a castle, but instead in a garden full of vibrant roses, staring into the eyes of the witch who was supposedly his mother.
“Hello, Cedric,” the witch said smiling. “I had hoped that you would return to me.”




Chapter Fifty-Three
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Cedric glanced up at the gray sky, the sun hidden by the fog. “I have to admit, coming here was not one of my plans for today.” He turned his attention back to the witch, studying her carefully now, taking in her pale blonde hair. He should have guessed it Morren always said he had his mother’s hair. “But hello, mother.”  
The witch pulled back at his words, her eyes darting to Yvette. “So, you told him?”
Yvette shrugged. “He wanted to know.”
Cedric crossed his arms, wincing only slightly at the pull on his wound the movement brought. “You should have told me.”
“I didn’t know how you would take the news.” The witch turned to the roses and sighed as she waved her hand over them, the roses tilted in the direction of her hand as it moved. “I didn’t know which lies your father had filled your head with. He was so angry after I left…”
“Why did you leave?” Cedric demanded. “Why did you leave father and me?” He cleared his throat as his voice caught on the last word. “Why did you take Yvette?”
The witch shrugged, moving on to another bush, not looking up. “Leaving had always been my intention. It had been the bargain. What had not been my intention was… Morren.” She sighed at his name. “I knew I could have no other man the moment I met him, I made deals with him, gave up part of my power, something no witch had ever done before. We both knew our time together was only temporary, it was the way things were, but then you came along instead of that promised firstborn daughter, and your father and I… we started to dream up a new life.”
The witch finally turned to him. “The order of witches ruled with an iron hand, and every witch was under a strict set of rules. It was how we survived so many years undetected. We had power, yes, but if the humans truly waged war against us, they had the numbers. We had no way to repopulate without them. And so, we lived on the outskirts of society, keeping our existence a secret. We faded into legend and only left this island when we needed heirs. They were already bothered by how many years I had spent, ruling as a queen no less, I was not keeping the quiet profile I was supposed to. And then I conceived Yvette and I ran out of excuses. I didn’t want to leave, but I knew that if I didn’t, they would come for me and they may harm my family in the process.”
“So that was it? You just left and never looked back?”
The witch shook her head sadly. “No, I always had every intention of leaving, but as I looked for a way to defeat the witches, they looked for a way to cure my desire to return to the human world. They pulled the strings, called in debts of the wind nymphs and had them blow an ice nymph off course. She saw a handsome man and fell in love and the next thing I knew there was war.”
Cedric inhaled sharply. The start of the Seven Years’ War. He had always thought that it was Ismena’s and his father’s doing, but if what this woman was saying then he lost everything because of a bunch of power mad witches could not stand one of their own breaking away from their order because she had found happiness.
“I was enraged by what they had done, enveloping my beloved kingdom in war. They kept me from returning to you and so I killed them all. One by one.” His mother bowed her head. “But I killed the witches too late and I had lost my husband and son. I thought forever. I descended in despair, lost hope, and focused on raising Yvette. And that, my son, is why you grew up motherless. The stars know it is not a suitable enough explanation, but it was my cold and twisted fate all the same. Eventually I learned that you were still alive, but by then I thought you were better off without me. You had your own abilities, and those dwarfs raising you. I kept an eye on you… but from a distance. I figured you were better off without me.”
Cedric ran a hand through his hair, struggling to come to terms with this. His mother strode toward him, looking him in the eyes. “I never meant to lose you,” she whispered, resting her hand on Cedric’s cheek. She wiped at something and Cedric realized it was a tear, that he was actually crying. “I loved you dearly.”
“Then why didn’t you come and get me?” Cedric demanded. “After you discovered I was still alive?”
The witch glanced away. “I had begun to believe that maybe the others had been right. That we were meant to remain separate from the world. Besides I feared that even if you knew… that you wouldn’t care for me. Morren hadn’t understood why I had to leave. He thought that together we could fight the witches, and perhaps he was right. But I had thought I was protecting my family… I lost my family for that belief. I left the love of my life; I left my son.” She blinked and looked away. “You never knew me, and I began to feel safe in that fact. If you did not know me, you could not reject me. I was a coward, I know. Then I discovered that Morren was still alive, but trapped in a mirror. And since then, my life has been consumed with finding a way to restore him to my side. I thought perhaps it was too late for you to love me, but Morren never stopped.”
“I never stopped loving you either,” Cedric whispered.
“You don’t even remember me,” his mother whispered bitterly.
“Doesn’t alter my love.” He sighed, his breath catching and wiped at his face. He glanced at Yvette. “Is what she said the truth?”
Yvette stepped up beside him and grasped his arm. “Every word of it.”
Cedric inhaled a deep sigh. Yvette could be lying to him as well, but he didn’t think she was. The pain written across the witch’s face was too real. It spoke of a lost family, something he understood far too well. “And what about the bargain you would have made with Ismena?”
The witch shrugged. “I would have kept it gladly. The witches may have been the guiding force, but it was Havenkeep that was the sword that destroyed Mooraven. I must admit, I had been relishing the thought of wiping them out, and if I got the mirror in exchange then so much the better. But that was before you came here.” His mother studied him with a contemplative look in her eyes. “That was before I realized that somehow you loved this daughter of the ice nymph who had been used as punishment against me.”
She shook her head. “I don’t understand it, except you looked at her the same way Morren once looked at me. You have your father’s eyes. I look into them and I see him.”
Cedric nodded once, struggling to process all of this. Finally he nodded. “And have your feelings toward Havenkeep and its rulers changed at all?”
The witch chuckled. “In only that I would rather die a thousand deaths than be the one to cause you the pain that I have felt. No one should have to live a life deprived of their true love.”
“Then help me save Elisabeth and defeat her stepmother.”
The witch pressed a lingering kiss on his forehead and then pulled back. Her eyes were glistening. “I will save your princess, son.”
“That’s all I wanted to hear.” He sighed deeply and finally reached into his satchel. His fingers brushed against the rose the witch had given to him before finally landing on the familiar texture of the engraved roses of the mirror. He pressed his eyes shut ignoring his heart pounding in his chest at the thought of giving his father up. But he knew deep down this is what Morren would want. The only person his father ever loved more than Cedric was his wife. With a deep breath and a prayer that he was not making a huge mistake, he pulled the mirror out.
His mother gasped, her eyes widening as he smirked. “I believe that you were looking for this.”




Chapter Fifty-Four
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“Are you ready to prepare for the ball?” Elisabeth nodded even though the last thing she felt was ready.  Clotilde started working on dressing Elisabeth. “Are you excited for the ball, Your Highness?”  
“I believe that nauseous is the better word for how I am feeling.” She pressed her lips together. Tonight, she was expected to go and dance and smile and celebrate the fact that she was marrying a man who had already nearly died due to this engagement. She was expected to wear fancy clothes and eat sweetened treats and pretend that everything was fine and that her stepmother did not loom over her as an ever-present threat. “Are you planning on going?” she asked instead of voicing her true thoughts.
She watched Clotilde blush through the mirror. “Yes. Alban has already requested the first dance.” Clotilde ducked her head. “And Aldrus requested the second dance.”
Elisabeth pulled her lip between her teeth. As much as she loved Clotilde, she would need to make her choice soon before she permanently drove those brothers apart.
They lapsed into silence as Clotilde continued helping her get ready. Yesterday evening, Elisabeth had been fitted for her wedding dress and she was still furious about that.
She should be fitted for armor, Ismena was going to strike soon, she could feel it in her bones. And yet she had to be wed just to have the power to fight against Ismena due to the ridiculous laws of the land. Elisabeth curled her hands into a fist. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to get married, her heart skipped at the thought of finally being wed to Cedric. It was just the manner in which this all had to happen.
She was just so sick of everyone telling her what she could and couldn’t do. And when she could do it.
At least when she was queen, she would finally have the power to make a difference.
Elisabeth studied herself in the mirror, the red dress was not the traditional white that one would expect from a soon to be crowned queen, but she thought the red was quite striking. That perhaps it sent the message that she was not one to be trifled with. Wearing this dress, the color of blood she looked otherworldly and slightly dangerous. Or at least she hoped that was what people would think when they saw her.
She supposed she was acting too much like Ismena to put so much stock in how she looked, but what could she say? She was her stepmother’s daughter. No matter what she did, or how she lived her life, Ismena would always be the person who raised her.
She shook her head as she made her way down to the ballroom. The musicians were already playing and a large crowd of nobles and the foreign princes had already congregated in the ballroom for what had originally been planned to be a ball to welcome the princes, but was now her engagement ball.
She took a deep breath outside the door. Smoothed out her skirts and then turned to the announcer waiting near the doorway.
“Princess,” he said with a deep bow.
She raised her chin. “Might as well start calling me queen, get into the habit of it.”
The man’s white eyebrows shot up, but he did not argue. He was just a servant, who was he to argue with his queen, or princess. She was above him no matter what she was. He stepped through the door and called in a loud voice. “To the honorable gatherings of this room. I give you our lady the Queen Elisabeth White of Havenkeep.”
With another deep breath, Elisabeth stepped into the room. There would be no turning back after this. She had taken another unpopular route and announced herself as queen early and she would have to live with the consequences. Come what may.
She felt the eyes of every person upon her. With her engagement she had announced her queendom. Now she simply claimed it.
Why was she so blasted nervous then?
She pressed her lips together into a tight smile as she made her way down the crowd, nodding to nobles here and a flabbergasted prince there until she spotted a familiar face in the crowd. She glided toward him, everyone making room for her.
Cedric raised his eyebrows as she stopped in front of him. “Hello again, darling.”
She arched her brows. “Shouldn’t you be resting?” He had been on the verge of death only two days ago and yet now he stood before her and he seemed quite recovered.
Cedric tilted his head, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “And miss my own engagement ball? I think not.”
Elisabeth opened her mouth to reply, but then her attention moved down Cedric and she nearly tripped. He was wearing his usual black gloves and a fur lined black cloak, but underneath it he had on a tunic of the darkest evergreen. Elisabeth felt her eyes widen. In all the time since she had known Cedric, she had never seen him wear a stitch of clothing of any other color than black.
“You’re… you’re not wearing black.”
Cedric grinned down at himself and looked up. “I thought, hey it’s my engagement ball. Might as well try something new. Besides, the tailor accidentally made one of my outfits green and I didn’t want it to go to waste.”
“But it’s not black,” Elisabeth stuttered.
“My dear, I have enough self-confidence to know that I look stunning in green.”
“You look amazing,” Elisabeth said, blushing hard. “But I just can’t seem to understand this. It isn’t black.”
Cedric grinned as he stepped back. “You know I love surprising people. If I had known I would garner this sort of reaction from everyone, I would have worn a different color sooner.”
Elisabeth stepped forward, running a hand down the front of his tunic. “I think I can get used to green.”
“I would advise against that. I don’t make a habit of dressing up.” Cedric leaned down, pressing his hand against hers, his breath stirring her hair. “I just thought that this was a special occasion. I know you hate balls, but just think of it, just for tonight we are actually expected to spend every second together.”
Elisabeth tilted her head back, feeling a smile pull at her lips. “That does sound nice.”
“It’s the reward we deserve after keeping our engagement a secret for so long.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. “We did a terrible job at keeping it secret.”
Cedric waved his hand dismissively. “Posh, plenty of people seemed surprised when you announced it, didn’t they?”
Before Elisabeth could reply, the dwarfs found them, swarming around them.
“I believe that congratulations are in order,” Lucius said.
“What are you doing not wearing black?” Aldrus cried.
Cedric snorted. “Not this again.”
“I think he looks good in green, not as good as me, but just fine himself,” Kenrick declared, puffing out his chest.
Fergus was frowning. “As happy as I am ta see ye willing ta be on yer feet, you really should be resting.”
“For the last time, I’m not missing my own engagement ball.” Cedric waved his hand. “Besides, whatever happened to, ‘it be just a scratch walk it off’?”
“That was Gabriel who said that,” Fergus argued. “Not me.”
Gabriel harrumphed. “And I still believe it. Good for ye lad for bein’ strong.”
Cedric gestured to the dwarf and raised his eyebrows. “See? I’m being strong not foolhardy.”
“The foolhardy one is the person who tried to kill you,” Yvette said, striding up behind him. “And I would have avenged you by now, dearest brother, had someone not ordered his men to specifically keep me out of the dungeons.”
She shot a pointed glare over her shoulder at Luk who was simply dressed in his guard’s uniform. “I regret nothing.”
“Why aren’t you at least wearing your sling?” Fergus demanded, not to be deterred.
Cedric raised both his arms, although Elisabeth noted that he winced slightly. “Because I enjoy having the use of both my arms unhampered. Especially for dancing with my fiancé.”
A terrible frown suddenly overcame Aldrus’s usually sunny disposition. “Wish I could dance unhindered tonight,” he muttered, gesturing down at his sling.
Gabriel groaned. “Not this all again.”
“Wish them boys could just get over their differences,” Fergus sighed as the brothers both walked away, doubtless in search of Clotilde.
“Aye,” Gabriel said in a rare moment of agreement with his own brother. “I be tired of all of this drama.”
Florian signed something that made Gabriel huff a laugh.
Kenrick shook his head. “I just don’t understand how Alban and Aldrus were the ones to end up in the vicious rivalry over a woman, and I am still without a proper lady myself. What have I been doing wrong?” He turned to Yvette, lowering his voice to his seductive tone. “Unless of course you wouldn’t mind being my lady fair?”
Yvette chuckled as Luk squirmed behind her. Elisabeth arched a brow wondering at the look he shot at Yvette. She had thought that Luk despised Morren and believed his children untrustworthy, that he only stayed by Yvette’s side because Elisabeth had asked him to, but now she wasn’t quite so sure.
She missed what was going on with Clotilde and the dwarf brothers, perhaps she was missing something there as well.
Yvette shook her head. “I think I shall have to pass, although it is a very generous offer.”
Kenrick sighed. “I think I should just give up on love and try to marry for money. I cannot let Alban or Aldrus of all people beat me to the first dwarf here married.” He turned and strode through the crowd, walking as if he owned the palace, causing everyone around him to part in his path despite the fact that he was only half their size.
Lucius shook his head. “Those younger lads and their romances. I can barely keep up.”
“Are these your children?” Henretti asked, stepping up, still looking over his shoulder as he watched Kenrick stride away.
Elisabeth choked on a laugh as Lucius harrumphed and Gabriel began growing red in the face.
Cedric shook his head. “They aren’t my children. If they were mine, they would look a lot less ugly.”
“I had heard tales of the dwarfs of the mountains to the north, but I had thought they were only tales.” Henretti rubbed at his chin as he looked up. “I am assuming these are dwarfs and not actually bearded children.”
“We be dwarfs, lad,” Lucius said, shaking his head.
“And dangerous warriors at that,” Gabriel growled. “Best to stop insulting us.”
Henretti held up his hand. “I apologize. I only came to congratulate my friends, not to start a fight.”
Elisabeth clasped her hands behind her back. “And is it too soon to hope that we can congratulate you in the same manner?”
“My beautiful love is very much in the process of ignoring me.” Henretti held up a finger. “But I am sure that is just a ruse on her part to get me to pursue her harder. I am certain that she is already halfway in love with me.”
“Really?” Elisabeth asked, straightening. “Why would you say that?”
“I sat with her earlier this day and she spent the entire time telling me how last night she had come up with the perfect way to kill me. I won’t go into the details because frankly I wasn’t paying that much attention, but can you believe it? She thought of me all last night.”
“Trying to think up ways to kill you,” she said.
“Oh, I’m sure that is just her way of flirting. You know how women can be.”
Elisabeth arched her brow. “How so?”
Henretti flapped his hands in front of him as if he were putting on a show. “Unpredictable. Truly, the only thing you can predict about a woman is that she shall be unpredictable.”
“You should write that down in the form of a poem and give it Eirwen,” Cedric muttered dryly as he leaned toward the nearest table and picked up a grape. He turned it over in his hand and popped it into his mouth. The grapes had been a gift from one of the princes. She would have to see about opening trade routes with him. Illesya had many jewels and precious metals, but thanks to the blasted winter, it never had enough food.
“Perhaps I shall,” Henretti muttered absently. “Perhaps I shall. If only I could find that ever elusive princess and ask her to dance, but I think Eirwen is hiding from me.”
“In that case,” Cedric said, pointing beyond him. “I just saw her duck behind that pillar.”
Henretti’s grin split across his face. “Oh really? I hate to be rude, but I must run. And can I just say how thankful I am that we are finally having an event inside? Very thankful!” he called over his shoulder as he raced off.
Elisabeth cleared her throat, glancing around the room at the many people gathered around them. “I believe that everyone is waiting for us to start the dancing portion of the evening.”
Cedric shrugged. “I don’t really mind inconveniencing everyone.”
Elisabeth shook her head and snagged his hand. “Well, I do. Dance with me, Cedric.”
He looked over at her, his eyes warming and a lazy smile pulling at his lips. “Is that an order, love?”
She smiled back and squeezed his hand. “No, it is just an extremely firm request.”
“Is this a good time to remind you that I’m actually an abhorrent dancer?”
She pulled him into the starting position of the dance, pausing long enough to stand on her tiptoes and place a kiss on the side of his mouth. “I’ll take my chances.”




Chapter Fifty-Five
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“I don’t like crowds either,” Luk mused, glancing over his shoulder to the ballroom, frowning until he finally spotted Elisabeth and ascertained that she was safe. He had men on guard tonight, but he still couldn’t quite shake the nagging feeling that something was going to go wrong. Or that he could somehow stop it if he kept an eye on Elisabeth.  
Yvette turned, leaning her back against the snowy balcony that looked out over the courtyard. “You don’t have to follow me everywhere you know.”
Luk shrugged. “I just wanted to escape the stuffiness of the ballroom, same as you.”
Yvette shook her head, a small laugh hanging in the air between them.
“What is it?” Luk asked.
“Nothing, I’m just wondering what it will take for you to finally trust me.” She held out her hands as if showing that she had no knife up her sleeve. “I have done nothing to cause you to mistrust me.”
“You did threaten to kill someone the first time I met you.”
Yvette waved her hand at him. “Water under the bridge.”
Luk sighed as he studied witch standing in front of him. There was enough light filtering from the ballroom behind him that he could see her relatively well as she frowned at him. If he didn’t know any better, he would say that she actually looked hurt over the idea of him not trusting her. “Tell me, is it because I am a witch or because I am Morren’s daughter?”
He reached up, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Is it so hard to believe that I actually enjoy spending time with you?”
Yvette snorted. “You are a terrible liar.”
“I don’t have to trust you implicitly to enjoy spending time with you, you know.”
Yvette arched her brow. “And why would you like to spend time with me? What about me makes me a better conversationalist than… well, literally anyone else?”
“You are actually straightforward. That is a hard thing to find these days.”
She tilted her head as she studied him. “I had not been expecting that response. I often wish I had the way with words of my brother and mother.”
“I for one am glad that you don’t.” Luk stepped forward, resting his hand on the railing. She turned so that she was looking out over the courtyard, placing her hand on the railing next to his own. He was painfully aware of her hand resting there only inches away, but he forced himself to not lean toward her.
Whatever happened, she was a princess and he was a guard.
It was not his place to think about touching her hand.
He looked up at Yvette, her face reflected in the moonlight. She was staring down at his hand as well. Then she looked up at him and suddenly his mouth was dry.
She smirked and looked like she was about to say something, but just then he heard voices drift up to them from the courtyard below. Luk pulled away afraid of what a bystander would think if they saw him standing next to her. They couldn’t know she was a princess, that part of her identity was still a secret, but they would still assume something that was entirely not true.
He froze however when he realized that he recognized the voice. “Oh, stop it, can’t we keep it a secret a little longer? I’m not sure if I’m ready for everyone to know.”
Luk frowned. Clotilde?
The next person replied in a low voice. “But what do we have to hide?”
Yvette looked up at Luk, clearly as startled as he was. He didn’t know them well enough, but he knew that the voice belonged to one of the dwarfs.
“Nothing, my love. But the wound might be too fresh for your brother to just flaunt this around—”
Luk stepped forward, leaning over the railing. His eyebrows rose all the way to his hairline as he took in Clotilde kneeling near the base of the hedge so that she could be eye to eye with the dwarf that she was speaking to. It was one of the brothers, but he couldn’t remember which one was which. This one had blonde hair that was pulled back several braids down his back, and not as large of a beard as some of the dwarfs, but still a short blond beard.
“Who is there?” the dwarf demanded, suddenly pulling away and glancing around.
Luk slowly raised his hand, his face reddening. “It’s just me.”
Clotilde froze, glaring up at Luk. “Were you spying on us?”
Luk pulled back, resting his hand on his chest. “Of course not! I was just out here getting fresh air with Yvette.”
“With Yvette?” Clotilde demanded, her voice going high.
Luk shook his head emphatically although they might not be able to see it from that distance. “It wasn’t like that.”
“Seems suspicious to me,” the dwarf harrumphed.
“Almost as suspicious as what you two were doing?” Yvette asked, her voice light and teasing. “I wonder, where’s Aldrus?”
So that must mean this was the other brother, Alban. One of these days he would finally get the dwarfs straight. His cousin had mentioned her growing interest in the brothers, but Luk hadn’t realized that it was quite so serious. What else had he missed going on in Clotilde’s life because he had been too busy with his duties and searching for that dratted mirror?
Clotilde ducked her head, shifting slightly.
Alban shrugged. “What does it matter?”
Yvette shrugged back. “Nothing. I was just trying to make you two uncomfortable.” She turned to Luk, her eyes flashing. “I have only just met my brother and yet I cannot fathom choosing someone over him.”
“Just wait until you get to know your brother more,” Alban groused. “You might not be so generous after a few years.”
Yvette shrugged again but Luk’s attention was back on his cousin. “Did I overhear correctly? Have you—?”
Clotilde hesitated as Alban glanced up at her. Finally, she said, “Yes I have. Tonight, Alban offered me his hand and I accepted.”
He stared down at Alban. “And I can assume that you will treat my cousin well?”
“Upon my honor,” Alban swore.
“Then if this is what you really want, Clotilde, you have my blessing.” He had to admit, he was surprised by this, but he was beginning to view the prince of Mooraven and his dwarfs separately and if this was truly the path his cousin wished to walk down then who was he to stop her?
“Thank you,” Clotilde murmured.
Yvette yawned, leaning back against the railing. “As sweet as this all is, I’m going to go do a little stroll around the castle.”
Luk tilted his head as he glanced at her. “Why?”
“I just have a bad feeling. Perhaps it is nothing, but I want to check it out. Make certain the guards are all at their posts and no one is up to anything nefarious. Want to come?” She lifted a single shoulder. “Perhaps make certain I am not up to anything nefarious.”
Luk sighed, telling himself that even if her tone dripped with flirtatious undertones, she doubtless meant nothing by it. “Of course.”
“I’ll join ye,” Alban said, stepping forward. “I too have a sense of foreboding about tonight and it may be that you will need me sword arm.” He turned to Clotilde. “Will ye be all right on yer own.”
“Of course,” she replied. “Just be safe.”
“Now where’s the fun in that,” Yvette said, shooting a wink at Luk before turning on her heel and striding down the hall.




Chapter Fifty-Six
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Eirwen finally released a full breath as she slipped out into the hall. She could only hope that she had not been detected. She glanced over her shoulder, taking in the crowded ballroom behind her. It was a sea of people, but no one near the door seemed to be paying attention to her. That would have to be good enough for now. She ducked on the other side of the door and rested her head against the wall, her heart thundering.  
What she was doing was treason. Once she did this, she would be fully on her aunt’s side. There would be no chance to turn back after this. But then maybe it was already too late to turn back. She had already concocted a sleeping potion and given it to Cillian as per her aunt’s orders. He would make certain that as many guards as possible would drink from it. But this… this was more than just a few sleeping guards.
Eirwen slipped her hand into her pocket, fingering the overly warm vial tucked inside of it. This would kill people.
Eirwen strode down the hall. She pulled her gloves off as she went, relishing the feeling of cool air against her sweaty palms.
Anyone could do what she was doing right now. One of her guards, one of Cillian’s minions. It didn’t have to be her, except that was what Ismena had specified in her orders. Eirwen knew that her aunt was testing her, seeing if she truly had what it took. Her aunt knew her too well. It was one thing to kill Cedric of Mooraven, it was quite another to wipe out a room full of sleeping soldiers who had never done anything, at least nothing against her.
After tonight this would be more than just about revenge. She would be fully committed to her aunt’s cause, and she had to prove it by killing men.
Her stomach somersaulted, she felt sick. She wished there was any other way to do this, but Cillian would tell her aunt if she altered the plan at all. When everything fell into place after her aunt took over it would be a fight to see which one would come out on top. Cillian with his unwavering loyalty. Or Eirwen, who second guessed her choice every day.
She swallowed, balling her hands into a fist. She needed to do this for her future. To prove that she was more than just the princess who survived.
Tonight, she was the princess who killed.
Eirwen glanced over her shoulder to make certain that she was still alone, and felt her heart stop when she saw a familiar brown head poke out of the double doors of the ballroom in an almost comical manner as it looked up and down the hall.
Eirwen swore quietly as she quickly turned and ducked around the corner. She knew that it was too much to hope that he hadn’t noticed her, especially since she was almost certain that the reason he was out there was because he had been looking for her. Her skirts were too long and flowy, the pale blue too noticeable. There was no chance he didn’t see her duck around the corner, but still she had to hope.
She heard the soft tread of those blasted slippers which made him almost imperceptible and cursed again.
He had seen her. She turned around and gathered her skirts, taking off down the hall. She cursed her choice of shoes, they were hard and unyielding as if they had been made of glass, with a heel that caused her to totter with each step. Her heavy limp did not help.
She raced down the hall, looking quickly in all directions. The servants were all in the dining hall, serving the guests, there was no one in the hallway to duck behind or pretend to talk to. This was exactly the reason why Ismena chose tonight to strike. But it also made it extremely hard to flee from an overly arduous king.
“Eirwen, wait!” a silky voice called behind her.
A thousand curses! Of course, he was insistent on following her. She pulled a small vial from her bodice and took a moment to consider if she was truly this desperate as gray tendril licked at the inside of the glass bottle. She had crafted this potion to help aid her escape if she were spotted by anyone, it was not half as deadly as the liquid fire she was supposed to unleash on the barracks, but if she broke the vial smoke would fill the halls, blocking her from the view of any pursuers.
She looked over her shoulder to see that Henretti was right behind her. She was definitely that desperate. If she could not set the barracks on fire, she would not be able to prove herself to her aunt.
The time for being inconspicuous and quiet was long past. Tonight, her aunt attacked. What did it matter if she finally showed her hand?
She threw her arm over her face and tossed the bottle down, praying that any guards who were supposed to patrol these halls were already asleep from her potion.
Immediately an explosion of smoke filled the hall.
Eirwen held her breath and kept her eyes squeezed shut to make certain that none of the smoke would make it into her eyes. She groped along the wall until she finally found a door. She pulled the latch and let herself in. She closed the door as softly as she could and then sagged against it with a sigh.
When she turned, she froze when she realized what room it was. Blankets were torn and shredded, lying everywhere. The stuffing of the pillows lay across the floor and the center of the gutted bed in the middle of the room looked as if it had been turned into a nest of some sort.
It was Prince Cedric’s room. She had come in here once in her search for the mirror. A search that she failed because he always seemed to be several steps ahead of her.
She shuddered, her gut churning with a sudden loathing, but then that loathing turned to curiosity. What drove him to make his room look like this? How could he even stand to live in this manner? How could her cousin consider someone to be so human when they lived in this filth and squalor? This room was proof that he was truly more monster than man.
A crow cawed at the window and Eirwen wrinkled her nose. Pesky bird would probably tell the prince she had been in here. When she had snuck in here before, they had not been here, but now the black birds sat perched all over the room with eyes that seemed to peer into her very soul. There were three of them, one sitting on the open window sill. Another raven sat on the headboard and a third was in an open cage that had a blanket pulled half over it.
Eirwen huffed and turned to go, but as she did so, her foot kicked at a pile of clothes lying on the floor. It appeared to be one of his tunics. The metal clasp glinted in the moonlight that filtered through the torn curtains. It was engraved with crows, the insignia of Mooraven.
She stooped, grasping the clasp and then with a hard pull tore it off the fabric. The crows started cawing louder as Eirwen turned toward the door, the insignia clutched in her hand.
It was the perfect reminder of why she was about to do what she was.
She cracked open the door and peered out into the hallway. It appeared to be clear. With a triumphant smile she slipped outside. She had managed to evade a king and steal from a prince. All in one night. Even if the barracks still stood, a fact that her aunt would find disappointing, she was certain that this was a good night.
But then the smile slipped off her face. The barracks had to burn.
She slipped down the near deserted halls, clutching the insignia so hard that it had probably embedded itself in her skin. Each creak of her own footsteps caused her to jump half expecting Henretti to pop around the corner at any moment. Or for Cedric to arrive, summoned by his crows. Or for Elisabeth to materialize and demand to know what she was doing.
Finally, she made it to a servant’s staircase. She had checked this portion of the castle yesterday to make certain that she would not grow lost. This staircase led straight down to a hall that connected the castle to the guard’s barracks. Every man not currently on duty was in there, and they would burn.
Eirwen braced her shaking hands against the wall, struggling to gather her courage as she stared down the dark abyss of the unlit stairwell. 
“There you are,” someone said directly behind her, those accursed slippers having muffled his footsteps until he was directly behind her. Eirwen gasped and turned on her heel, her bad foot becoming entangled in her skirts. Before she knew it, she was falling backwards with nothing but vast emptiness to catch her.
She flung her hands out, searching for something to grab on, catching only a glimpse of Henretti’s face as his eyes widened in terror and he lunged toward her before she was plummeting down the staircase.
She hit the steps hard, her head cracking against the wall and her shoulder taking the brunt of the damage, then she went on to hit every consecutive step as she rolled down the stairs, wishing that her ballgown had been just a little thicker to cushion the blows.
The servant’s staircase was narrow as it wound down in a spiral. The walls offered her little support, just one more surface to slam into, until she finally landed at the bottom.
She rolled onto her back, throwing her arm over her face, inwardly cursing her bad foot, and Cedric’s father for making it so that she had one, cursing Henretti for forcing her into this, and herself for allowing herself to end up in a predicament such as this.
She supposed that at least she hadn’t broken her neck. Though her head did throb something awful and her vision seemed to be oddly hazy.
She heard the faint footfalls and turned to see Henretti hurrying down the stairs, something clutched in his hand.
He stopped in front of her, breathing hard. “Are you all right?” he gasped, looking her over with concerned brown eyes. “I’m so terribly sorry. I had no idea that you were going to just throw yourself down those stairs.”
Eirwen squeezed her eyes shut as she tried to tamp down the rising humiliation. She reached her hand back to inspect the back of her head and was dismayed to find a warm liquid oozing onto her fingertips. She pulled her hand back and groaned at the sight of the crimson on her fingertips.
“Oh my,” Henretti said, his eyes wide with horror. “You’re bleeding.” He hastily sat down the item that he had been holding and patted himself down, until he finally pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket. “I’d always wondered why your people carried these, but now I know. It was to save their ladies from bleeding out,” he said, his voice shaky but a small smile pulling at his lips and faintly she wondered if he was trying to make her or himself feel better.
He maneuvered around her as she struggled to push herself into a sitting position. She braced herself against the wall and glared at him as he gently pulled her head toward him and raised his hand, pressing the handkerchief to the back of her head. She gritted her teeth against the stinging pain. It was nothing really compared to the throbbing in her temples.
Henretti’s fingers gently probed at her scalp and Eirwen winced at the pain. She knew that he was trying to be careful, but she didn’t want his help. She didn’t want his compassion. She deserved to fall down those stairs. After all, she was still trying to murder innocent men just to prove her loyalty to an aunt who should trust her already. She opened her mouth to snap at him to get away but froze when she was washed over with the smell of cinnamon and wine and was just all around too sweet. She squeezed her eyes shut.
Too sweet for her.
Finally, much to her relief, Henretti finally pulled back with a grin. He kept one hand raised to the back of her head. “I think you are going to live,” he pronounced proudly.
“I didn’t need you to tell me that,” she groused as she smacked his hands away. Honestly it was a miracle that she hadn’t landed on the vial of liquid fire. If she had then both she and Henretti would probably be dead. It was an extremely powerful potion, and highly dangerous.
Henretti sat back on his heels, watching her half with amusement and half with concern still etched across his features. “I’m terribly sorry to have startled you,” he said at last. He reached to pick up the item he had dropped and held it up. With a start Eirwen realized it was her shoe. She wiggled her toes, only just then realizing that she had lost it. “So, I brought this as a peace offering.”
Without waiting for her to reply, he pulled up her skirt just enough to reveal her stockinged foot. He slid the shoe onto her foot, seeming to hold his breath and with all the care as if dealing with a breakable object.
She considered kicking him, but with how bruised she was, she would probably do herself more damage than him.
She released a breath and leaned back against the wall, ignoring Henretti’s amused chuckle. Could he remain unamused for more than a few minutes at a time?
As she shook her head, her eyes landed on something near his foot and her heart seized. The vial of the fire liquid. Henretti could not find that.
She bit down on her lip. For now, his attention was on her, but if he looked down, he would see it. It was glowing slightly in the dim corridor, there was no way he could miss it.
“Look,” Henretti said, tilting his head. “I was trying to do this in a more romantic manner, but you flee at the very sight of me. So, I shall take this unconventional opportunity to ask you to be my queen.”
Eirwen’s jaw dropped open, all thoughts of distracting him fleeing from her mind.
Henretti shrugged, a hopeful smile tugging at his lips. “I know we barely know each other, but really how much do you have to know someone in order to make a political arrangement?”
“A…a…” Eirwen gasped out.
“I had hoped to woo you some, but you are a hard person to woo, so I come with only my honesty and my impressive title, and humbly ask for you to rule by my side.” Henretti spread out his hands as if pleading with her to agree. “Leave this sad little island with me, with its twisted politics, come away and rule my lands. They are three times the size of Illesya, and warm.”
“Warm?” Eirwen whispered.
“Technically my brothers are running havoc in Almenia right now so we shall need to remove them from the picture, but it is my understanding that you have an army.”
“So, this is what it is about?” Eirwen asked, clenching her jaw. “I have an army and you need one?”
Henretti shrugged. “And I have a kingdom, I assume you want one. I told you plainly, it would be a political arrangement. But I think I can make it at least a little interesting.” He grinned that annoying half a smile that made him look more charming. “I will treat you well, I am a very good kisser, and I really, really like to give gifts.”
“And in return you want my army?” she asked, arching one brow.
He shrugged. “Well, I would also like to have a loyal companion who will help me rule my lands, offer me advice, and tell me off when I am being an idiot.”
“I know I can at least do that last bit.” This was all sounding too good to be true. How could such an opportunity come to someone like her? She would have to give up Illesya, but to rule a kingdom far larger and warmer than the one she had grown up in? She could offer a new home for her people. And even with Henretti being her king was not finally becoming a queen be worth the sacrifice?
Henretti went to take her hand, but paused, he glanced down at something. It took Eirwen a second to snap out of her dazed stupor enough to realize that it was the liquid fire. Her heart stopped. All she knew was that she couldn’t let him see that. He would take back his offer if he knew just what a heartless person he had offered his crown to. Eirwen reached out, resting her hand against the prickly stubble on his cheek and gently nudged him until she had turned his face towards her.
Henretti’s eyebrows shot up with surprise as he met her gaze, and with a deep breath Eirwen closed her eyes and leaned forward. She supposed if she accepted his proposal, she would have to get used to kissing him anyway.
She found his lips, pressing her own against them first gently and then more firmly. His hands moved up to brace her shoulders as he began kissing her back. Eirwen’s breath stuttered.
He had not been wrong; he was a very good kisser.
Slowly, she trailed her hand down first his cheek, then his shoulder, then his side, until her palm was braced against the cold stone floor. She moved her hand to the side, careful not to jar anything and alert Henretti to what she was doing, until finally she found the vial. She closed her hand around it and began to draw it back towards her.
Henretti’s hand slid down her arm, capturing her wrist as he pulled away, interrupting the kiss.
“If there is anything I have learned from touring the streets of my cities, it is to recognize a sleight of hand,” Henretti whispered, not taking his eyes off of her. Eirwen felt her heart stop as he turned her hand over, revealing the vial of liquid fire clasped in it.
He tugged on it and she considered fighting him, but what was the use? With a sigh Eirwen released it. Henretti looked at her for a long moment and then down to the glowing vial in his hand.
“I don’t need to know what this does to know that it is bad.” Henretti said, holding up the vial. “So, answer me this? This aunt you are wanting to fight with. Is she worth it?”
Eirwen glanced down staring at the liquid fire bubbling in the clear vial in Henretti’s hand. “Worth what?”
Henretti shrugged. “Anything. Worth killing for? Worth giving up your own future for?” He tossed her the vial and Eirwen fumbled to catch it. He truly had no idea what was in that vial if he would treat it so carelessly. If she had dropped that, they would both be meeting the Maker that night. “My offer still stands. Consider it.”
Eirwen stared down at the vial in her hands, the yellow flickering flames licking against the glass vial, trying to escape and spread their havoc, then she looked at the emblem still clutched against her palm. She closed her fist and squeezed her eyes shut.
She didn’t want to kill anyone, truly.
Actually, this king’s offer was seeming more tempting by the second, to finally leave Illesya and all the trauma here. Rule a kingdom far greater than her cousin’s. She could finally be something. What was holding her here? An estranged aunt and cousin fighting between each other and forcing her to choose a side?
Why would she choose that over the freedom of finally escaping?
But what about Cedric?




Chapter Fifty-Seven
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“What’s this about, Cedric?”  
Elisabeth crossed her arms, pulling away from Cedric who had felt the need to drag her outside. It was bitterly cold and all of the couples who had slipped outside earlier had long since come inside as the night deepened. She inhaled the chill air freezing her lungs as she peered up at the sky. “It’s cold out, and while I don’t necessarily care… you hate the cold.”
“True, but I do like shadows and solitude,” Cedric replied, moving down the steps of the balcony that led out to the courtyard. “Two things that the ballroom was not allowing.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes as she followed him down to the courtyard. “Did you drag me all the way out here just to steal a kiss?”
Cedric turned around, clasping his hands behind his back. “What sort of knave do you think I am? No, I came out here for something far more nefarious.”
Elisabeth arched her brow as Cedric stepped closer to her, his cloak fanning around them as he stopped just in front of her. The tip of his nose was only inches away from hers as he moved one hand down resting against her waist. Her heart pounded in her chest as his other hand trailed down her arm before entwining with her cold fingers. The warm leather of his glove against her frosty skin. He brought her hand to his lips and pressed a kissed against the back. She could feel the impression of his smile in the kiss. “I brought you out here to tell you a secret,” he whispered, his warm breath fanning across her skin. 
“You? Have a secret?” Elisabeth let out a mocking laugh. “Impossible.”
“I’m serious, Liz,” Cedric said, pulling away slightly. “I haven’t been entirely honest with you.”
“Now you’re worrying me, what is this all about?”
“I think I should make you promise not to be angry with me.”
She pressed her lips into a hard line. “I’m not sure I can make a promise that I have no real way of keeping.”
Cedric sighed. “Fair enough, and I will probably deserve it. But let’s have one last dance. It is our engagement ball after all. Then I will tell you and you can be mad at me to your heart’s content. Just remember when you are raging that it is impossible to truly hate me.”
She tilted her head. “Didn’t someone try to assassinate you only a few days ago?”
“Arnette is a misguided oaf.”
Elisabeth couldn’t argue with that. Instead, she arched her brow. “I thought you didn’t like dancing.”
“Nonsense, it is my favorite way to pass the time.” Cedric held out a hand and a snowflake landed on the tip. “Very nice,” he said as he watched the snowflake melt. His eyes shot back to her. “Unless you aren’t doing this on purpose.”
Elisabeth rolled her eyes and grasped his arm. While she had been trying to take Cedric’s words to heart and not fear the part of her that controlled the ice, she still was not entirely comfortable with it. And she had certainly not conjured that snow. At least not on purpose.
The music from inside was drifting out into the courtyard and there was plenty of room for them to dance. Her breath faltered in her throat and she looked up at him as they began dancing. She was honestly afraid of what he had to say next, of how it would affect their relationship or her trust in him. She should demand that he tell her immediately, but she was too afraid. So instead, she allowed him to sweep her across the courtyard. It wasn’t any dance she knew of; in fact, she was pretty sure Cedric was making up the steps as they went. He glided her across the courtyard and then back, moving back and forth.
Still, she was dancing with the man she loved. Nothing stopped them. Only the winter snow was their witness. The night was magic and fire and ice. Elisabeth never wanted it to end, but soon enough, the music died out inside. Cedric drew to a halt looking down at her, both of their chests heaving, then he bent over and pressed his lips to hers.
When Cedric finally pulled away, he smiled and reached up to push a lock back behind her ear. “I am a very good liar, princess.”
Her breath haltered and she stepped away. “I wish you were as good a dancer.”
Cedric’s eyes dimmed, but he smiled crookedly. “Well, you must admit, Kenrick does not make the best practice partner. He’s a little, well, little.”
Elisabeth nodded, but she could not smile at his jest. “So… what is the truth?”
Cedric nodded once and stepped away, he moved over to a stone bench. It was the same stone bench where they had kissed, where Arnette had told her that the princes were coming. He patted the bench next to him and she sank into it, her red skirts flaring out around her.
He sighed. “I love my father, Liz. I know that you don’t like the man, but try to at least understand my loyalty to him.”
She frowned. What could this all have to do with a king who died eleven years ago? As much as she despised Morren and considered him a blight upon their world, she didn’t think that he could continue to do too much mischief after death. So, what was the harm of Cedric honoring his memory?
The heavens knew that her father was not a perfect man. Perhaps he was not so bad as Morren, but someone like Cedric would certainly have cause to hate him. “Okay,” she drew out at last.
“Well, he isn’t actually dead.”
“What?” Elisabeth demanded, jolting away.
Cedric pressed his eyes shut and exhaled. “He isn’t dead. Not in the specific sense of the word. When your father’s armies invaded Mooraven, he made a last second decision and confined himself into the Nytheran Mirror. Your father thought he had been consumed in the flames, but in truth he has been trapped in the mirror the whole time—Ismena’s prisoner until I found him the day, we defeated her in the courtyard.”
“You… you had the mirror the whole time?” Elisabeth demanded, pushing to her feet. She moved to pace away, but Cedric grasped her hand, holding her in place. “How could you do that? You knew that we needed that mirror to defeat Ismena!”
“I knew no such thing,” Cedric argued. “If I gave up my father all I had was a witch’s promise that she would help us. Was that truly worth the cost of losing my father forever?” Cedric released her hand and dropped his face in his hands. “Again?”
Elisabeth paused; the word yes frozen on her lips. She knew she couldn’t do it if their roles were reversed and she had learned that her father was still somehow still alive, a miracle in itself. She sank onto the bench and rested her hand on his shoulder. “So where is the mirror? We will ask it how to defeat Ismena. We don’t need the witch; we can do this ourselves.”
Cedric shook his head. “It’s too late for that. I gave it up… to the witch. Yesterday.”
Elisabeth frowned. “Why?” she demanded.
“Because I knew it was what you wanted and because… because the witch is my mother.”
Elisabeth was back on her feet again, this time in shock. Cedric looked up at her, his eyes glistening. “I don’t know if I made the right decision. She claims to love him, but what if she was lying? What if she only wanted the power? But if she can truly help us defeat Ismena, how was that something I could risk?”
Elisabeth dropped to her knees in front of him, cupping his face in her hands. “Oh, Cedric…”
He lowered his gaze. “I shouldn’t have lied to you for so long. I just didn’t know how to…”
She rested her forehead against his, closing her eyes, rubbing her thumb back and forth against his cheek. As much as she ached at the thought of him keeping something this big from her, a part of her understood. She was perhaps the only one who could understand the torn loyalties of their pasts. How they could hate each other’s fathers and yet love each other.
She would tell herself that the past was in the past, and yet it always still came back to haunt them. Her stepmother, his father. Always trying to tear them apart.
And what truly infuriated her was that she didn’t want to be torn away from him. She didn’t want their pasts to have this hold over them that they did.
“We will figure this out,” she whispered.
A crow cawed loudly overhead, interrupting the silence of the night and they both looked up just as a dark form swept down to land on the bench near Cedric’s shoulder. It cawed something quick and low. Cedric’s expression darkened. “For some odd reason, your cousin was in my rooms.”
Elisabeth frowned as a cold harsh wind swept across the courtyard, whipping her hair around her face.
“Elisabeth,” Cedric said as he shuddered. “Are you causing this cold?”
She paused, Cedric’s face still in her hands. She had assumed she was even if she had not consciously told it to snow, the weather always seemed to react to her almost subconsciously. But now she wasn’t so sure.
“I don’t know,” she whispered just as screams began emanating from the ballroom.




Chapter Fifty-Eight

[image: image-placeholder]

“This is not good,” Yvette stated, although she doubted she truly needed to because Luk and Alban could very clearly see what she was seeing. The guards lining the halls collapsed from where they had been on patrol near the main entrance of the castle.  
“They aren’t dead,” Luk said, straightening from where he was kneeling next to the downed guards. “Thank the Maker.”
“They are drugged into oblivion though,” Alban groused. “Now would be a perfect opportunity to strike if someone wanted to.”
“I don’t think at this point it is a question of if,” Yvette replied, turning with her hands on her hips. “Someone took the guards out, and I believe they did that for a reason.” She moved to the nearest window and cracked it open, leaning out until a crow landed on the sill. Her birds were never far from her side. “Go scout the city and the rest of the castle. Let me know if you see anything that doesn’t belong.”
She leaned back, biting on her lip as the bird flew off. She hoped that it wasn’t too complex of an order. How was a bird supposed to know what wasn’t supposed to belong?
With a shake of her head, she turned on her heel to look at her companions. Alban was staring grumpily at the fallen guards as if blaming them for the audacity of daring to fall asleep, but Luk was white as a sheet. “If someone was wanting to cripple our defenses, they would strike the barracks next. The morning duty guards would be there sleeping.”
Yvette waved her hand. “Well, then lead the way.”
Luk turned, hurrying down the hallway and Yvette and Alban raced after him. Luk was taking them in the opposite direction of the ballroom, Yvette drew to a halt and glanced down at Alban. “You should go back to the ballroom and warn everyone that there may be an intruder in the castle.”
“No,” Luk said whirling. “We should not split up. If we are indeed under attack, we will need numbers.”
Yvette tapped her finger on her hip. “Fine.” She glanced around, finally locating a window and opening it again. She leaned out until one of her crows returned. It cawed, letting her know that the city was surrounded by some sort of creature that looked human but wasn’t acting right, it had been too afraid to get closer.
Yvette nodded as she turned away. Ismena had mentioned her undead wights to Yvette’s mother when she had come seeking their alliance. She had little doubt that this creature that had scared her bird was one of those.
“Go tell Cedric what you have seen,” she said and with that it flew off.
She pulled back and turned to Luk. “Now we can only hope that Cedric is outdoors or someone left a window open. However, the news isn’t good I’m afraid. It seems as if the city is under siege.”
“The barracks are just down these stairs,” Luk said grimly, swinging open a door and hurrying down a narrow staircase. Yvette lifted her heavy skirts, following along behind him as Alban stomped just behind her. At the bottom of the stairs, Luk drew to a sudden halt, Yvette had to brace her hand on the wall to keep from running into him. She peered around him to see what had caused him to stop. Two people were sitting on the floor just at the bottom of the steps. In the dim light of a torch down the hall, she was pretty sure she recognized them, although she couldn’t figure out why they would be down there. She only knew either of them by reputation, but she was quite certain that the girl was the princess of Alain and Ismena’s niece. The boy Cedric had mentioned, she recognized him by his dark skin, he must be Henretti.
“What the blazes?” Alban grunted, peeking around Luk as well.
“What is the meaning of this?” Luk demanded.
Henretti pushed to his feet, holding his hand out to Eirwen. She hesitated a second before accepting and allowing him to help her to her feet. “We were having a riveting conversation. What is your meaning in interrupting us?”
“I have every reason to believe that this castle is under attack, and I need to get to the barracks.”
Yvette studied Eirwen’s face, watching as she blanched. Henretti shot her a questioning gaze and Yvette tilted her head. “You knew this already, didn’t you?”
Eirwen dropped her head. “It’s doubtless too late to make any difference.”
“What do you know?” Luk demanded, stalking closer. Eirwen shrank back and Henretti shifted to the side moving almost imperceptibly in front of her.
“I know very little,” Eirwen admitted. “Only that my aunt was planning to attack tonight, but it is too late. There was nothing you could have done to stop her regardless. What can mortal men do against the undead?” Eirwen asked, her tone humorless.
“You let us worry about that.” Luk moved past Eirwen and Henretti and raced down the hall, shouting for the men within the barracks to wake up, that they were under an attack.
Yvette turned to them. “And what of you? Will you try to stop us?”
Eirwen glanced down as she stepped up beside Henretti and grasped his hand. Yvette had no idea they were lovers, as far as she had known they had never even spoken. Then she didn’t really keep up on anyone in this castle other than Cedric, the dwarfs, Elisabeth, and Luk.
Eirwen startled as she glanced down at their linked hands and then heaved a sigh. “I will not fight against my aunt… but I cannot fight for her.” The last bit escaped as a whisper.
Yvette dipped her chin. “If you wish to remain neutral, I cannot blame you. But I suggest you stay somewhere remote so as to not become collateral.”
She turned to follow Luk into the barracks, but Eirwen stepped up beside her. “The wights are immune to almost everything save for flames.”
Yvette smirked. “Flames, eh? I think I might be able to manage that.”




Chapter Fifty-Nine
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Elisabeth could barely breathe as she rushed into the ballroom. For all of the dark imaginings that had been running rampant through her mind when she heard the first scream, none of it could have properly prepared her for what she actually found.  
Her hand flew up to cover her mouth as she took in the carnage. Already bodies lined the floor. Most of whom were the guards who had been on post in the ballroom, but some were servants and she even spotted one of her own council members slumped on the floor near the door as if he had been trying to escape. People ran, fleeing and trying to hide under tables or behind pillars.
The attackers were horrible frost coated creatures with ashy skin and vacant eyes moving in an unnatural and forced manner.
Wights.
What had once been men had been killed by swallowing a poisonous drink that had turned their bodies into Ismena’s immortal puppets. Unkillable, incapable of so much as being harmed, no one in this ballroom stood a chance against them, even though some tried to fight.
Elisabeth whirled, scanning the room frantically. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for until she finally spotted her. Ismena slowly striding through the chaos, a white dress splashed with blood, her blonde hair piled up on top of her head, and a spiked crown of ice. She seemed almost serene despite those screaming and dying around her as her undead army tore through the ballroom.
Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder, meeting Cedric’s eyes. He was staring at Ismena too. “I know,” he said, grasping her hand. “We do it permanently this time.”
There was no way they could defeat all of these wights. How can one defeat something as impenetrable as Ismena’s unbreathing army of ice? The only thing mortal about them is that they used to be humans. Once, before her potion twisted them beyond recognition.
No, the only hope of stopping the wights was to defeat their creator.
Cedric squeezed her hand once before releasing it and drawing his sword. He rushed forward, parrying the blade of a wight just before it would have sliced through a terrified serving girl. “Boys,” he hollered over the din of the room. “To me!”
Within seconds, Lucius, Florian, Gabriel, and Fergus had materialized, weapons in hand, their fancy velvet outfits torn and beards falling out of the braids they had been in. They converged around them with fierce looks on their faces.
“We are going after Ismena,” Cedric said. “Make sure we make it to her.”
“Aye, lad,” Lucius said. He turned to the others. “You heard ‘im, boys!”
“Just like last time,” Fergus thundered.
“One would think folks would have the decency to stay dead,” Gabriel grumbled as he sliced his broadsword straight through the middle section of a wight.
Elisabeth ducked around another wight as it turned to face Fergus who swung a hammer into its stomach. She hiked her long skirts, racing toward Ismena. While she weaved her way through the ballroom, she kept losing sight of Ismena as people ran in front of her, but it appeared that Ismena had stopped in the center of the room and was now creating some sort of structure out of ice.
A wight loomed just in front of her, Elisabeth ducked as it swept its arm to her. Two knives landed in its face, although the wight barely seemed to notice. She glanced over her shoulder as Cedric reached her side, he shoved her, raising his sword and chopping off the wight’s arm as it swung it back around. Florian flung more knives into its face, but it didn’t even seem to notice either the loss of its arm or the knives protruding from its cheekbones.
Elisabeth ducked as something went flying over her head. Her heart pounded in her chest and she wanted nothing more to do what everyone else was doing and run and hide.
“Keep going!” Cedric called.
She glanced past the wight, realizing that she was nearly there. Ismena was sitting only a few feet away on what Elisabeth now recognized as a throne identical to the one in the council chamber only made entirely of ice.
Picking back up her skirts again, Elisabeth raced toward Ismena. Her hair falling out of her updo and cascading down her back as she threw herself across the last bit of space between her and her stepmother.
“Ismena!”
“How kind of you to gather everyone in one place,” Ismena said with a cheery smile. “That makes what I am about to do next much easier.”
“Cease this bloodshed at once!” Elisabeth demanded.
“If you insist,” Ismena trilled, raising her hand. At that gesture, the wights stopped. Elisabeth glanced around, watching as people scrambled around them and released a sigh of relief. At least the wights had finally stopped killing although there were still too many dead on the floor. “But you really should learn how to ask more nicely.”
Elisabeth clenched her fists and prayed that her trembling was not too noticeable. Cedric’s shoulder brushed against Elisabeth’s as he finally caught up to her, breathing hard. “Did you really come all this way just to congratulate us?” he asked, managing to sound calm and composed despite the chaos raging around them. “You shouldn’t have.”
“Oh, stop hiding behind that prince of yours, Elisabeth. Come now, aren’t you going to greet your dear old mother?” Ismena asked, laughing tauntingly as she tapped her fingers against the ice of her throne. “No, very well we will do this your way. The hard way.”
Ismena’s eyes were cold, colder than the air of the ballroom, colder than the wights as they brushed against her, coming to stand on either side of her stepmother’s throne. Colder than even the ice flowing through Elisabeth’s blood. “Surrender now. I have wights situated all over the city. Refuse my generous offer and they will start killing everyone they come across. The only two people I want are you two. I don’t care who else dies or doesn’t die. That I leave up to you.” Ismena penciled her fingers and arched her brow. “I think I know you well enough to guess your answer though.”
Ismena could kill her people with a thought, Elisabeth could only hope that she hadn’t already and was simply lying to her. No, if Ismena wanted to rule, and be adored and feared by the people of Illesya she would spare as much as possible. That wasn’t to say that she wouldn’t slaughter many simply to prove a point.
Elisabeth lowered her head and unclenched her fist. “I surrender.”
“That’s a good girl.”
Elisabeth gritted her teeth as she glared at her stepmother. This was the first time she could truly see her stepmother since she had thought she died in the courtyard. It was true that Ismena had survived death, but at what cost? Half of her face was just as regal as ever with her high cheekbones and rosy lips, but the other half of her face was gray, dead. Her left eye stared vacantly at nothing, her lips were pulled down as if her face was paralyzed, spots of frost flecked her eyebrow and black lines ran under her skin. She was only half wight. But was she as immortal as a wight or as mortal as a human? Elisabeth figured that since she seemed to have both traits that she was somewhere in between.
That meant that Ismena could be killed, but until Elisabeth figured out how exactly to do so she couldn’t risk making a move against Ismena. Not if it meant jeopardizing of her people. Especially since the only item at her disposal was ice, something that would have no effect against wights.
Ismena leaned back, a pleased smile gracing her face as she addressed the room. “Now that I have dealt with my errant stepdaughter and her ridiculous uprising, and I am now sitting on my throne where I rightly belong I am feeling far more generous to my peasants. So, I will allow you a chance to save your miserable lives. Declare me queen, swear your fealty to me and you will live.”
Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder as a hush fell over the hall. She couldn’t see the dwarfs anymore, she could only hope that they had taken this opportunity to slip away, but doubtless knowing them, they were planning some ambush.
The courtiers and council members drifted closer, tripping over bodies as they began murmuring amongst themselves. She knew that if it truly came to it many of her courtiers would abandon her for Ismena. They had done it for years after her father’s death. To them in their castles with their fireplaces and money enough to buy food from off the island they had nothing to fear from the eternal winter Ismena would bring back.
It was the people in the city below, the ones living in the plains, the people of Mooraven. They were the ones who would truly suffer with Ismena back on the throne.
Not that Elisabeth would probably be alive to see their suffering.
If the stipulation to live was to declare Ismena was queen then she would die before she admitted it. For too long she allowed Ismena to parade around with a title that should have been hers. For too long she had allowed her to abuse her people.
Not that it would make any difference anyway. She doubted that Ismena was going to just let her live. Not after trying so hard to kill her before.
Cedric stepped forward, drawing Elisabeth’s attention to him. He dropped to one knee, lowering his head. “Well, if that’s the case, I for one—”
“Cedric, what are you doing?” Elisabeth gasped, feeling her heart thunder against her chest, each beat threatening to tear through. In no alternative had she ever considered that Cedric would take Ismena’s side. His personal grudge against her was too strong.
And she had believed that his own personal ties to her were too strong. And yet there he knelt in front of her stepmother sitting on her throne of ice.
“I’m doing what I should have done long ago, Liz,” Cedric murmured, his head still bowed. “Aren’t you tired of all this fighting yet?”
Ismena grinned wickedly, clearly enjoying every second of this as Elisabeth stood there, her mind whirling. Had she been right all along? Was Cedric truly too much of Morren’s son that he could betray her like this?
And yet a part of her, the part that loved him, was glad that he was taking this opportunity. He had promised that he would die by her side if it came to it, but she had never wanted that. Any future where Cedric died was one where she lost.
The near assassination attempt had proven her that.
She lowered her head, but as she did so, she noticed a flash of something metal that Cedric slipped out of his boot with his left hand. The side that was not immediately visible to Ismena from where he was kneeling.
“Long live the queen,” he said and then he lunged forward, slashing his left arm forward, the knife headed straight for Ismena’s heart. Just as quickly as Cedric moved forward, a wall of ice shot up between him and Ismena just where his arm was. Cedric cried out, sinking to the ground. Elisabeth stepped forward, struggling to figure out just what had happened until she saw the blood streaked up and down the ice wall and the razor top.
She looked down at Cedric as he collapsed in a heap. Shescreamed, unable to rip her eyes away from the stump of his arm.
“Thank you, I intend to,” Ismena said over the sounds of Elisabeth’s screams.
Elisabeth threw herself across the short distance between her and Cedric, dropping to her knees so hard that they cracked despite her dress’s attempt to cushion it. She ran shaking hands through his hair, pushing it away from his pale face. His eyelashes fluttered, but he barely responded.
“Cedric, oh, Cedric.” Her shoulders shook with sobbing as she looked down at the blood pooling around the both of them. “Someone help me!”
“Who will help you?” Ismena asked with a laugh.
“I’m here, lass,” Fergus said, dropping to his knees next to her. She didn’t know where he had come from or where the other dwarfs were hiding, but she was thankful that he at least was there.
“Oh.” Ismena tapped a dead finger against her lips as she arched her brow. “Well, I wasn’t expecting that. Your loyalty is certainly admirable, dwarf.”
Fergus ignored Ismena as he began tearing strips of cloth off of his tunic. Elisabeth watched him for a long second before finally noting that her dress had far more cloth. She began tearing at it, but she was shaking so hard that she couldn’t rend it. She thrust the end of her skirts toward Fergus. “Here, use this.”
He grasped the end of her skirt, bracing the material around mid-calf and with a jerk managed to tear off the bottom of her skirt off.
Elisabeth glanced up at Ismena, wondering why she wasn’t just ending them now, but she supposed that Ismena wasn’t done toying them yet. If there was anything that her stepmother loved more than killing it was the sheer torture she could inflict on Elisabeth.
Ismena bent over and picked up something lying at her feet. She turned it over in her hands, more red splattering out over her dress. With a sickening jolt Elisabeth realized what it was. Cedric’s severed hand, clad in a black glove. Ismena smiled as the knife slid out of his fingers.
Elisabeth turned, retching to the side as she clutched Cedric’s shoulder. He was trembling under her hold although she believed that it had very little to do with the cold.
Fergus hummed nervously under his breath as he struggled to stop the bleeding.
“If it makes you feel any better, I wouldn’t have let you live, even without that stunt,” Ismena said, tossing the hand over her shoulder. Elisabeth winced as it disappeared from view. “I’m afraid someone else already has the right to decide whether you live or not. Although I’m not sure why I even bother seeing as my useless niece never did set those barracks on fire. Still…” Ismena shrugged. “As I said, I’m feeling generous today.”
Cedric groaned and Elisabeth leaned forward, a sob escaping from her lips.
“You there,” Ismena said. Elisabeth glanced over her shoulder, blinking past the tears to see that Ismena was addressing the princes standing in the corner of the ballroom. “I have ordered my wights to spare you for this very purpose. I want you to declare fealty to me and you are free to go. Return to your lands and tell your people that Ismena is queen of all Illesya.”




Chapter Sixty

[image: image-placeholder]

Cedric almost wished that the shock was not starting to wear off. Once his head cleared, he was going to be forced to deal with what had actually happened. But every step that he took, Liz supporting most of his weight as he slumped against her and Fergus holding him up on the other side, cleared his mind a little more.  
His arm hurt, ached. But not nearly as much as it should. He knew that couldn’t last.
In a daze he turned his head to see Cillian staring down at him with smug satisfaction. He obviously enjoyed seeing Cedric in this state.
Since when had Cillian gotten there? Cedric wasn’t even sure if he had been in the ballroom during the attack. He wouldn’t have put it past Cillian to slip out if he knew the attack was coming. The bloated man was awfully attached to his own self-preservation.
Cedric glanced to his other side, struggling to recognize where they were. Up ahead two guards raised their swords, only to be cut down by wights the second they did. Liz shuddered against his side as the wights pushed open the door that the men had been guarding. Steps led downward into a dark dank circular chamber lined with barred doors leading into a smaller room.
The dungeon, he finally realized. They were in the dungeon. He had not even processed walking this far.
“What is going on?” someone demanded from within one of the cells. They turned, taking in the person who had spoken. Arnette stood with his face pressed against the bars, he had a wispy beard and a few scrapes on his forehead and a black eye. It was certainly strange seeing him in this condition. Cedric was used to seeing the old man wearing fancy clothes with his hair well-groomed and his beard trimmed. But he supposed that a lot had changed since that assassination.
“What are you doing in here?” Ismena demanded.
“I was about to ask the same of you,” Arnette said, thrusting out his chin.
Ismena waved her hand. “Whatever your crime, I can offer you a full pardon and reinstatement to your old position. All you need to do is recognize me as the rightful queen.”
Arnette glanced at Elisabeth standing beside Cedric, her arm wrapped around him. He nodded only once before turning to Ismena. “I will never do that.”
“Your loss,” Ismena said, throwing her hand up. As her hand moved, an ice spike shot from the floor next to her feet and through the bars, impaling Arnette faster than Cedric could blink.
Elisabeth jerked against Cedric’s side, her hands flying to cover her mouth. Cedric gritted his teeth to keep from showing how much that movement had pained him.
“He was always an odious old fool anyway.” Ismena ran a hand down her skirts, flicking at a bloodstain as if that would make it go away. She jerked his head. “Throw the prince and the dwarf in one of these cells.”
Cedric tensed as the wights stepped forward grasping him roughly under his arms and yanked him away from Elisabeth and Fergus.
“I can walk by meself!” Fergus cried behind him.
Cedric wasn’t entirely sure that the same could be said for himself. The wights dragged him forward to the cell next to where Arnette had been, tossing him to the slimy stone floor. Cedric landed in a heap. He bit his tongue to keep from screaming as pain laced up his arm. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. Or do Lizzie the disservice.
He managed to half roll onto his back as Fergus was shoved in after him, tripping over his legs and stumbling into the wall on the other side.
“I must admit, I am enjoying the sight of this.” Cillian chuckled.
Ismena smiled at him as she slammed the door shut. Cedric pressed his eyes closed as a groan escaped his lips.
“You monster,” Elisabeth gasped out.
Ismena shrugged. “Call me what you will, but I’m the person who raised you. So, if I’m a monster, what does that make you?”
Cedric lifted his head. “The person who is going to slay the monster.”
“Oh look, Morren’s son is back.” Ismena stepped back and waved her hand toward him. “I should have cut out his tongue as well.”
He moved, struggling to sit up. He moved to brace his hand against the floor, but stopped himself last second when he realized… he swallowed bile. He didn’t want to think about it.
“Say goodbye to your prince, Elisabeth,” Ismena said, her tone taking on a patronizing motherly tone. It sickened Cedric when he heard her speak to Elisabeth like that. Like she truly cared about her when all she was capable of caring about was herself. “Who knows, maybe his kiss will save you a second time.”
Ismena trailed off with a laugh.
Elisabeth dropped to her knees outside the cell, bracing her hands on the bars as she pressed her face against them. Cedric gritted his teeth as he moved closer to her, resting his forehead against the bars. Elisabeth slid her hands down, cupping his face.
“Don’t worry, love,” he managed to get out past gritted teeth.
“How can you say that?” she asked, tilting her head as she looked at him, the tear stains on her face glistening in the torchlight.
“Because I’m too stubborn to die. Haven’t I proven that already?”
She huffed a small laugh, rolling her eyes as tears slipped out.
“I love you,” he whispered, pressing his lips to hers through the bars. Elisabeth kissed him back, sliding her hands past the bars between them and into his hair. She kissed him hungrily, longingly. Her kiss tasted of salt water and bitterness, like a goodbye. He smiled against her kiss, silly Liz. She had already given up, but he wouldn’t. He couldn’t.
He had something worth fighting for. And one thing he knew without a shadow of a doubt was that he wasn’t about to let Liz die.
But even if he did fail and she died before they were reunited, he would see her again in the otherworlds. So how could it be a goodbye?
“Okay, that’s enough.” A sharp clap enunciated Ismena’s words and the next second Elisabeth was ripped away from him. Cedric fell forward, his forehead hitting the cold metal of the bars as he glanced up.
“I love you too, Cedric!” Elisabeth called, struggling against the wights as they began dragging her down the hall.
Cedric slumped against the wall as soon as she was out of sight.
“Lad?” Fergus asked.
“Where are the other dwarfs?” he asked.
“Planning a rescue, possibly a counterattack. They slipped out through a secret passageway when the fighting stopped, but I had to leave when ye was hurt. They all wanted to join ye but… I managed to convince them that I would take a good enough care of ye until they could free us.”
Cedric nodded, sliding his way up. “I’m glad they’re safe, but we need to do something before they do something stupidly heroic like get themselves killed against those wights.”
“How so, we be locked up in here and unless there be a secret passageway in these cells that you never told us about, I don’t know how we will be doin’ much of anything until the other lads show up.”
“I’m afraid there is no secret passageway,” Cedric said with a humorless laugh. At least not one that he had found, and he had searched. He supposed that the architects of this palace hadn’t thought it a good idea to make a dungeon that was quite so easy to escape.
Fergus rested his hand gently on Cedric’s shoulder. “Then how will we be getting out of here?”
Cedric shifted to the side, grimacing as he pulled his bloodstained tunic back to reveal the silvery tunic he was wearing underneath, more importantly its breast pocket. He reached inside and pulled out a single uncrumpled black rose. Completely undamaged despite everything that had happened that night.
If only he had made it out quite as unscathed as that rose.
“With witch’s magic,” he said and then he crumpled the flower in his hands, black petals dropped to the ground where he sat while thorns dug into his skin through his glove.
There was a flash of light and the next second, he was lying on cobblestones staring at a bush of roses growing over his head. Fergus stumbled to the side, looking quite dazed. “Blimey.”
Cedric allowed himself a sigh of relief. The rose had actually worked. “Help me up,” he gasped out.
Fergus hurried to his good side, bracing his arm. Once Cedric was on his feet, he pulled his cloak over the stump that once was his left hand. He would deal with what had happened to him later, but right now he didn’t have time to worry about that.
Nor did he particularly want to.
Cedric straightened, trying to not hold himself too stiffly as he walked. Fortunately, he found his mother in the garden, otherwise he would have had to ask the castle to kindly show him to her. His mother seemed to love this garden. She was sitting on a small ornate chair in the middle of the path up ahead.
She looked up from the mirror sitting perched on her lap, and pushed to her feet, holding the mirror to her chest. “It is time to go is it not?”
Cedric nodded. “Ismena is at the capital. She has Elisabeth. We need to defeat her now.”
“She will die.” Cedric’s mother moved past Cedric, plucking the nearest rose from a bush and turning to them. “I have already conferred with the Nytheran Mirror and I know what I must do.” Her eyes darted across the courtyard. “This may be the last I step foot here. Farewell, castle.”
“What are you going to do?” Cedric asked.
Instead of replying, his mother reached out tracing a hand across his face as the petals from her green rose fell to the ground at their feet.
Cedric closed his eyes and when he opened them, he found himself standing in an abandoned hallway of the castle.
“What next?” Cedric asked again, sucking a breath in through his teeth, trying not to scream as the pulsing pain in his arm continued to escalate.
“I am going to end this,” she said at last. “You stay here.” She glanced down at Fergus. “And you stay with him.”
“No,” Cedric protested. “I can help.”
She shook her head. Slowly she reached up and rested a hand against his cheek. “My boy, you have done enough.”
“I can—” Cedric began again, but as he tried to step forward the world swayed and he slammed into the wall again.
“You are hurt, your magic is too unpredictable, and I will not repeat myself. This is between me and her,” his mother said, turning away, her pale skirts swirling around her as she did so, brushing against Cedric’s boots. “Now it’s time for me to teach that sorceress that she never should have picked a fight with a Mooraven.”




Chapter Sixty-One
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Yvette had been expecting to have to fight their back to the palace, but the wights were suspiciously inactive. They were there, everywhere. In every hallway, every corridor, staring at them with their deadened eyes. And yet they didn’t move when Yvette, Alban, and the guards walked past.  
They didn’t react at all when they saw them.
“Perhaps they have been ordered to stand down,” Luk said, pulling away from a wight as he waved his hand in front its face.
“Well, let’s not waste this opportunity.”
Luk’s eyes were grave as he turned back to her. “Can we rightly call it an opportunity if we don’t know the cost that was paid to bring us this respite? What if…”
Yvette shook her head, unwilling to so much as consider what Luk was suggesting. She refused to believe that anything could have happened to Cedric, and he would not have allowed anything to happen to that princess he loved. Notwithstanding the part where he nearly died two days ago, Cedric was a powerful dark lord, the blood of a witch flowed through his veins. Yvette couldn’t believe that anything truly terrible could happen to him or else she would collapse right here in this hall from despair.
She turned on her heel and raced down the hallway back towards the ballroom. Whatever happened, that was where everyone had been, it had to be the epicenter of any destruction that had happened.
The scene that waited for them was a grisly one indeed. Bodies lined the floor, more wights stood across it motionless. Any survivors had doubtless fled, at least she hoped there had been survivors. Her crow flew around the ballroom, cawing helplessly that it had been searching for Cedric but it couldn’t find him.
Yvette’s heart stuttered. Its confused cries landing like physical blows.
“No,” Alban cried, a deep throaty sound as he took in the slaughter of the ballroom. “My brother. My brother, where is he?”
He raced across the room, tripping over bodies as he searched the fallen. Yvette followed somewhat slower, afraid of what she would find.
“Fan out,” Luk said to the guards. “Search for survivors.”
Yvette finally caught up to Alban who was standing over one of the bodies, staring down at it. She looked down and gasped when she realized that it was the woman he had been with earlier, Luk’s cousin, Clotilde. She was lying in a heap of her own blood. Her throat slit, the open wound almost grinning as if gloating over the life it had claimed.
“No, no,” Alban cried, dropping to his knees. He picked up Clotilde’s hand, holding it up, but then a second later he looked past her, his eyes landing on Aldrus, lying still only a few feet away. “No!” Alban screamed, scrambling to his brother’s side. He choked on whatever he was trying to say, mere gibberish escaping his lips as he pressed his forehead to his twin’s. Yvette pressed a hand to her stomach. This can’t have happened.
Cedric would never have allowed this to happen to one of his closest friends. He would have protected the dwarfs.
“Oh Maker,” she heard someone murmur behind her.
Yvette turned as Luk stepped up beside her, hoping he could see just how sorry she felt, but Luk wasn’t looking at her. His eyes were on the body at her feet.
Luk pressed his fist against his mouth, his eyes immediately filling with tears. “I am so sorry, my sweet cousin,” he choked out. “I failed you, didn’t I?”
Yvette ran a hand down his back. “You can’t blame yourself. This was Ismena.”
Her words felt hollow as she said them. She had suspected something would happen this evening and yet she had been unable to prevent any of it. The only thing they managed to accomplish was to perhaps save their own lives as they ran around the castle learning things too late to do anything about it.
What would have happened if they had been in this ballroom instead? Had slipping off truly been the wise thing to do? If they had been in the battle then perhaps Luk could have saved his cousin, Alban his brother, and Yvette… she was a witch, she commanded the one weakness of these dratted wights. She could have done something.
Or perhaps they would be bodies on the floor as well.
“I should have protected her.” Luk looked like he was going to say more, but he was wracked by uncontrollable sobs. Yvette moved her hand up his shoulders, bracing the back of his neck as she gently turned him toward her and away from his cousin. He buried his face in her shoulder as he sank into her. The weight of him nearly brought her to her knees but she couldn’t let it. For right now, Luk needed her to be strong.
She rubbed at his back as he sobbed, reaching up and stroking at the back of his head, petting his hair. “I’m so, so sorry,” she murmured.
“He’s alive!” Alban cried.
Luk pulled away from Yvette and they both glanced over to where Alban had Aldrus’s head propped on his knee. “Help me, he’s still alive. He has been hurt bad but he is still breathing.” Alban pressed a wet kiss to his brother’s cheek. “He’s alive, he’s still alive.”
Yvette and Luk rushed forward. Yvette did her best to avoid looking at Clotilde as she stepped past her and knelt at Alban’s side. Luk began tearing at the end of a nearby tablecloth. The table had been knocked over and food was scattered across the floor. He took the strips and pressed them to the blood oozing from Aldrus’s side.
Pounding feet drew her attention, she looked up as one of the guards came forward, stooped over with Kenrick braced against him. He seemed to be relatively fine if not for the blood staining the sleeve of his right arm. “We found him under the table. He demanded I bring him over; says that you know him.”
“Kenrick,” Yvette said, rushing to his side. She wrapped an arm around his waist and helped him as he sank into a sitting position. “Are you all right?”
He grinned up at her. “I am now.”
“Your arm though?” Yvette demanded, reaching for it.”
He moved it out of her reach. “It’s just a minor stab wound.” He nodded to the dwarf lying still only a few feet away. “Will Aldrus be fine?”
“I will make certain of it,” Alban growled, his voice raspy.
Kenrick glanced over to Clotilde, his eyes widening. “Oh, Alban, I’m so sorry.”
Alban shook his head. “My brother needs to live. I can’t—I can’t—”
“He won’t die,” Luk said, bracing a hand on Alban’s shoulder. “I promise you.”
“Where are the other dwarfs?” Yvette asked, turning to Kenrick.
He shook his head. “I passed out after that frozen wight stabbed me. I only just woke up. I know less of what is going on than you.”
Yvette ran a hand through her hair in her distress. “So, you don’t know where Cedric is?”
“I’m afraid not.”
She stood up, striding away, tugging on the ends of her hair. She needed to go find Cedric, every second she wasted left her more and more likely to find only his body just like the ones lining the floor. And if she found Ismena instead… well, good. She had a thing or two to say to the sorceress.
“Yvette, where are you going?” Luk called. She glanced over her shoulder at him, but as she did so the wall behind open up like a door and the dwarfs pile out. Yvette turned on her heel and raced toward them, tripping over fallen bodies and slipping in blood. She skirted around wights, not daring to look at the bodies piled at their feet. She had seen more death and destruction in one night than she had in her entire life and she was going to be sick if she had to look into another vacant stare.
She reached the dwarves’ side just as Luk did.
“Are you well?” she asked, looking them over.
Lucius nodded. “Aye, lass, and you?”
“Where did Ismena take Elisabeth?” Luk asked, shaking his head as he stepped up. “I assume she has her.”
“Where do you think?” Lucius said grimly. “The queen’s old chambers.”
Luk released a groan as he ran his hand through his face. “That’s not far from here. If we hurry, we might not be too late.”
Yvette turned to Lucius. “And Cedric?”
Gabriel shook his head, his voice taking on a bitter tone. “He had been placed in the dungeons. We followed their progress as much as we could without being spotted, but after the queen left, we went in ta rescue him, and all we found was the dead advisor. The prince and Fergus, they was gone.”
“We don’t know of any secret passageways that lead into the dungeon,” Lucius said grimacing. “But Ismena went in with Cedric and Fergus and she left without them. They should have been there.”
Gabriel frowned and ran a hand along his beard. “After that, we came here to see if we could locate our missing numbers.”
“Then we were probably going to do something stupid like attack Ismena head on,” Lucius grumbled.
Gabriel glared him. “That’s still the plan if we can’t come up with anything better.”
Yvette crossed her arms. “Oh perfect, I love suicide plans.”
“There’s no need for such dramatics, dear.”
Yvette whirled at the familiar voice.
“Mother,” she gasped out. If it were anyone else, she would have wondered how they managed to sneak up on her, but this was her mother. She had taught Yvette everything she knew.
Luk glanced between the two of them. “This woman is your mother?”
She nodded, sucking in her lip. If her mother were here that meant only one thing. This was the end for Ismena.
Her mother reached back, pulling her hair away from her face. “Your brother is hurt, Yvette. You should go find him.”
“But what of the princess?” Luk demanded.
“I will rescue her,” her mother smiled as she flexed her fingers. “I suggest that those of you who are mortal remain behind. It may get a little messy.”
“I can’t,” Luk stepped forward. “Elisabeth is my responsibility.”
“Never fear, I will not allow a hair on her head to be harmed. I have a promise to keep.”
Yvette rested a hand on Luk’s arm when he looked like he was about to argue more. She shook her head. “If there is any part of you that trusts me, then trust my mother. Don’t—don’t go and get yourself killed just to prove a point.” She wasn’t entirely sure how much more death she could stomach in one night.
Luk glanced at Yvette then back at her mother. He swallowed hard. “Very well, but I warn you, you only have a short time and then I am coming in search of the princess.”
Yvette’s mother smiled slowly. “I don’t need very long, I assure you.”




Chapter Sixty-Two
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Elisabeth had not stepped foot in these rooms, not since her father died in them three years ago. She had suspected then what she knew now, Ismena had murdered her father. At the time she had been loath to believe it even though her father had died of poisoning and Ismena was a sorceress and thus an expert on all poisons. Before then, Ismena had already tried and failed to kill Elisabeth multiple time, she had known that her stepmother was capable of cold and calculated murder. Even of her own family.  
But even despite the evidence Elisabeth had still wanted to believe that Ismena had truly loved her father.
Ismena had been devastated after losing Stephan, she had never acted the same since. While he was still alive, she had bright moments and dark moments. The dark moments while still truly terrifying such as when Ismena tried to kill her, happened only rarely. For most of Elisabeth’s life Ismena had been the loving mother Elisabeth missed so. She had sung to her at night before bed and brushed her hair and kissed her when she cried. However, after her father died… there was only darkness after that.
Elisabeth didn’t recognize her stepmother from that moment on. As far as she knew, Ismena’s heart had frozen over that day, long before the vial had been fractured, dribbling its contents onto her heart and turning her into a half wight.
Elisabeth kept her chin high as she walked to the other end of the room. She avoided looking at the large double bed where her father had died. Instead, she turned her gaze to Ismena. The wights had finally left her side and now stood on either side of the door as Ismena strode through, Cillian following right behind her.
“I have to admit I was beginning to worry you were never going to strike,” Cillian said smiling quite pleased with himself.
Ismena shot him an annoyed look, obviously as annoyed by his lack of gravity towards this situation as Elisabeth was. “I had been hoping to have the witches as an ally for this, but that was yet another thing that my stepdaughter stole from me.”
Elisabeth swallowed as Ismena shot her an accusatory glare. Witches or no, it appeared that Ismena had won the day after all. All that time thinking that whoever had the witches would be victorious had been wasted. Cedric was right, Elisabeth should have focused on finding a way to kill her stepmother herself. She had been afraid to kill an enemy who would have no qualms with ending her.
Elisabeth bowed her head. The queen with the most power was the one who would rule, and that queen was not Elisabeth.
“Well, now that all of that inconvenient stuff is done with,” Cillian continued, clasping his hands in front of him. “I just wanted to remind you of your promise to me. You said you would make me immortal, so I could rule by your side foerver.”
Ismena tilted her head as she watched him. Cillian stepped forward, raising a hand to rest on the cheek of the unblemished side of her face. He twirled one of her blonde curls between his fingers.
“Once you are done with your stepdaughter, you will be beautiful again and I can finally be your king.”
Ismena turned away from Cillian, her eyes resting for a long moment on the bed where Elisabeth’s father drew his last breaths. “I have not forgotten my bargain to you. Immortality at my side, that is what I promised.”
“It is,” Cillian whispered, lowering his head as if to kiss her. Elisabeth wrinkled her nose.
Ismena pulled away fishing a vial out of a fold in the front of her dress. “For your years of loyalty to me.”
Cillian raised the vial, not hesitating as he tossed it back. “It’s about time that I get some recognition.”
He swallowed the contents of the vial and immediately his eyes rounded. He clutched at his throat. “What have you done?” he choked out just before he collapsed to the ground, writhing.
“Only what I promised.” Ismena yanked on her skirts, pulling them out from under Cillian as his thrashing stopped. He slowly pushed to his feet however now his skin had changed to an ashy blue, crusted over with ice. “You of all people should know that I will never remarry. But you will have your demands all the same.” She reached up, tracing a hand across his gray and black scarred face. “Immortality by my side.”
Elisabeth shrank back as Ismena turned to her. She would not wish becoming a wight on her worst enemy, not even Cillian. Forever Ismena’s slave, his body held captive, but the rest of him dead and gone forever with just the drink of a single potion. It was worse than any poison Elisabeth could imagine because not only would it kill you, it can turn you against those you love.
Although Elisabeth doubted that Cillian had anyone that he loved, save for himself, but he had lost even that. How many people had made the fatal mistake of underestimating Ismena? Elisabeth prayed that he would be the last, but she knew that it was too much to hope.
Ismena’s reign of terror would last long after Elisabeth was gone.
Ismena turned away from Cillian, clasping her hands next to her face as she looked at Elisabeth. “And now with that out of the way it leaves only you and me. I have something special in store for you, my ungrateful daughter.”
Elisabeth balled her fists. “Did you ever love me, mother?”
“Oh, Elisabeth, you don’t seem to understand how this works. I never stopped loving you, but don’t you see? I can’t have you. You were never mine, always hers. I’m done competing with Dahlia for everything. Once you are gone, I will finally be rid of her.”
“This isn’t about Dahlia!” Elisabeth shouted. “This is about you and me. You’re the only mother I ever knew. How can you do this to me? You said you would protect me from the monsters, not be the monster I needed protecting from.”
Ismena stepped forward striding across the room until she was directly in front of her. She reached out and traced a hand across Elisabeth’s face, the gesture so familiar and yet so cold. “I lied, darling. I had a black heart all along.”
Elisabeth jerked back at the familiar wording. “You’re the one who cursed me weren’t you?” She had not spent much time thinking of her curse after Ismena had promised her that she would protect her. At that age, Elisabeth had trusted her parents without a doubt. As she got older, she had begun to think it as just a story her mother told her to frighten her. Sure, she was half nymph and raised by a sorceress, but it was one thing to believe in magic. It was quite another to believe in the darker things like curses.
She hadn’t wanted to believe it would come true, but it seemed that curses won out in the end.
Ismena pulled back. “Now you see, it was you or me from the start. I am glad that I didn’t kill you when you were a baby. I never would have gotten the chance to see the brave woman you grew up to be. I am proud of you, but unfortunately I need your beauty more.”
Elisabeth could not hold back the tears anymore. She buried her face in her hands, collapsing to her knees as sobs shook her whole frame.
“You should be thanking me really,” Ismena said, moving toward the vanity across the room. She pulled something out from behind it. Elisabeth couldn’t quite see anything but she heard the scrape. There was a popping as if a latch being undone and then a creak and suddenly the interior of a box came into view. It had to be an invisible chest of some sort, Elisabeth had heard that sorceresses sometimes used them to hide their ready-made potions and recipes. “You will never have to grow old and watch your beauty fade. Never have to have your heart broken by that handsome prince of yours. You can die in your naivety and bliss, having experienced true love and never knowing the pain of it leaving you. I envy you.” Ismena looked up from the chest. “You never have to end up like me.”
“You think that I am naïve and in bliss?” Elisabeth cried out, tears still streaking down her face. “That my heart hasn’t been broken? You’re my mother. It doesn’t take a prince to shatter someone’s innocence or to experience the pain of someone you love doing… doing this.”
“Hush, darling, it will all be over soon,” Ismena said as she mixed her potions. “And besides, you know I always hated it when you cried.”
“Mama, why?” Elisabeth gasped out.
Ismena looked up, her eyes going sharp. “Don’t call me that. You are an adult now, Elisabeth. Face your fate with some dignity.”
Elisabeth lowered her head, swiping at her eyes. No matter how much she did so, more tears came and took their place. She didn’t want to face her fate with dignity, she wanted to kick and scream and fight until she had nothing left. But she was afraid that if she made a move against Ismena that her stepmother would order the wights to strike out against Elisabeth’s people. She controlled them with a mere thought and would continue to control them until she died. The only option was to kill her quickly before such an order could be issued, but Elisabeth didn’t know how to kill her at all.
The only thing she had at her disposal was ice, and that was something Ismena also controlled, far more easily than Elisabeth did. Elisabeth glanced around the room as Ismena continued mixing her potion, she didn’t have long until she had her stepmother’s full attention on her again. Finally, her eyes landed on the dagger protruding from the wight who used to be Cillian’s belt. Slowly, Elisabeth crawled forward, hoping that if she made no sudden movements that she wouldn’t draw Ismena’s eyes to her. She reached the wight after several painfully long seconds. He didn’t react at all as Elisabeth pulled the dagger out, the wights must be all connected to Ismena, but she was not connected to them.
She hid the dagger inside her draping sleeves and scooted back to where she had been sitting earlier.
A few minutes later Ismena looked up, a small vial gripped in her hands, the contents swirling.
Ismena pushed to her feet and strode toward Elisabeth. “This is the concoction responsible for years of warring amongst the sorceresses of Alain. It was finally banned just so there would be peace. I broke the ban many years ago when I used it to kill your mother. It will essentially strip away everything you have, your beauty, strength, power, and any years you have left to live and it will give it to me.” Ismena reached up and traced a hand across her dead face. “I will finally be whole again.”
“You will never be whole,” Elisabeth spat out.
“It will only hurt for a moment, and besides isn’t it fitting for you to die just as that woman you call your mother died?”
“You are my mother, Ismena,” Elisabeth said, pushing to her feet. She jutted out her chin. “You may try to deny it to make what you do next easier, but you will never not be my mother. And you will have to live with what you do to me.”
“Oh, believe me, I have lived with far greater regrets than this.” Ismena held up the vial. “Will you drink willingly, or must I force you?”
Elisabeth raised her hand, hating how her fingers trembled. Just as her hand glanced the vial, the door crashed open, causing both Ismena and Elisabeth to start and the vial to drop to the ground. It shattered on impact and the silvery liquid spilled out, turning black on contact with the ground.
Ismena whirled. “How dare you disturb me! Do you wish to die?”
A tall woman stepped through the door, holding out her hand and resting it on the wight that used to be Cillian, flames licked out of her fingers and when she removed her hand Cillian dropped to the ground, his face charred off. It was the witch, her pale blonde hair pulled back in a braid, wearing her pale blue dress, her black lips pulled up in a smile. “The only person I want to die here is you.”
“You,” Ismena gasped out.
“Me,” the witch said, pointing to herself. “Yes, that’s right. I’m here to end your reign of terror. But I also have a message to deliver. You never should have hurt my son.”
The witch thrust out her arms, causing a giant wall of flame to envelop the room. It would have reached Ismena if not for the wall of ice she put up between them. Elisabeth glared at that wall and then held out her hand. She ordered it to withdraw, commanded it to leave Ismena and disappear. It took a long moment, but finally the wall began to thin.
Ismena shot a surprised glance over her shoulder, her eyes widening.
Elisabeth dove to the side as the flames consumed her stepmother. A few got on her skirts and she jerked back, patting at the flames, thankful that the bottom inch of her dress was already gone or more probably would have caught fire.
Ismena screamed as the fires licked at her, but when they abated, she was still standing. The witch strode forward, grasping Ismena around the neck and lifting her off the ground. She slammed her other hand against Ismena’s chest, flames licking across her fingers and she held it there. Ismena let out strangled screams, flailing her legs until the witch dropped Ismena just in front of Elisabeth. Elisabeth stumbled back as Ismena pushed back to her feet.
There was a handprint shaped hole in Ismena’s gown, the skin underneath it charred and black, and yet she still stood.
“You think you can kill me?” Ismena demanded. “The queen of ice? With fire?”
“I don’t need to kill you,” the witch said, stepping back with a smile. “I just needed to thaw out your heart.”
Elisabeth wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, she only hoped that this would work. She lunged forward stabbing the dagger through Ismena’s heart from behind. She pressed her eyes shut, pushing the blade as far as it could go until it was buried up till the hilt.
Ismena screamed, dropping immediately to the ground.
“Mama,” Elisabeth gasped as she scrambled to her side.
Ismena clutched at her chest, her eyes flicked around, moving everywhere, but not seeming to see anything. “You were supposed to die in winter.”
“You only said that I would have to pay with a death in winter, stepmother,” Elisabeth whispered. “You never specified whose.”
“But…but the laws of the curse decreed that it must either be yours or the death of someone you love.”
Elisabeth shook her head, tears dripping down her nose. “You don’t seem to get it do you? I always loved you, Ismena.”
Ismena’s eyes locked on Elisabeth finally as she reached her hand up. Elisabeth pulled back, fearing that she was going to slap her, but her stepmother only pressed her palm against her cheek.
“E-lis-a-beth,” she gasped once then her hand dropped.
A ragged gasp burst from Elisabeth’s lips as she buried her face in her hands. Curses truly did come true.
For her hair black as the night,
So rose up an enemy with a heart just as black.
For lips red as blood,
So a price was paid in blood.
Elisabeth’s dress was covered in the dried blood of her love and she knew that a hundred times more than that was paid this night.
And for her skin white as snow,
So she had to face a death in winter.
The season in which she lost all of her parents.




Chapter Sixty-Three
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Cedric stared at the ceiling of the wing of the castle which had been hastily set up as a hospital. He didn’t know how many more hours he could lie here without going mad. Forced to keep still, not by people’s orders, but by his own human weaknesses.  
Cursed weakness. It was for the garmrs.
If he didn’t look down, he could almost pretend that his hand was still there. So, he didn’t look down. Because he didn’t want to think about the fact that he could never scratch his nose while sword playing, or hold Liz’s face in both his hands again. With everyone who had died that night including the fiancé of one of his closest friends it seemed like such a triviality to mourn something so small as a missing hand.
He sighed, turning his gaze to where Alban sat at Aldrus’s side in the bed next to his. Alban had refused to leave his brother’s side even when Aldrus finally woke up and Fergus declared that he was likely to survive. Fergus was farther down the hall, helping the palace barber who doubled as a healer tend to the wounded. The rest of the dwarfs were around them. Kenrick was sitting up in his hospital bed with his arm in a sling looking ready to flirt with the next lady to walk by. Gabriel, Lucius, and Florian stood nearby almost as if they were guarding them.
What Cedric wouldn’t give to be able to stand with them. To have that strength back.
He looked up as his mother strode into the room, ducking around the crudely set up beds and other wounded individuals. She looked so out of place surrounded by this mortality. She stopped over his bed and smiled down at him.
“And how are you feeling today?”
“Like I would rather not be wounded.” Cedric struggled to sit up farther but ended up sinking back into his pillows. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
His mother’s smile slid off her face as her eyes glistened. “I’m here to say goodbye.”
“And Yvette?” he asked, his heart stuttering.
“She has elected to remain here.” His mother leaned forward, resting her hand on his cheek. “We will see each other again and reclaim all of those moments stolen from us.”
Cedric reached up, grasping her hand before she could pull back. “Then why don’t we do that now?” For the first time in as long as he could remember he finally had a family. He didn’t want to lose that again. He wasn’t sure just how much more loss he could survive.
His mother smiled sadly. “Soon, my son, but not today. I will not rest until I have restored Morren back to me fully. Until then, you must find your own way, I’m afraid.”
“He won’t be alone,” Lucius said, stepping forward.
His mother nodded once, smiling over the dwarfs. “Thank you so much for all that you have done for him.”
“Didn’t do it for ye,” Gabriel grumbled.
Cedric’s turned to look Cedric in the eye. “We will meet again,” she said and with those words she turned and strode out of the hospital wing and out of his life once again.
He closed his eyes with a sigh, allowing himself to sink back into his pillows. Lucius moved toward Cedric and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Someday ye will have your family, lad.”
Cedric slid his hand up, resting it on Lucius. “I’m tired of waiting until someday. Besides, I have plenty of family here with me now.”
The dwarfs, Yvette, Elisabeth.
He may have lost much, but he had gained more. He had to remember that.
“Hello?” Cedric turned, startling when he saw Princess Eirwen standing there, her hands clasped in front of her, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulder.
“What do ye want?” Gabriel demanded.
“Here,” she said, holding up a vial. “The main ingredient is a tail from a unicorn’s tail. It should help take the edge off the pain and speed up the healing process.”
“Is that poisoned?” he asked, arching his brow.
Eirwen tossed back the vial and took a gulp. She held out the rest without a word.
His eyebrow hiked higher. “You didn’t drink that much, maybe it is only poisonous in large quantities.”
Eirwen rolled her eyes. “If I drink much more there won’t be any left to help you. I swear on my life that it isn’t poisoned.”
“If it is poisoned that would be the price you pay,” Gabriel said with a growl.
Cedric held up his hand, silencing him and turned to Eirwen. “It’s no secret that you are not my friend. Why should I believe that you want to do anything kind for me?”
Eirwen sighed, moving closer. She gestured at his bed. “May I?”
Cedric shrugged, wincing as he jostled his left arm. Eirwen perched on the edge of his bed. “All my life I always considered myself to be blameless in my anger. After all, it was your father who killed my parents and all of my siblings.” She sniffed loudly and wiped at her nose. “I loved my family. But after Morren’s attack, I was left with nothing. The war ended shortly after that, your father was gone and I had no one else to blame. So, the anger just sat there, simmering until you came along and I could put it all on you. You were a child like me during that war.”
She shook her head. “But I let my anger guide me, justifying my actions. I listened to my aunt because I believed that she was all I had left, ruining doubtless forever any relationship I could have had with my cousin. But what I hate most is that I enabled her to do exactly to you what was done to me. A member of my family maimed you and you finally felt how I did. Except when I heard what had happened to you, I didn’t feel the satisfaction I thought I would. Only guilt. I had become exactly the thing that I hated. And for that I am truly sorry. Because unlike you who was only a child, I had the power to stop my stepmother, speak up, warn someone, and I did nothing.”
She held up the vial. “This doesn’t even begin to make up for everything that I did or didn’t do. But I hope it is a start. A peace offering that you could accept, and a promise that someday I will find a way to make it up to you.”
Cedric stared at her. “I didn’t think that you were capable of seeing things that way.”
She shrugs. “I had some help. Fair warning, if it comes out that I did this for you, I will kill you.”
“I understand. A person has a reputation to uphold. Which is why if you tell anyone that I accepted it, I will kill you.”
Eirwen smiled as Florian stepped forward. He took the vial, raising it to his nose and sniffing. He dipped his finger inside and licked it and then nodded. He signed that it was indeed a potion of healing and not killing.
Cedric accepted it from him and then turned to Eirwen. “Well, in that case…” he raised the vial. “To broken bodies and broken spirits.”
Eirwen shook her head. “No, to new allegiances and no more pain.”
Cedric brought the vial to his lips and downed the liquid. He could drink to that.




Chapter Sixty-Four
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Luk rubbed the back of his neck as his foot faltered. He honestly didn’t know what to do with himself. Ever since the massacre at the ball, Elisabeth had told him to take a break. That he needed time to grieve, but the truth was he didn’t know what to do with himself when he didn’t have his work and duty to turn to. He rounded the corner; this portion of the castle had been far from the events of the ball. He could almost pretend that nothing had happened away from the mess that was still the ballroom and the groans of the wounded in the right wing of the castle.  
He paused when he saw Yvette standing there, her dark hair half swept up, a black dress on, looking as unchanged as ever. “I thought you left,” he stuttered in his surprise.
Yvette shrugged. “Why would I have when I have so many reasons to stay here?”
“I—” Luk trailed. “I just thought that you would have left with your mother.”
“I spent my whole life in solitude with only my mother as company. I kind of like being around other people. Cedric, the dwarfs, Elisabeth…” she looked up. “Even you I suppose.”
“Are you trying to flatter me?”
She chuckled. “Is it so hard to believe that I find you mildly amusing?”
“Amusing is not something that has been used to describe me.”
“First time for everything.” Yvette smirked. “Of course, after spending eighteen years by myself, I suppose I would find anyone funny, even you.”
Luk huffed a small laugh and glanced down at his feet.
Yvette strode past him, taking a moment to pat his hand before walking on.
“I am truly sorry for your loss,” she said, leaning back against the window just to his right and resting her hands against the sill. “I keep thinking about something I could have done differently. If we hadn’t left maybe we could have helped fight off the wights. I’m a witch, my flames could have brought down many of them and saved lives.”
“Or we could be dead with everyone else.” Luk shrugged as he ran his hand through his short hair, the bristles rubbing against his palm. “Believe me, I’ve already gone over this a hundred times in my head and if we had been in the ballroom doubtless, we would be dead by now.”
“It seems a cruel think that what saved our lives cost so many others theirs. It was as if we were designated to make it out unscathed and all for what? I should have been there for Cedric.” Yvette grasped her wrist and grimaced. “My poor brother.”
“I’m sure he is happy that you are okay.”
She shook her head. “I had my death to spare. He has already died once and yet he was out there risking his life while I was following false leads.”
“We survived is all.” Luk stepped forward, resting his hand on her shoulder. “That’s something we need to learn to live with.”
“I will never let my brother go through something like that again,” Yvette said solemnly.
“In this we agree, because I will never make the princess suffer the pain of losing him again. Heavens know I have no idea what she sees in him, but she loves him. And for that I will protect him with my own life.”
“Hopefully it won’t come to that again, eh?” Yvette huffed a small laugh, but a second later she shook her head. “Somehow I can’t shake the feeling that something else is on the horizon. Something we are meant to face.”
Luk shook his head, squeezing her shoulder. “I think you are just trying to make sense of everything that happened, but it’s okay. The trouble is past us now.”
Yvette looked up at him and smiled, but it was weak and unconvinced. “Of course.”




Chapter Sixty-Five
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Elisabeth stared out the window at the sunset over the city, the colors washing over the houses below, the white temple practically glowing as it basked in the fading rays of light. Sunsets were truly beautiful, Elisabeth loved watching them even if they did fill her heart with some sadness. They represented the close of a day. The ending of what had been. 
But they also showed that even an ending can be beautiful.
“You should have me arrested.”
Elisabeth turned to see that her cousin had strode into the room behind her. “It is a risk to allow you to roam free, but I’m afraid I have no choice. We are a people of laws. You have not committed any true acts of treason and therefore I am in the same situation I was when you first arrived. Unable to trust you, unable to lock you up, but wishing I could do at least one of the two.” Elisabeth ran a hand down her skirt as she glanced away. “I cannot afford to start a civil war with Alain right now.”
Eirwen glanced down at her hands. “I accepted Prince Henretti’s offer of marriage.”
Elisabeth startled and turned, and Eirwen offered her a half a smile and shrug. “So, you won’t have to worry about me for much longer. But for now, know this, I relinquish my right to Alain’s throne. You would rule them far more fairly than I ever could have.”
Elisabeth took a small step towards her. “Can we part ways as friends?”
“I’m quite sure that opportunity is past us. Sometimes the shadows of the past are too strong for even the best of wishes. But… I hope we can at least be allies.” Eirwen said, bowing her head. “I know what I did was irreversible. Unforgivable. I’m not asking for your forgiveness. Just for a second chance to make things right. I won’t fail you this time. There will be peace between our peoples forever. If you ever have need, call on me, I will answer.”
Elisabeth stepped toward her and grasped her hand. “I wish things had turned out differently for the two of us.”
Eirwen smiled sadly and then pulled her hand out of Elisabeth’s grasp. “I’m afraid it’s time for me to go and find my own place in this world. I can only hope that I will be half the queen you are.”
“And I hope that someday you will stop comparing yourself to me and actually live your life for yourself.”
Eirwen’s smile turned bitter. “I have already sent word to my people, those loyal to me will be leaving with us for the voyage to our new home.”
Elisabeth nodded once. “I understand. When will you leave?”
“Sometime after your coronation.” Eirwen shrugged. “It will take some time to mobilize. That is all I had to say.”
Elisabeth nodded and Eirwen turned to leave, but she paused, glancing over her shoulder. “I am sorry that I chose the wrong side.”
“It’s okay,” Elisabeth whispered, tears clogging her voice. Eirwen didn’t seem to hear her because she strode out of the room. “I loved her too,” Elisabeth finished, the empty air the only witness to her confession.
“I think she might be sincere.”
Elisabeth startled as Cedric stepped out of the shadows of the room. “How long have you been there?”
“Long enough,” he replied vaguely.
Elisabeth rolled her eyes. “Let me guess, secret passageways?”
Cedric strode towards her, grasping her hand and holding it between them. “A trickster never reveals his secrets.”
“Shouldn’t you be in bed? You’re still recovering.”
Cedric shrugged; she noted the shadow of the wince that crossed his face when he did so. “Lucius said that if I was well enough to sneak out of the infirmary, I was well enough to be out and about.”
“And since when have you listened to Lucius?”
“He did spend eleven years raising me.”
“Does it hurt?” she whispered, her eyes moving almost against her will down to the bandaged stump at the end of his left arm held up in a sling.
He didn’t reply immediately and she looked up to see a deep sadness in his eyes before he blinked and covered it up with a smile. He flicked her nose with his right hand. “It’s excruciating, but Gabriel says that pain is proof that I’m alive. Statements like that make me want to show him a little pain, but ah well, he is probably right.”
Cedric wrapped his good arm around her and pulled her closer.
“I am sorry,” she whispered.
“What are you apologizing for? I brought this on myself as much as you did. We were both a pair of royal fools were we not? I suppose it is fitting considering that we are both royalty. We could have done things differently and maybe then we would have had a happier end, or maybe it could be worse. If you think of it, we didn’t ask for any of this. Not one second of it, and yet it was thrust into our laps whether or not we were prepared to fight mad immortal stepmothers or an undead army. I suppose we should just be glad that we both survived mostly unscathed.”
“I would hardly call what we are unscathed.”
“I said mostly.”
Elisabeth laughed, squeezing her eyes shut as a tear trickled past the bridge of her nose. “Do you think we deserve a second chance? Fools or not?”
Cedric pulled back slightly and wiped at her tear with his gloved thumb. “Second chance. Nay, my dear, we are well past second chances. I am afraid that we are probably on our third or fourth chances.”
She smiled and rolled her eyes. “Then don’t you think we deserve a third or fourth chance? Or even a fifth?”
Cedric leaned forward aand pressed his forehead against hers, the tips of their noses touching. “Darling, I would give you a hundred chances.”
She stared up into his eyes, so alive with hope despite the dark circles around them. “Hopefully we won’t need that.”
He pulled back again, his attention going to her hair which he twisted around his fingers. “I don’t know. Perhaps we will. You are rather stubborn.”
She laughed and knocked his hand away. “And you are rather aggravating.”
He winked at her. “Ah yes, but that is all a part of my charm.”
She arched a brow. “Your charm?”
He rested his hand against her jaw and stroked her cheek with his thumb, the action stealing her breath from her lungs. Cedric smiled smugly, obviously sensing. “I know you’ve noticed; I’m practically oozing with it. If you would like, I could show you my charm sometime. I’m sure that you would find it irresistible. I am sure that—"
“Cedric?”
“Hmm?”
“Just shut up and kiss me already.”
“Is that an order?”
“Yes.”
The corner of his mouth turned up and his blue eyes sparked. “As you wish, my queen.”




Epilogue
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“Snowflakes flutter in the sky.  
Here in this bed safe you lie.
The world was once encased in ice.
Everything beautiful was worth the price.”
The mother paused in her humming and pulled away, running her hand over her daughter’s forehead. Black ebony locks from which her daughter had been named were spread all across the pillow, a stark contrast to her two sister’s golden heads.
“Mama?” Ebony whispered.
“Yes, my sweet?” she asked, pausing in her song.
“You know that story you tell us? Of the sad stepmother and the trickster prince and the queen of ice?”
She smiled. “Indeed, I do.”
“You always start off the story saying that they each wanted something. Love, beauty, and power, but as you tell the story I can’t decide. Which one wanted which?”
“What do you think?” came a deep voice behind her. She turned, smiling to see her husband leaning against the doorframe.
She looked back at her daughter as Ebony chewed on her lip. “I think… I think they each wanted all three.”
“Well, then there you have it,” the father said. “Now off to sleep with you.”
“I love you,” Ebony whispered with a yawn.
“I love you too, my star.”
The mother pushed to her feet, padding across the floor, finally she reached her husband in the doorway. He wrapped his good arm around her as he rested his chin against the top of her head. “Evening, my love, ready to see some stars? Or should we play some chess instead? I simply must have a rematch after the disgusting manner you cheated last time.”
“Are the boys finally asleep?” she asked, running her fingers across the front of his tunic. 
“At long last. They are rascals.”
“They’re their father’s sons, Cedric. What did you expect? Besides, you could probably get them to go to sleep more quickly if you did not wrestle with them just before bed.”
“That was Gabriel’s idea. I am innocent.”
“You are many things, my darling, but innocent is not one of them.”
“Oh really?” Cedric asked, tilting his head towards her. “And tell me, Liz, what are some of those things I am then?”
Elisabeth smiled up at him, reaching up to trace the familiar smirk of his lips. “You’re the king of Illesya, Morren’s son of the witch’s blood, lord of the shadow weavers, occasional master of flames, speaker of crows, and my husband I’m afraid.”
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