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      Silence passed through the room like the shadow of a battle wraith. That was how Raiann knew her brother had found her. Unlike the cook scowling behind her, Remmin’s dark eyes were not something she could shrug off.

      “Now?” The single word threatened to strangle her.

      Remmin shook his head. “Finish your meal. Then … go and play for Father, Lyssal. He should hear how your harping has improved.”

      Their little sister swallowed hard, her eyes flicking to the floor as she curtsied in her dress of frills and square cut belonging more to a child than the young woman she would soon become. For a moment, the fire from the kitchen hearth haloed her in flaming red.

      Remmin might be her older brother, but outside of rooms hosting only family, Lyssal deferred to him as the heir. Only as his twin and scantly younger did Raiann bear some weight as his equal. But she harbored no illusion. The deference came because most feared she’d tell Remmin of any disobedience more than harboring any fear of her. His power and prowess even at the young age of seventeen caused warriors to tremble.

      Remmin leaned against the wall, his long frame at ease in the castle he would rule. In his presence, the cook stopped sulking at the soup Raiann and Lyssal had ladled for themselves from the cauldron bubbling over the fire. Meant for their father and the guards and not for them, today for once, Raiann had decided she and her sister deserved something more than scraps.

      But Remmin’s night-black eyes, so similar to Raiann’s, followed every spoonful to her mouth and betrayed the impatience he did not show. Raiann downed her stolen stew, her shoulder muscles knotting further with each bite.

      It was early yet. Remmin had said she should leave after true dark fell. He’d have told if he’d changed his mind and wanted her to hurry. The thoughts clashed against each other until queasiness made her gag. She pushed the last of her stew away.

      “I’ll listen for your music, Sister.” Raiann forced the words to sound bright despite her tense throat. She hugged Lyssal and released the girl before her sister could react. It wouldn’t do if Lyssal clung. Not now, not so close to her escape.

      As Raiann followed after her brother, who had melted into the dark stone as if a thing of the night, Raiann wiped her eyes dry with the back of her hand. Half the tension coursing through her was leaving Lyssal. She wished she could tell her sister that. In her first letter, she would admit how much Lyssal meant to her. It made Raiann all the more desperate to find the safety her family’s walls did not offer. Maybe she’d even be able to have Lyssal join her.

      Lyssal had found her in the faint afternoon light hours earlier packing a saddlebag. Raiann hadn’t known how to tell her little sister of her plan, not for the last days much less weeks. And today, on the day she meant to free herself of the threats of Black Throne, she still hadn’t found the words until Lyssal stood staring at the threadbare carpet of her room.

      “Father will not kill you.”

      It was a simple truth. Raiann waited as arguments brewed and faded across her sister’s sweet face and held out a hand to stall whatever thought drew Lyssal’s brows to nearly touch.

      “He honors the choice our mother made to save your life over her own.”

      The reminder of Lyssal’s birth at the expense of their mother made Lyssal look away. Tears shimmered on the dark lashes set against her pale skin with its dusky hew from their black blood. Attention focused on the dim light of the crystal windows, Lyssal swallowed what she’d meant to say with force.

      Voice roughened, Lyssal spoke without turning to Raiann. “But Mother did not make him give the same promise that he protect you.”

      “She didn’t think she had to,” Raiann whispered.

      Father had been odd then, but Raiann remembered him smiling and even laughing, occasionally. Now, the darkness that held him frightened even their brother Remmin, and as eldest and heir, nothing should have worried him. But Father’s erratic moods and strange tempers did.

      “He’ll kill me if I don’t leave.” Raiann watched as her sister looked everywhere but at her; from window to the old but cherished wardrobe, the simple but nice high wooden bed to the threadbare carpet set against the dark stone floor. Finally, impatience won over the desire for her sister to realize the truth in her own time. “You know it as well as I.”

      Lyssal fell into her arms as she had as a child when their brother teased too much or their father’s temper raged. At twelve, she was barely much more than a little girl. “When will I see you?”

      Raiann kissed Lyssal’s brow, not wanting to admit her heart ached. But Lyssal would be safe. Father, at worst, ignored her, but Remmin doted on his youngest sister.

      As much as Raiann loved her twin brother, he could not protect her from their father’s dark glare that sent ice along Raiann’s spine. Anger stalked her father’s shadow and unsettling moments had turned to tense silence as her father held his sword or a dagger and eyed her. She didn’t know why, but she no longer doubted the truth of what she felt. She had months to live if she remained with her family. Tonight she escaped.

      “I will write,” Raiann promised, though the words grated against a constricted throat. “As soon as I find a safe place. You will know where I am, and if you need me, I’ll come back for you.”

      Raiann brushed her sister’s jet black hair from her shoulder as she released her, trying to memorize the heart-shaped face, full lips, and the promise of a young woman’s body hidden by yards of fabric belonging to her childish dress. She would miss watching Lyssal grow to be a woman.

      Raiann turned from her sister and grabbed the first thing that came to her fist. She shoved her dreams for guiding Lyssal from child to woman into the saddlebags along with her cloak. She’d do her sister no good if dead and still wouldn’t see her grow. This way, maybe in a few years, she’d have a chance to return when Remmin inherited. She just needed to stay away until then.

      Lyssal watched with dark eyes and no argument as Raiann pulled stashes of food and sturdy clothing from hiding places in her room. The afternoon sunlight crawled across the floor, alternating between too slow and far too fast for Raiann. She’d never be ready to leave by tonight. She couldn’t imagine not waking in her bed and seeing her sister’s and brother’s faces in the morning. Every motion seemed weighted. Her breath came in quick bursts.

      The windows held the last of a fading golden glow when Raiann shoved her packed bags into a chest and refolded a quilt over the lid. For a moment, her fingers lingered on the careful stitching. Her mother had made the blanket. Involuntarily, she balled her hand to a fist. It was another of the things she sacrificed because of her father. Anger flashed through her in a fury that would have sent her storming to confront him if not for Lyssal’s gentle touch.

      “I’ll take care of your things.” Lyssal’s cool fingers entwined with hers. Though a child, she held the wisdom of a young woman and far more reason than Raiann had at that age. “They and I will be waiting for you to return.”

      Raiann kissed her sister’s forehead to replace the words she didn’t know how to say. Raiann wouldn’t be back until their father was dead. “Come, walk with me a bit.” Raiann pulled her docile sister to the doorway until Lyssal’s sudden halt sent her stumbling.

      “Remmin already knows?”

      Raiann pressed her lips tight at the anger on Lyssal’s face. The closeness of sisters was not as intense as that of twins. Lyssal’s hatred of coming second her entire life flared her nostrils.

      “He has been helping me hide supplies.”

      It wasn’t a lie. The words were merely a pale shadow of the truth. Remmin had planned a route for her, practiced swordplay while they rode along hidden paths, and had named today as her departure. The thought of leaving her brother froze Raiann’s heart colder than the lost years with her little sister. But that was not what Lyssal needed to know. Raiann had that much sense at least.

      Raiann tugged at Lyssal’s hand, but this time it was to pull her into a hug. Raiann planted a kiss on the top of her sister’s scalp. “It was to protect you. When Father learns of this, his anger… I won’t have you threatened for what I’ve done.”

      The final words came out with the heat she wanted to hurl at her father and could not. Someday though, she would scream at his grave and curse him. It was the best she could hope for.

      Lyssal’s nod brushed strands of hair against Raiann’s cheek. Fingers interlaced, they slipped from Raiann’s room. Beyond the door to Raiann’s small but airy chamber, the hallway transformed into a dark and barren place, cold to the laughter of girls and belonging only to impartial might. This was the world of Black Throne, full of rooms barred to Raiann and her sister and things they were told they could not do. While Remmin trained with a sword, bow, and stone magic, she’d spent her life watching from the numerous shadows, afraid more of her father noticing her than the Master at Arms.

      For what she hoped was the last time, Raiann walked through the heavy shadows, ignoring dark stone walls adorned with nothing but cobwebs or blades. She concentrated in the warmth of her sister’s hand in hers instead of the barren darkness. But a final turn in the corridor made Raiann pause.

      At the end of the cross hallway stood a set of high windows that spilled fading light onto a closed door. The desire to see her mother’s long abandoned rooms pricked under her skin and trembled her heart. But her mother had been dead all the years that Lyssal had lived. Her sister needed her more than dusty rooms and half-remembered laughter. Raiann turned away, taking her sister with her.

      Down back staircases they fled from the silence that felt like their father always watched, always waited. Together, they slipped outside Black Throne Castle. Despite attempts to create gardens, woodland plants grew to the foot of the thick structure. Bounding across spongy grass until the hillside dropped them into waist-high heath, Raiann tried to forget what tonight held as Lyssal danced after her; a child still, and one who relished the freedom of the oppressive castle. But memory would not let go.

      Her fingertips grazing the tips of the plants, Raiann smiled at her sister. “I remember when I couldn’t see over the heather and thought I’d lost you.”

      Lyssal laughed with a sidelong glance at her sister. The flash of maturity on her young sister’s face left Raiann breathless. “That is because I liked to hide from you.” Lyssal took Raiann’s arm and leaned against her as she planted a kiss on her cheek. “But I always knew where you were and knew you’d find me. Promise me you’ll tell me where you are?”

      Raiann wrapped her arms around her sister before whispering, “I promise. And I will always find you.”

      On the hill behind Lyssal, Black Throne dominated the crest. Its black stones and fat towers blended with the dark skies. The faint light of the northern day faded toward the long and true dark of night with only a few last rays painting the dark castle’s western walls a fiery red.

      “Come.” Raiann released her sister though kept her hand. “I need to eat … before.”

      And they had eaten, stealing the best food in the castle and ignoring the glare of the head cook until Remmin had found her. Raiann could never ignore her twin brother, especially today when he gave her the keys to freedom and saved her life. But she would come back for Lyssal as soon as she could, that she swore.

      In the castle corridor chasing after her brother, the thought quickened Raiann’s steps when regret had slowed them the moment before. She caught Remmin in the long servants’ hallway leading to the stables. He glanced over his shoulder to see they were alone before a smile flashed like the white moon rising across his face.

      “The bags from your room are on your horse. Everything is ready.”

      Raiann blinked. “I thought … I would be leaving later?” Her gaze slid off her brother’s intense stare.

      “This will work better.” His pace pushed them forward. Mixed with the dust hovering in the hallway, Raiann smelled the musky scent of the stables. As Remmin pushed open the thick oak door, a horse nickered in greeting. “It will give you a few more hours to ride tonight.”

      Raiann swallowed her nervousness and doubt. He was right. Remmin was always right. But when Raiann followed Remmin into the wide stone alleyway of the old stable, she halted as if she’s run into a wall. Remmin’s black charger Obsidian stood saddled and weighed down with bags and not her more sedate bay gelding.

      Her nervousness caused the muscular stallion to roll his eyes and strain his ropes to see her. Cautiously, she walked to his head and patted the patch of white on his nose.

      “This is your horse.”

      “He is stronger and can carry more.” Remmin checked each bag, tugging each to make certain it was firmly attached to the saddle. Finally, he turned his gaze to her. “You need the best chance Raiann. I want you to be safe.”

      Raiann fell into her brother’s arms before thought stopped her. The tension of his surprise melted so that he cradled her loosely. Raiann struggled against tears mixed with gratitude as she finally choked, “Thank you.”

      Remmin touched her cheek as he let her go. “Be safe, Sister. I will miss you.”

      He turned to check the stirrups, and Raiann took in the old beams of the stable and the black horse that stood tied to them. Obsidian swished his tail as he mouthed his bridle. Her brother’s horse was ready, but she was not. She only wore high boots and a plain but well-sewn dress, both designed for sitting in a castle and not riding a horse much less riding off into the night. She meant to wear heavier clothes, and her cloak at least. She hadn’t thought she’d leave so soon. Raiann opened her mouth, but Remmin held his fingers to his lips. He gazed toward the partially open door leading to the castle

      The echo of booted feet, many pairs of booted feet, resounded through the stone corridor. The sound grew louder with each step.

      “You must go.” Remmin offered his hands to help her leap to the saddle. “Ride for the postern gate. I left it open.”

      He yanked the ropes holding Obsidian free and led the horse at a trot toward the stable doors. Raiann grabbed for the reins as she forced her feet into stirrups set too long for her legs. In the small courtyard outside the wide doors, Remmin circled Obsidian so he could peer into the dark cavern of the stable behind them. With the slower pace, Raiann managed to sit rather than bounce in the saddle.

      “Find her.”

      The gruff voice belonged to the Master of the Watch. Fear ran through Raiann. For years, he’d looked at her with a desire for more than her death. It knotted her stomach which already flipped with fear.

      “Remmin,” she whispered as worries pressed against her heart. Motion broke the shadows in the stable.

      “Go!” Remmin slapped Obsidian’s rump as he drew his sword with his free hand.

      The charger leaped forward, leaving Raiann to grasp for its mane or lose her seat. Over the din of shouts and the echo of the horse’s hooves as it dashed across the courtyard to the nearby postern tunnel, she heard the clash of swords.
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      Raiann didn’t see the closed door to the postern until Obsidian reared before it, snorting as he tossed his head. His ears brushed the ceiling as Raiann panicked and held onto his mane. Falling under the war horse’s hooves was only part of her fear. Remmin had promised the door would be open.

      Raiann slid from Obsidian’s back by keeping a hold of the stallion’s neck as he pawed at the ground. In the small space of the tunnel, she feared being crushed by the great war stallion as he sidled sideways and swished his tail. Pressing against the rough wall of the shaft, Raiann slipped around the nervous beast to reach the iron gate.

      Fear that all of her and Remmin’s planning would be undone within the first few minutes of her escape sparked tears to her eyes and a tremble to her hand as she touched the cold metal of the door. But when she pressed, it swung open. The latch with its stone magic lock lay undone by her brother’s hand. Gratitude and love filled her as she stepped through the door.

      From the hidden doorway nestled in a crevice of a high bluff, Raiann walked out into a forested world just as dark as the tunnel behind her but without the sense of confinement that the castle exuded. Eyes adjusting, she could see the tops of tall pines reaching for the stars. Her inward breath brought with it the smell of dampness and moss so unlike the woodsmoke and cold stone of Black Throne. The tears on her lashes now came from different emotion as she took Obsidian’s bridle and led him from the echoing stone tunnel to soft forest duff.

      Behind them, not even a breeze whispered from the hidden castle through the length of the escape tunnel. She strained to hear sounds of swords or pursuit, but there was nothing beyond the quiet hoot of an owl deep in the forest behind her. From where she stood, Black Throne couldn’t be seen due to the forest and bluff the castle crowned. She couldn’t know what happened there, but she knew Remmin risked himself to defend her. Part of her wanted to return to stop foolish fighting.

      “That would be a stupid reward for helping me.”

      Obsidian flicked his ears forward at her voice. She pressed her cheek against the wide space between his eyes as she stroked his neck. Turning back wasn’t a choice. If she were to die either way, she would die free.

      Jaw set, Raiann pushed herself from Obsidian’s head and grabbed the pommel of her brother’s saddle. Her saddle. Her horse. He’d given them to her, and she would take good care of both while she claimed the greatest thing he’d gifted her: a chance to live.

      It took a hop on one leg before she found the leverage to pull herself onto the tall horse’s back. She settled into the saddle with a last glance at the cracked face of the cliff that hid the old doorway before turning Obsidian’s head and nudging him onward. With a flick of his tail, he trotted along a rarely used forest path, leaving Black Throne behind them.

      The trail from the postern gate led along a steep and narrow valley halfway up the side of the mountain flank. A stream splashed below her, hidden by darkness and forest. Any familiarity of the path and terrain was stripped from Raiann by the night, not that she’d traveled this way much beyond secret excursions as a child and recent forays with Remmin to plan her escape. It had felt so simple in daylight or the few escapades at dusk.

      Now, she strained to hear signs of pursuit. The night felt like it held its breath.

      An hour ticked by marked by the steady beat of Obsidian’s hooves. Finally, the path rose along the ridge to a pass between mist-shrouded peaks. At the top, Raiann glimpsed the clear, star-speckled sky and the valley far below. It was a land of black moors and rocky outcrops hidden by patches of mist that reflected the moonlight. Rivers and a few lakes held silvery moonlight as well. Nearly obscured by hills and distance, red dots of dim lantern light from Dakmor peeked through distant trees as they swayed in the wind.

      Dakmor lay due south and along the fastest path from Black Throne. But even passing it in the deepest hours of the long night was too much of a risk. Remmin had insisted she avoid it. And so she’d promised, even though it meant riding the wild paths of the hills in the darkness. But it was her best chance.

      She nudged Obsidian onward, keeping to goat paths and the wandering trails of wild hart. His strides swept over the rough ground as if the beast could see in the dark. Perhaps he could. Knowing her brother and the magic of his blood, he might just have placed an enchantment on the bridle. She’d glimpsed inset stones when resting her forehead against the stallion’s.

      As the miles passed, they crossed the packed earth of the main road before ducking into the forest again. The tension in Raiann’s shoulders eased. From the gate, she could have gone any direction and turned onto dozens of paths and roads since she’d left Black Throne. Her father’s guard would not find her. All she needed now was distance to guarantee her escape.

      She rode from forested bottomland up empty moors where slick stone grated against Obsidian’s hooves. At the height, light caught her eye. Five torches flared like streamers in the hands of riders as their horses galloped along the main road. Raiann’s breath caught in her throat.

      The soldiers were far behind and to the west. But it meant pursuit searched for her. Raiann kneed Obsidian and gave him his head as he charged down the path. Wet stones and darkness risked both their lives, but he reached the flatter terrain of the valley without stumbling. The path led onward into the woods, but Raiann turned Obsidian’s head along the wooded edge and further east toward the wildlands between Raiann’s home country of Amarrath and its neighbor, Wild Glen. It was a risk, but Remmin had said the way would be safest. Certainly, the guard would not expect her to ride across the untrampled moors.

      The forest fell behind to thickets of shrubs and briar that filled the hollows between rocky hills. Moonlight bathed the treeless landscape and painted the world into a scene depicted in gray. Soon even the moon would set, leaving her in the long darkness of northern nights, but it would also make spotting her all the more difficult. For now, she rode with frequent glances behind, afraid to see the glow of torches. But nothing broke the thickening mist.

      Before it touched the horizon of rocky mountains, fog ate the last of the moonlight. Uncertain of the way, Raiann slowed Obsidian to a trot and then a stumbling halt. She’d memorized the map and the route, but that did her no good with no visible landmarks. Around her, the world fell silent. No frogs called from the damp puddles held in worn curves of exposed bedrock. Not even the breeze stirred her cheek. Despite that, the mist swirled.

      Raiann kneed Obsidian onward without caring about the direction. They needed to be anywhere but the silent, mist-shrouded wild moor. A trained war horse, Obsidian sensed her tension. Either that or something threatening really lay just out of sight in the shrouded night. He trotted forward into the blind whiteness with a high stepping prance as he rolled his eyes.

      Around them, the fog closed in. The air grew stifling in its damp, thickness. Raiann gasped for a full breath against it and a tight chest. Moisture dripped from the reins in her hand and coated Obsidian’s black hide as he jumped sideways and snorted.

      “Easy.” The single word came out as a command more than a comfort, but it worked. Obsidian’s walk smoothed.

      Raiann exhaled and then listened. Not a cricket chirped. No sound was a good sign. It meant no one pursued her. But her heart wouldn’t stop racing. As she glanced over her shoulder, a dark form faded into the mist.

      Raiann squeezed with her legs out of instinct. Obsidian leaped forward. Barely glimpsed forms paced alongside, appearing and fading before Raiann could discern their shape. Wolves? They had to be wolves or some other predator. Raiann leaned forward in the saddle, urging Obsidian to outrun the pack. Instead, the stallion reared as something large and dark bolted upward in front of them.

      Obsidian struck with his hooves. He only hit mist. Raiann clung to his mane as a sudden wind shrieked. Only no breeze touched her skin, just cold. Then she knew what they were. What pursued them wasn’t wolves; they were battle wraiths.

      Souls sworn to serve the dark god Galadriel in exchange for eternal life, battle wraiths lived on even in death. Only now, they were anchored to where their body died during the wars between gods of light and dark. With a touch colder than ice, they promised a slow, painful death. And since they were dead already, she could not kill them.

      Raiann kicked Obsidian so hard the stallion jumped into the air as he kicked with his rear legs. She fell forward against his neck and grabbed for his mane in fear of falling below his sharp hooves. Unbalanced and frightened, Obsidian hurtled forward in a staggering run as he slipped on wet ground and banged into boulders. His piercing whinny of pain echoed through the stifling fog. Creatures of mist and air resounded in a cacophony out of nightmares.

      Obsidian bucked and kicked as he attempted to flee the shrieking around them. Raiann’s grip on his smooth neck loosened as he twisted. She fell to damp grass as he spun sideways with a length of his thick mane wrapped in her fingers. Having ridden himself of her awkward weight, he charged into the fog and darkness, snorting as he disappeared into the night. His hoofbeats faded as if he’d vanished. Unnatural silence wrapped around her.

      Raiann released a breath that hovered in the air before her like frozen moonlight. The quiet devolved to whispers that pricked the skin on her neck. She held back a sob, though the effort strained her chest. She’d had better hopes than to die on her first night free of Black Throne, but so be it. She at least hadn’t waited for a dagger in the back in the halls of her father. Remmin would know her failure and fate when Obsidian returned home bruised and bloody. At least she hoped the stallion would manage to live.

      Though it would do nothing, Raiann drew the dagger she wore as she rose to her quaking feet. Any weapon felt better than standing before the moving, whispering mist empty-handed.

      She lunged forward. “Come for me then!”

      The mist swirled away from her knife. She stood in the center of a clear patch of ground as the fog twisted around her. A vein of gray reached for her like a skeletal arm. Surrounded, she couldn’t back away.

      Panting, Raiann spun with the blade held outward. The dark fog stayed just beyond the silver tip, but other arms appeared, waiting to reach for her. The cold numbed her until she shivered and no longer felt the hilt in her hand. Only child’s stories of the horrific death at the flaying touch of a battle wraith kept her grasp tight. But she couldn’t last until sunrise. Shudders wracked through her body as she trembled in the cold.

      Her heel slipped on loose stone as she continued to pivot. Cold like a cut to the bone slashed across her calf. Raiann’s startled cry pierced the hissing whispers. Staggering to regain her feet, she spun and slashed behind her. The mist retreated, but not as far as before. It felt like a piece of the cold had entered her. The blade shook in her icy hand.

      She turned again as she drew in a frosty breath. Wild hope that the old knife held some charm kept her clinging to it. But none of the stones on the pommel glowed. Most likely, the dark creatures toyed with her.

      “I am black blood too!”

      She yelled just to prove she lived. And if she lived, she meant to fight. Raiann darted forward and punched the blade into the thick fog. The mist closed over her hand. She dropped to her knees, but the deep cold didn’t allow her enough breath to scream.

      “I’m sorry, Lyssal,” she whispered as the knife fell from her frigid fingers. Dark ribbons and boneless arms reached for her.

      “Release her!”
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