
  
    [image: The Shifter Empire]
  


  
    
      The Shifter Empire

      
        HIDDEN LEGENDS: UNIVERSITY OF SORCERY, BOOK FIVE

      

    

    
      
        MEGAN LINSKI

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 Gryfyn Publishing, Megan Linski

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      The reproduction or utilization of this work in part of in whole including xerography, recording, and photocopying is strictly forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

      PIRACY IS FORBIDDEN AND ILLEGAL. Any piracy or illegal sharing by this work will invoke legal action by the publishers.

      BISAC Category: Fantasy/Romance

      This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Cover Art by Orina Kafe

      For information about custom editions, special sales, ARCs, and premium and corporate purchases, please contact the publisher.

    

  


  
    
      “But alas, if I have not maintained my victory, it is God’s fault for not making man and the devil of equal strength.”

      

      Victor Hugo, The Hunchback of Notre Dame

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      To become king, one had to have a will of iron— dangerous to fae, poisonous, burning. It required more than a strong stomach. It demanded a sacrifice. The crown insisted a shifter must be willing to give up what was necessary, a monarch putting everything on the line for the good of all.

      My cousin had tried. He had attempted to mold the country to his desire, and when his plans fell apart, he destroyed whatever was within his reach. The throne had killed him, in the end. He had failed.

      I would not fail.

      Arcanea University was still in shambles from the battle last night. Dawn was coming up over the horizon now, streaming through the open windows and illuminating the debris that was scattered all around the school. Most of the bodies had been cleaned up at this point, though blood soaked the carpet and marble floors.

      I’d spent some time speaking with Lady Magdalina, while my friends waited for me. Now that the conversation was complete, I knew exactly what I had to do.

      It would not be easy. But it was what had to be accomplished.

      As I entered the frayed remnants of the Grand Foyer, several people looked our way. Lady Magdalina walked beside me with a sense of purpose. I drew myself up, marching into the room like I never had before, navigating around bits of broken stone and glass.

      Expressions cleared, as if my friends observed me in a new light. Theo, Odette, Alexei and Kiara watched me like birds of prey, fixated on what I may say or do. Stefan, who was still holding Delmare up against him as she recovered, observed me with an open mouth.

      Finlay, Amantha, and Arthur appeared awed at my presence, like they were welcoming the arrival of a new man. Vara tilted her head slightly to me, giving a small smile.

      And Emma. Gods, Emma. What I was about to ask of her was more than immense. It was too much.

      It was like she knew. Her eyes contracted with horror, as if she realized what Lady Magdalina’s plan was, and knew she wouldn’t be able to talk me out of it. Tygrys, her tiny faekin, sat on her shoulder and tilted his little head at me.

      “Let’s get down to business,” Lady Magdalina said. She waved her hand, and a massive round table with wooden chairs appeared in the center of the room. Each of us took one, glad to be off our feet after such a tiring battle— although I was far from as exhausted as I’d been moments prior. My conversation with Magdalina had invigorated me, as if I’d received a full night’s rest, and I was eager to share it with the group.

      “All of you have a very big part to play in this war,” Magdalina began. “We all must trust each other now. As such, we need to be open.”

      She nodded to Emma, who shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

      “Most of you know of my quest already, but some do not,” Emma said. “You all know that I am the Worldweaver— a sorceress destined to save the fae. Have you heard of the Crystals of Harmony?”

      “You all spoke about them, in the library during the battle,” Finlay said.

      “Yes. They’re great sources of magical power. Milonna herself gave me the task of uniting them all, for if I don’t, the portal to Edinmyre will close for good, and the fae will lose their connection to it forever— therefore perishing, and turning into dust. Our race will die out. All of us will die, in one fell swoop.”

      Alarmed notes rose among those that did not know, but Lady Magdalina drew everyone back to attention. “Ladies and gentlemen, please. Now is not the time to panic.”

      “There are six stones. We have four.” Emma nodded to our friends. In unison, the girls put their weapons on the table. Delmare laid her dagger down, which contained the dragon stone. Odette placed her axe on the table, and the alicorn stone glistened beside Kiara’s priestess staff, which held the griffin stone.

      Emma placed her sword, Lodburzan, upon the table. From within shone the glittering wolven stone. Amantha and Finlay’s eyes dazzled with wonder as they observed them.

      “We have the wolven, dragon, alicorn, and griffin stones. All we need to find now is the Seelie and Unseelie stones, and by Milonna’s timeline, we have two years left to unite them,” Emma said. “It’s our greatest priority.”

      “I am also a dryca— a druid fae that can see into the future,” Odette piped up. “I have received many visions from the gods about Emma’s quest, and I hope to receive more, so we may have a clearer path ahead.”

      “Did you know about this?” Finlay asked Arthur.

      Arthur nodded. “Yes. I know of Emma’s prophecy— one delivered to her by a hag nearly two years ago.”

      Arthur took a breath, and began to recite. “And there will be a sorceress who is above all Marked. She will be written as destined and cursed, for there is not one who is as strong as she, nor one who is so damned. Realms shall bow to her will, but never shall she escape her cruel fate. She will be known as the Worldweaver. She who holds the power of the Arcanea will be their final end, for when the wolf howls, the Worldweaver who rules over reality itself will surrender her magic… and die. Before the first of the snow melts away at the end of the fourth winter. Beware of the one they call the Hidden King, for he will bring your death.”

      A cold shiver passed over the table. My blood had turned to lead, remembering that awful day in the gardens when the hag had appeared to us to deliver Emma’s prophecy. If such a day could be cast out of memory, I’d order it to be done.

      Emma continued staring blankly at the table, as if she was weary of all this talk and just wanted to get her quest over it. I felt sympathy for her.

      “What does it mean?” Amantha asked us. “It seems so… open to interpretation.”

      “It is. But we do know one thing,” Magdalina said. “The Black Claw is seeking Emma’s blood for one purpose— to use it to raise the dark god, Droga, and install him as overlord over the fae.”

      Finlay had gone pale. “So… the cult wants to raise the dark god from the dead, using Emma’s blood?”

      “Yes. The Black Claw plans to take my blood on December fourth, during a total solar eclipse,” Emma said. “If they do it, Droga will rise, and hell will take place on earth. If that happens, it’ll nearly be impossible to stop him.”

      “We decimated the cult’s numbers when the catacombs caved in. We killed all the acolytes,” Stefan said.

      “Not all of them. Acolyte Vesper got away,” Alexei said darkly, and Kiara laid a hand on his.

      “We also believe that Gabby has been keeping her own stock of oppressors from the Black Claw hidden, to use as her own personal army,” Kiara added. “We aren’t out of the woods yet.”

      “But the Black Claw is weak,” I insisted. “They’ll have a harder time taking Emma now than they ever have before. We still might be able to avoid the ceremony, and stop them from using Emma’s blood to bring Droga back to life.”

      “What about the part on Emma’s death?” Amantha asked. “It says she’s going to give her life away for Malovia.”

      “Emma’s death has been prevented,” I growled. “The Hidden King was prophesied to kill Emma, and he was proclaimed by the Black Claw to be Elijah. My cousin is dead. He cannot hurt Emma from beyond the grave. She is safe.”

      Emma said nothing, but the group relaxed. Theo prodded at Odette, but she refused to speak up— so I asked directly.

      “Odette, you said you foresaw Emma’s death at the hands of the Hidden King,” I said. “Can you tell us if that vision has been stopped?”

      Odette’s face twisted. “Well… the Hidden King is dead, so I don’t see how he could hurt Emma, now. We must’ve changed the future by killing him. Emma should be safe.”

      A couple of sighs resonated from around the room. I felt my body weaken as I slumped against the chair. Emma’s death was the main thing I was intent on preventing, and it looked like we had done it. We’d tricked fate, and gotten around destiny. My mate would remain alive.

      Magdalina shook her head and slapped a hand on the table. “We can’t discuss prophecies when the future is still unclear. We have to decide what we’re going to do about Gabriella. She is still a queen, and in power.”

      “I know where she’s heading. She’ll go with her armies and her followers to the Yrdza da Etza— the Fortress of Towers. It’s a citadel a hundred miles from Dolinska. It was built many years ago, a refuge for the king in a time of war,” I said. “She can rule Malovia from there.”

      “And how do you propose we stop her?” Finlay lazily propped his legs on the table. “You’d need a king for that.”

      “Finlay Dunbar, so help me, get your feet off the table,” Magdalina snapped, rubbing her temples. Finlay sheepishly plopped his boots on the floor.

      Emma’s stare was heavy on me as I said, “We have a clear plan ahead. We raise a king, one who has royal blood, and is popular enough with the public who will be accepted by the people. Then that king will declare war on Gabby.”

      The room went very quiet. Then Stefan said, “You’re not suggesting what I think you are.”

      I remained silent, and Lady Magdalina said, “Of course he is. He’s raising a challenge to Gabriella. The choice is obvious. Ethan must become king, and Emmaline as his queen.”

      Emma’s chair skidded backward, and she leapt out of her seat. “No,” she seethed. “I’m not going through this again.”

      “Emmaline, please,” Magdalina said. “You must hear us out.”

      Emma sank back into her chair, but it was reluctant. I felt guilt, but not so much guilt as to misplace my resolution as Magdalina said, “Finlay, now that Professor Mara is gone, you are the rightful leader of the revolution. We will need your help.”

      “For what?” Finlay tilted his head. “What is it you ask of me?”

      “We are asking you to gather supporters— to support Ethan’s claim to the throne. We won’t be able to do this without the public behind us.”

      Finlay nodded. “The Malovian Revolution will back your claim. Ethan and Emma have a right to that crown. The two of you care about the people. I couldn’t think of anyone better to give a crown to.”

      Emma snorted loudly. “Who’s going to vote us in? The Circle has to approve kings, and many Circle members were killed when the catacombs collapsed. The ones that weren’t ran off with Gabby.”

      Stefan leaned forward. “I make my declaration now that I wish to become part of the Circle,” he said. “Install me, and I’ll vote for Ethan as king.”

      “That’s only one vote,” Emma growled.

      “You still have me,” Magdalina said. “I haven’t lost my place on the council, and therefore, that makes two. I have nobles working for me that we can place on the council at once, people who will do as I say. That will be enough to get the required votes.”

      Emma ground her teeth. I rushed to speak, before her temper erupted.

      “We’ll gather other nobles,” I said. “Power isn’t the only thing that runs Dolinska; it’s also coin. Money will do the talking for us. If we get the richest nobles to back us up, we have a chance.”

      “How do you expect them to do that, when Gabby was padding their pockets and giving them tax breaks?” Emma asked.

      “Because we’re going to give them something to believe in,” I said firmly. “A greater Malovia.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “The nobles don’t care about anyone but themselves. You’d be hard-pressed to find ones that actually want to better the country.”

      “There must be good people we can install on the council,” I insisted. “Nobles who the people will respect, and follow because they want to, not because they have to.”

      “You’re assuming we can get the crown back!” Emma shouted. “I still don’t see how it’s possible.”

      “There is a way.”

      Emma’s look was daunting. “Ethan, no. Don’t tell me we have to go through another Contest.”

      My heart hardened. “No. It’s worse.”

      Emma huffed. “Of course it is. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “If a contestant loses the King’s Contest, but wishes to make their point to become king, they can make an appeal to the public,” I continued on. “It never works, because the winners of the Contest are always installed, but since Elijah is dead and Gabby has fled Dolinska, it leaves a rare opening for us to make our claim. If we’re to become monarchs, we must prove ourselves to the Arcanea.”

      “You’re forgetting about your trial. Elijah eliminated your position as prince. Your name is Hastek now. You are cursed,” Emma replied.

      “They will accept me. Despite Elijah’s ruling, he cannot take away my heritage. I am the only son of King Lycus. I have a royal bloodline, and no piece of paper can say otherwise. The fae know it. It’ll help bolster our claim.”

      “We used Unseelie magic during the battle. We broke the law. Everyone saw us,” Emma said. “They won’t accept us as king and queen now.”

      She was throwing out everything she could to avoid this. It should’ve annoyed me, but it didn’t. I couldn’t complain, for I was the one who had sprung this upon her yet again.

      “These are all minor excuses, ones you can get around,” Magdalina snapped. “Emmaline, please stop this childish game. You are better than it.”

      “How can we sit here and say we’re the best for Malovia? Shouldn’t the people decide? Why do we have the right to demand that Ethan and I should rule?” Emma asked.

      “Because there aren’t any other challengers,” Stefan replied. “No one else is brave enough to go up against Gabby, besides you two, and she can’t be allowed to stay on that throne.”

      “That’s not enough! It’s time the fae started making decisions for themselves, instead of allowing the monarchy to make decisions for them,” Emma growled.

      “They will, and you will be the ones they will choose,” Magdalina said simply. “You and Ethan are popular. You are heroes many times over to the people of Dolinska, and they all know it. Do not try to convince me that you and Ethan do not care for the fae, because you do. It is plain for the public to see, and that alone will win them over.”

      Emma’s cheeks flushed as red as her hair. She didn’t react further, save for her clenched hands on the armrests of the chair. She shook in not shock, but rage.

      Emma, I whispered in my head, but she blocked me out and turned her head away.

      “The country will be divided. Some will want to support Ethan, and others will continue to back Gabriella,” Magdalina said. “To win the war, we must eliminate the other option. She has lost her mate, and therefore, is more dangerous than ever. Her magic may be weakened, but her resolve will only grow darker. She will tear this nation apart, to seek revenge for Elijah’s death. She will not care who she hurts, or who she will kill. Now that her king is gone, Gabriella will crush this country to the ground, wanting vengeance. And that is something we cannot allow to happen.”

      “Why can’t we just storm to the fortress now, and take her out?” Theo asked. “Wouldn’t it be simpler?”

      “Breaking into the fortress won’t be easy. You’d need an army, a strong one, to get through those walls, and unless we have crowns and titles, no one will follow us to what they’ll consider a death mission,” I said. “I doubt even as the Phantom I could sneak in and assassinate her. It’s an impenetrable garrison. If we want to take Gabby down, we’ll need soldiers behind us.”

      Stefan drummed his fingers on the table. “So we have a clear plan ahead. Gather the people. Summon the nobles that are still in Dolinska, and install them as Circle members. Then ask them to vote Ethan and Emma in as the rightful rulers of Malovia.”

      “They will, once we pass our trial,” I said quietly. Emma’s face went paler than before.

      Magdalina abruptly stood. “We must go to work at once. Finlay, Amantha, I expect you to start gathering supporters from what’s left of the revolution straight away. Arthur, you must begin investigating the location of those other stones. Vara, we need an article on Ethan and Emma’s proclamation— and quickly. It needs to be published tonight, to let everyone in Malovia know of their intention to earn the crown.”

      The four nodded, then stood, leaving the room to complete their tasks.

      “You six!” Magdalina barked at Stefan, Delmare, Odette, Theo, Kiara, and Alexei. They reared backward at the booming sound of her voice. “For the gods’ sakes, find somewhere to store those stones where Gabriella won’t be able to find them. It was a foolish thing, to use them in this battle. You’re lucky you still have possession of them. They must be hidden immediately.”

      The girls scrambled to grab their weapons, and hurried out of the Grand Foyer with the boys in tow. Emma’s sword remained on the table— she wasn’t willing to let it go, and everyone knew it by the fiery look on her face.

      Magdalina patted her hair down, which was slicked with dirt and blood from the battle, and said, “I must become presentable, and find those nobles we’ve been speaking of. This is an opportunity we can’t afford to waste.”

      She bustled out with all the fury of an incoming storm. Once the door shut behind her, Emma erupted. Her chair fell against the floor as she jumped up and slammed her hands down on the table. Tygrys fluttered off her shoulder with a sharp whine.

      “Really, Ethan?” she seethed. “How could you?”

      I remained sitting and replied, “It is the only option before us.”

      “You and Lady Magdalina decided this all on your own, huh?” Emma hissed. “Didn’t bother to consult me on it.”

      “I didn’t need to. I knew already you would say yes.”

      “For you, not for myself,” Emma spat. “I thought you had given up your ambitions for the crown. I thought you changed.”

      “Of course I have changed!” I shouted. “This is not a choice I would make unless there was any other way!”

      “And what if I don’t want to do this?” She took a step back.

      “You said yes to my hand in marriage. Is that all forfeit now?”

      “I agreed to be your wife, not your queen.”

      “You did once,” I reminded her. “Can you not do it again?”

      Emma bit her lip and turned away from me. “Losing the crown almost killed us. What will it take in order to gain it?”

      I paused. This was the part I didn’t like confessing. “Since we didn’t win the King’s Contest, the Circle will require us to go through a ceremony, to prove we are worthy of the crown. It is called the Wersa da Lza, or the Trial of Tears.”

      “And what must we do?” Her tone was flat, accusatory.

      “We will be given a nectar of the gods, which we must drink. It will cause us to fall into a trance. We must face our greatest fears, and our darkest inclinations. Most fae fail to complete the Trial, and lose their minds after the ceremony is done.”

      “How many?”

      “The statistics on the ceremony are few, but conclusive. The Wersa da Lza has only been performed six times in the history of Malovia. Out of all those times, ninety percent of the participants have failed, and been driven insane by the nectar. Only one couple has passed the challenge, and risen to become king and queen.”

      I cleared my throat. “The ceremony proves that whoever can pass it is willing to put everything on the line for Malovia, even their own sanity. Therefore, whosoever passes the trial is worthy, because few would dare to drink a nectar of the gods that would, most likely, cause you to lose your own mind— even at the opportunity of gaining the crown.”

      She blinked. “So you’re asking me to bargain our sanity— not just mine, but yours, too— in an attempt to take Gabby down.”

      “If there was any other choice⁠—”

      “Like hell!” She cut me off. “What if we fail the Trial, and I lose my mind? Then we’ll never unite the Crystals of Harmony, and the fae will be doomed. This is too great a risk.”

      “Everything we do is a risk. The greatest events of our time are all tied together. We cannot merely focus on uniting the Crystals, the same as we cannot only focus our attention on ending Gabby’s reign. For the fae to survive, we must do both.”

      Emma gave a skeptical noise. “At what cost?”

      “I know we can pass,” I insisted. “I have faith in us.”

      “We won’t come out the same!” she cried. It speared me through to hear the pain in her voice as she spoke. “I’ve given up my life for Malovia. My dreams, my goals, and it seems like it’s never enough! Hell, I can’t count the amount of times I’ve nearly lost you, or lost my own life in the process! This country just continues to take and take, and I’m not sure I have much more to give.”

      I stood from my chair. I took her chin in my hand gently. “You are stronger than you believe yourself to be. If you weren’t, I wouldn’t have chosen you as my mate.”

      “This is just like the King’s Contest! Once again, you’re springing a crown on me at the last minute!” Emma pushed me away. The gesture didn’t hurt— I knew she was merely reacting.

      “This is far different.”

      “Yes, because now, we have a giant mess to clean up!” Emma cried. “Do you realize how much work it will be, to put the country back together now that Gabby and Elijah have ruined it?”

      “And do you see the opportunity before us?” I pressed. “We can change the laws. We can help disabled people like you and me, Emma. We can change the rules so Unseelie magic is accepted in Dolinska. We can make things better for people like Ozzie and Jasper, make it so they no longer have to hide their love for fear of being killed. Don’t say you’ll turn away from that chance, because I know you. You will not.”

      Her expression burned, but she failed to deny it. Instead, she said sadly, “I thought we might move to America, once my quest was over. I thought we could be happy, and just be ourselves. We could buy a house of our own, travel the world. Start over.”

      “It’s a pretty dream,” I whispered. “But you know it wasn’t ever something that was meant for us.”

      Emma’s lip quivered. “I need some time to decide.”

      She blazed past me, ending our conversation. Tygrys zoomed after her, mewing in worry. Though her words spoke of a decision she still had to make, I knew her too well.

      Emma would not abandon me. She would stand by my side. She would take the nectar with me, and she would face her greatest fears in a gamble to become the most powerful woman the fae knew.

      But unlike the King’s Contest, there was even more at stake this time— our very minds.

      I only prayed that the nectar of the gods would not drive us to insanity, and end our quest to save Malovia once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      There were so many emotions coursing through me that I couldn’t keep track of them all.

      Everything I had was taken by Malovia. How hadn’t it become clear that my future was a worthy sacrifice as well? I had to keep giving to a country that hated me.

      I was naive. I’d foolishly believed that once Ethan lost his title, he’d be mine. I’d no longer have to share him.

      That was a lie. Ethan would always belong to Malovia. There would always be a piece of him I couldn’t have. His standing had changed— if he had to pick between his country or his mate, he’d pick me.

      But I knew myself now, and I’d given up too much on our quest to save the fae. I wouldn’t let Ethan turn his back on our nation. We had fallen for each other in the first place because we wanted to save Malovia together.

      I only wish there wasn’t so much I had to sacrifice. One day, it would claim my life.

      I longed for a moment alone, for a bit of reprieve from the battle that had taken place. Most of the damage was on the first floor, and therefore, the dormitories were spared. Tygrys fluttered behind me, muttering tiny growls that I knew were meant to convince me of my newest fate.

      But perhaps it wasn’t new at all. Maybe this is what I had been fated for.

      Before I even made my way to the staircase, Lady Magdalina was waiting for me. She had her arms crossed, staring down at me like I was a contentious child.

      Great. This conversation was about to go well.

      “Can I help you?” I asked. I really wished she’d move out of the way.

      “That is no way for a future queen to talk,” she clipped back.

      My lip curled. “I never said I agreed to this charade.”

      Lady Magdalina shook her head. “That is comical. Your heart agreed the very moment you chose Ethan for your mate. Let’s be honest with one another.”

      I swear, my eyebrow twitched. Forget magic. I was going to fist-fight this old lady straight up in the hallway. “I have no interest in being queen⁠—”

      “Power is only claimed by those who take it! And dear Emmaline, you aren’t the kind of woman who backs away from an opportunity.” Lady Magdalina made a skeptical sound.

      “So what? If I say no, Ethan can’t take the crown.”

      “You wouldn’t do that to him. Please, don’t play games.”

      I took a deep breath, to try and calm myself. “I’m not sure this is what I want.”

      “This is what you want. You just aren’t willing to admit it,” Magdalina insisted. “You have no interest in power, but once you are in that role, you will shine, Emmaline. You are merely terrified of what destiny requires of you, but fear aside, you must face it.”

      “What about my prophecy?” I fumed. “We get rid of Gabby, and then Malovia loses yet another queen? Because I’m going to cork off before I’ll have a shot to make my mark on the country, and we both know it. My prophecy speaks of my death.”

      “You still have two more winters before your time comes. Think of the good you could do in that time. So much could change for Malovia under your guidance. The country needs a kind queen, not a cruel one, and you can be her savior,” she insisted.

      My voice wobbled. “And then what? Because we both know how this ends.”

      “Ethan will keep the crown, even in your absence. There is no better position you could put him in,” Magdalina said gently. “Think of your friends, your family. This is the best way to prepare them for what’s to come. They will be taken care of, and protected by the crown. You can’t afford to throw away such an opportunity.”

      Her words spoke of sense. I wouldn’t be alive to defend my loved ones forever.

      But the throne would. If I wanted my friends, my family— my mate— to stay alive, they needed to be in positions of power.

      “You already know that you will become a martyr,” Magdalina went on. “Why not give the people a queen to worship once you are gone? Live a legacy that Malovia can honor and admire. Change their minds on things that have divided us before. Then, when you are no longer alive, Malovia will continue to follow your example. Your power then, even in death, will be unstoppable. You will have practically become a goddess in martyrdom.”

      “Greatness isn’t something I aspire to.”

      “Poppycock,” Magdalina spat. “You lost your chance at greatness once before, because Gabby took it from you. Do not allow her to do so again.”

      Tears welled up in me so quickly that I was nearly shocked at their appearance. How dare Magdalina bring up what Gabby had done? Her ruining my leg and ending my skating career had by far been the most difficult and painful thing I’d ever gone through.

      “I don’t mention this to hurt you,” Lady Magdalina said. “Only to remind you of what needs to be done. Not only for Malovia— but for your heart, Emmaline. You care for the fae, and you are what this country needs.”

      “But what do I need?” I pleaded with her. “What is it that I want?”

      “That’s a question you’ll have to answer for yourself,” Lady Magdalina replied. “When you have discovered your answer, you will know where to find me.”

      She waltzed away. I made my way up to my dormitory. Once there, I flung my sword into my closet and began ripping off clothes. I took a hot shower, slicking off all the grime from the battle, rubbing my skin raw. Even after my body was clean, I could still feel the hot stickiness of the blood on me, eating away at my soul.

      After dressing, I huffed and fell on my bed with a sigh. No matter what lay ahead, I wanted a few hours of sleep before I dealt with it.

      Ethan didn’t check in— he was giving me space.

      I didn’t get up until dinnertime that evening. When I awoke, I nearly cried out. In my bones was a tiredness neither sleep nor rest could satisfy. Every muscle of my body felt like it had been mashed underneath a dragon’s foot. Sitting upright almost caused me to pass out. I was in so much pain.

      I gritted my teeth, and forced myself to bear it. I couldn’t lay in bed for the rest of my life, after all. There were things to be done.

      I struggled through the discomfort as I touched the top of my head. Tygrys had braided my hair into a crown while I was sleeping. The cheeky shit. I didn’t bother to take it out, because it seemed like he was proud of his work.

      I was hungry. I didn’t think the dining hall was open after last night, and most of the places in Dolinska were probably closed once the catacombs had caved in. I resolved to head to my grandparents’ house, certain they’d have some sort of food— and maybe advice.

      Finlay hadn’t lied about Dolinska being in chaos. Fae were running around like mad, trying to find family members and rushing to help repair the cave-ins on the other side of the city. I wanted to help, but I felt so weak that I knew I would just get in the way. Nobody needed to be tending to me when they were looking for lost loved ones.

      I didn’t even knock when I got to my grandparents’ house, just let myself in.

      Arthur was there, thank the gods. He was sitting at the kitchen table, reading a book. His eyes flashed nervously to Babcia, who was stirring potato soup on the stove, and Bapa, who was smoking a pipe on the other side of the table.

      “Ah, so her highness finally arrives,” Babcia said as she ladeled soup into bowls. “I was wondering how long it’d take for you to show up, though I expected it to be with a full entourage and a gilded carriage.”

      I plopped myself down next to Arthur and gave him a glare that should’ve set his ginger hair on fire. “You told them, didn’t you?”

      Arthur’s ears burned. “They got it out of me! You know how they are!”

      I couldn’t blame Arthur too badly. My grandparents could squeeze information out of a puckered asshole.

      Babcia placed soup before me. I began shoveling it into my mouth, despite it being piping hot, because I was starving. Babcia made the best potato soup— it was golden in color, loaded with cheddar, bacon, garlic and herbs. It sated my empty stomach, and I felt a little less ferocious.

      Bapa puffed his pipe and muttered, “Queenship is nothing less than what you’re fit for.”

      I said nothing. Babcia guffawed at my silence. “I’m surprised you’re not jumping at the opportunity.”

      “This isn’t a small decision. I’m considering taking ownership of an entire country.” I rubbed my eyes. It made me sick to say it out loud. “This is different from the King’s Contest. Then, I only had a chance of being queen. Now it feels like this is the only option I have, and I don’t know if I want it.”

      “I think it’s a good idea, Em,” Arthur said quietly. “It’s what you deserve.”

      “It’s not about me. It’s about what the people of Malovia deserve,” I insisted. I finished my food, but by the time I’d put down my spoon, Babcia had already placed a fresh scoop into my bowl. That made me feel a little better, to be honest.

      “I think we should look at the facts.” Arthur began listing off points on his hand. “You’re an outsider, so you have a fresh perspective on what Malovia needs. You’re the Worldweaver, so you have a natural connection to the gods. And you’re not a power-hungry jackass. You care about the people, so you’ll put them before yourself.”

      “But what if I become a power-hungry jackass?” I moaned. “What if the crown… changes me?”

      There was a beat of silence, and Babcia put a hand on my shoulder.

      “Emma, if you choose a different path, we are behind you,” Babcia said. “We trust you to make the right decision, no matter what you decide.”

      “Aye,” Bapa said with a nod. “We have faith in you to guide your own way, crown or no crown.”

      “I’m your twin. I’m not going to force you to choose something that isn’t right for you,” Arthur said. “But Emma, you’re always going on about how you and Ethan don’t have enough power to make a real change in this country, and now you have a shot. You say you’re holding back because you don’t want to do this. But I think the real reason you’re refusing to take the crown is because you’re scared.”

      My guts knotted inside of me, and Arthur went on. “You’re the bravest person I know. You kill monsters and battle cultists without blinking an eye. You’re never afraid to charge into battle or help someone who needs you. You’ll stand up to anyone or anything, even if they’re stronger than you, just to prove a point. But I think what you’re really terrified of is living up to your full potential.”

      He was right. I was scared. I wasn’t terrified of the government, or the people, or even of failing Malovia. I wasn’t even afraid of being a bad queen.

      I was afraid of what would happen if I was a good one.

      “If I achieve everything I’m meant to be, I can’t be the same person,” I said. “I’ll have to change. I can be Emma now, but I’ll have to become a better version of myself if I become queen, because I know that’s what Malovia will ask of me. I’m worried I won’t be able to live up to everything I’ll have to become, and it’ll turn me into a monster. What if I crave power? What if being queen molds me into someone I don’t want to become, like Gabby, or Antonia?”

      Gods, I couldn’t imagine turning into Ethan’s mother. It’d be a nightmare.

      “You have a choice not to,” Bapa said. “You can choose the type of queen you want to be.”

      “But I don’t want to lose everything again,” I confessed. “We could gain the crown, but the crown will make things different between Ethan and I. It’ll change our relationship. It’s going to change how I interact with my friends. I’ll be responsible for an entire nation. Nothing’s going to be the same after that. What if I become queen, and it’s nothing like I imagined? What if I still remain unsatisfied with my life? What if… what if I attain the success I desire, but it still leaves me empty inside?”

      Because I was afraid of it— being successful. I was more terrified of accomplishing my dreams than I was of the scariest monster out there. I’d been losing for so long… failed so many times… that I didn’t know what it would be like to finally win, for once. What would I do with myself once I finally got everything I wanted?

      “Playing small isn’t going to help you achieve your goals. You’ll lose yourself by remaining afraid and letting the world pass you by,” Babcia said. “It’s easier to remain as you are. Yet you feel it in your heart that it isn’t enough.”

      She spoke the truth. Inside of me, there was always this ever-longing of more. I could be happy the way I was, but I wouldn’t be content. There’d always be this niggling in the back of my mind that I hadn’t given it my all, and it would eat away at me for the rest of my life.

      “But I’ll have to be perfect. I don’t know if I can live up to that,” I said. “What if I try to be the best queen I can be, and in the process, it destroys who I am, and I lose myself?”

      “Mistakes are going to be made in the realm of power, but you have to allocate for them,” Bapa said. “At least if you take the risk, you won’t have to look back, and wonder what would’ve happened if you would’ve played the game.”

      “Ethan frames power as sacrifice. Maybe it is, and maybe it isn’t,” I said. “I don’t mind giving up pieces of myself, but I worry this position will make me become the sacrifice… if that makes sense.”

      My grandparents nodded thoughtfully. I didn’t know why I was going on about this, because due to my prophecy, I was going to be sacrificed anyway. But dying for a cause I believed in and experiencing a slow death of the soul due to continually failing over and over was different. I felt like I’d failed Malovia so many times already. How would I handle doing it again as queen? Even if I made the best decisions possible, someone would always pay the price.

      “We are in charge of our own path,” Babcia said. “You aren’t responsible for the world. Malovia will depend on you, but before you can please the court, you must first have faith in yourself. Some people under your rule will die, and some will live. What matters isn’t what power you have, but what you choose to do with the power that has been given to you. None of us are helpless, Emma. And it’s the illusion of that helplessness that keeps so many stuck where they are. Don’t fall into the same trap.”

      Babcia’s words resonated in me, and I understood why I felt so opposed to becoming queen. I’d felt so hopeless throughout my journey as the Worldweaver. I feared that if I became queen, that feeling of being unable to change my destiny would still prevail, even if I was the most powerful woman in the country.

      I hated feeling like a victim. I wanted to run from it, make it go away. That feeling of victimhood wouldn’t end if I became queen and things didn’t go my way. It’d only increase.

      But power and strength, it was all an illusion anyway, a ruse that could easily be broken just like tearing away threads at the edge of a spell. If I wanted it, I could have it. Nothing was stopping me. The only thing getting in my own way was myself. I could trick this whole world into thinking I was the greatest queen alive, even if I wasn’t.

      Maybe if I played the game long enough, I could even fool myself.

      It didn’t matter if I was something. What mattered is if I believed I could become it. I had a long road ahead of me, but at the very least, I wanted to try.

      Who was I? I still needed time to figure that out.

      We didn’t speak of it after that. I stuffed myself with more potato soup, and Arthur asked, “Do we have any idea where the remaining Crystals of Harmony might be?”

      “None whatsoever,” Bapa mused, speaking around his pipe.

      “Is there a magical object we could use to find it?” Arthur wondered. “A powerful fae artifact that can hide or locate strong magical items?”

      “Not that I could think of. There is Milonna’s Cauldron, but it wouldn’t be very helpful to you,” Babcia said.

      “What’s that?” I asked, ears perking up at the name of my goddess.

      “It is a cauldron of gold that contains infinite treasure, one that was created by Milonna. The Miriamic Coven calls it the Crock of Death,” Babcia said. “We kept it for centuries, but it was stolen from us by the witches during the Great Supernatural War. Wherever the cauldron is now, it’s certainly within the confines of Octavia Falls.”

      That wasn’t anywhere I wanted to go. I’d been to Octavia Falls once to visit Hattie, in order to exorcise the leshane from Ethan. It’d been a perilous trip, and I had no intentions of going back.

      “If we could get the cauldron back from the witches, could we use it to find the Crystals?” Arthur asked.

      “Unfortunately not,” Bapa said. “The Crock of Death cannot be used by a fae. We can only guard what’s inside of it, not take whatever lies within.”

      “We also cannot hide anything inside of it, either, only other supernaturals can. So I doubt that whoever had the last two stones would place them there,” Babcia added.

      “Well, I’m sure some witch somewhere got their use out of it,” Arthur said. “Though it’d be nice if they gave it back.”

      “Doubtful,” Bapa replied. “The witches will keep anything that they could use against us. That cauldron is long gone.”

      This felt like a lot of dead ends. Arthur continued to theorize with our grandparents on possible locations of the last two Crystals of Harmony, though we didn’t get anywhere. We estimated that they had to be somewhere in Malovia, but even that was unsure.

      I didn’t return to the university until after dark. Arthur went with me through the city streets, to protect me. We didn’t part until we were nearly at my dorm room door.

      When I got back to my dormitory, I saw Delmare, Odette, and Kiara standing outside of it. They’d cleaned up from the battle, and were holding their weapons that contained the Crystals of Harmony.

      Their faces were apprehensive, as if they expected an explosion out of me. But I took a calming breath and didn’t mention what I knew had to be on their minds.

      “What’s up?” I asked. “Did you find somewhere the Crystals can hide?”

      “Yes, and we think we’ve found the right place, but we need your help,” Kiara said. “Edinmyre is the safest place for them, and in our opinion, there’s no better location than your hearthfire. If we store the Crystals there, Gabby won’t be able to find them. As the Worldweaver, you’re the only person who is able to take us there physically. No one else can open portals to our homeland, so therefore, no one will be able to retrieve the Crystals if we hide them there.”

      That was a good idea. Delmare winced, and put a couple of fingers to her face. I turned to her in concern. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ll be fine,” Delmare gasped, but I knew better. The burn that the dragon stone had inflicted upon her during battle was slowly healing, due to Kiara’s potions. But I wasn’t so sure it wouldn’t leave a scar.

      Using the dragon stone to protect Stefan had almost killed Delmare during the battle. That couldn’t happen again. We had to learn how to use the Crystals— but first, we needed to hide them.

      “Let’s go,” I said, and I opened my dormitory door. I got my sword out of the closet, and the four of us sat on the floor. We closed our eyes, and began the meditation to Edinmyre.

      The trance didn’t take long, since by now we were all practiced. In moments, we’d meditated our spirits into the faerie land, along with our weapons. We stood before the cottage that I’d created with my illusion magic. The cottage was as cozy and warm as ever, with the smell of blueberry pancakes wafting over me.

      I wanted to stay there and hide away from the world forever, but knew I couldn’t. We were on a mission.

      “Where should we store them?” Kiara asked.

      I tapped a finger to my lips, then imagined what would be the perfect place to store weapons. I hurried down the cottage hallway, and threw open one of the doors. Inside was a stone armory, torches burning on the walls. My hearthfire always created any room you needed, whenever you needed it.

      “We leave them here,” I said. “Even if Gabby manages to find my hearthfire, she won’t be able to get into this room. It’ll vanish once I close the door, and become open to us again once we need to practice with the Crystals of Harmony. I don’t think we should touch them again until we figure out how to use them. It’s too dangerous.”

      The girls nodded. I placed my sword on its display, and the wolven stone glimmered in the firelight as I stepped away. Odette mounted her axe on the wall, while Delmare slipped the dagger into a glass case, and Kiara leaned the priestess staff against a corner.

      As she did so, Kiara put a hand to her hip and barely suppressed a groan. I frowned. “It’s the brand, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Kiara said. She pulled down the corner of her pants, to expose the B and C that had been branded onto her skin by the Black Claw. The brand was red and raw, and looked painful. “I don’t think magic will ever get this off my skin. It’s stuck there for life.”

      “Those bastards.” I didn’t feel a bit of remorse for burying the cult within the catacombs of Dolinska. They’d deserved it.

      “Can’t be helped now.” Kiara yanked her jeans back up. “It’s there forever.”

      I noticed Odette was shaking. “Odette, what’s wrong?”

      Odette’s voice trembled. “During the battle… it was so loud… and there was so much going on everywhere— gods, I can’t handle it!”

      Odette put her hands over her ears and buried her face in Kiara’s chest, like she could still hear it. Kiara stroked her hair, and my stomach flopped. Odette had gotten overstimulated during the fight. She’d fought through it, to help us, but now she was crumbling.

      “We should all take a break,” Delmare suggested. “We haven’t gotten a spare moment to breathe.”

      The four of us walked to the living room. We slumped onto the couches in front of the fireplace, and Odette curled up against Kiara. She blinked a few times before she shuddered and said, “I don’t think I can fight again, Emma. It goes against my nature as a dryca. I’m supposed to be impartial in war, and I just can’t handle⁠—”

      “It’s okay, Odette,” I told her gently. “You don’t have to fight again if you don’t want to.”

      Odette remained shaking, and I said, “Let’s make this a bit more cozy.”

      I conjured hot chocolates on a tray, as well as giant blueberry muffins that were bigger than my head. They were illusions, so they’d provide no real sustenance, but at least they’d give some comfort. Everyone reached out to take a hot chocolate and a muffin as we pulled the knit blankets over ourselves and stared at the fire.

      I took a bite of my muffin. It was amazing— buttery, flaky, and full of the most delicious blueberries that burst in my mouth. At least with illusion food, I didn’t have to worry about setting off my allergies, because it wasn’t real anyway.

      Delmare nibbled on her muffin and said quietly, “We should probably talk about the dragon in the room.”

      Everyone looked at me, and I sighed. I ran a hand through my hair. “I don’t know what I should do, guys.”

      “You should follow your heart,” Kiara offered. “Wherever that may lead.”

      “But what if I don’t know what my heart wants?” I said. “What if I don’t know what’s the right path?”

      “You do,” Delmare insisted. “You’ve always known what you’ve wanted, inside. I think you’re just too afraid to go after it.”

      I stayed quiet, and Kiara said, “I know it would be easier, continuing on in life as you always have. Change is scary, and this choice isn’t one you’ll be able to walk away from once you make it. But… Emma…”

      Kiara took a deep breath. “You can’t walk away from everything you’ve always dreamed of because you’re scared. I know you’re frightened that you’ll lose it, like you lost skating. But at the very least, you have to try.”

      I bit my lip. “This isn’t something I can decide on a whim. It’s going to change everything, for me and so many other people. I can’t turn back from this decision once the choice is made.”

      “And you can’t keep looking back. You have to go forward,” Delmare insisted. “There’s nothing left for you in your past. This is the opportunity of a lifetime. And even if it turns out all wrong, I know you. You’d never forgive yourself if you didn’t go for it. Would you be okay, lying on your deathbed at the end of your life and knowing you let this go? Because I know you wouldn’t be.”

      No, I wouldn’t. It would tear me up inside, knowing I hadn’t done everything I could for the good of Malovia. I’d regret.

      And the one thing I couldn’t live with was regret. It was worse than pain, worse than sacrifice— even worse than making the wrong call.

      I refused to live that way.

      Odette lifted her head. She pushed a blonde strand out of her eyes, then crawled forward on the couch and grabbed my hand.

      “Emma, this is your destiny,” Odette said. “I’ve foreseen it in visions, but that vision will never come true if you don’t have the courage to believe in yourself. I know you’ve had a rough road so far— we all have. None of this has been easy.”

      Odette’s lip trembled. “But you are so close to achieving what the gods desire of you. And if you quit now, all of that pain and sorrow will have been for nothing. The past has been preparing you for this moment. If you decided you didn’t want to go through with this, it’d be worse than doing it all for nothing. It’d be a betrayal of yourself.”

      My throat got tight, and Odette let go of my hand. I knew every word she said was true, and yet, it still terrified me to think of doing this. Staying in one place would be so much more comfortable. I wanted to be the Worldweaver— just the Worldweaver. I wanted to fulfill my prophecy, then, if I managed to survive, live the rest of my existence quietly with Ethan, avoiding pain and the rest of the world.

      But it was a fantasy. I couldn’t stay here, in this spot I always had been, dreaming of past plans that would never come true. Life would push me onward. The only thing I had to decide now was which direction to go in.

      We sat around for an hour longer and talked, but not about anything serious. It was more making conversation to fill the silence. When we meditated back to the university, the girls returned to their mates, and I knew what I had to do.

      I couldn’t do this without consulting— relying on— my mate. I needed to talk to Ethan.

      The school was empty. Students and staff had gone back to Dolinska, to search for their families and find help. I followed our bond to where he might be, and came to the library. Ethan was sitting at a table, poring over a few books with a concerned expression. I heard the voices of my brother and Vara down a few rows, pulling out books for their research. Ethan must’ve been helping them while awaiting my answer.

      The library itself was half-standing. The fire had burned three-quarters of the books, leaving the shelves in nothing but ash. The curtains and portraits that lined the walls were burnt and scarred, and several windows had been broken out. The once-beautiful library was now a mess, and I was wondering how the fae would ever restore it to its former glory. How could such a marvelous place be saved, once it had experienced ruin like this?

      When Ethan saw me, he abruptly stood up, and slightly bowed. “My mate.”

      I knew he got even more formal than usual when he was nervous. He thought I was coming in here to bite his head off.

      I wanted to yell at him, but that wouldn’t get us anywhere, so I gave a sigh and said, “We should go somewhere.”

      He nodded curtly. Ethan followed me up to the balcony overlooking the school, and I locked the door behind us for privacy. My heart tumbled in my chest as I observed the area. So many parts of the school were lying in destruction, scattered to ruin. This was the college I’d loved, and it’d nearly been destroyed.

      Nearly. Despite the battle, she kept standing, and I was proud of her for that. Nothing could knock Arcanea University down. No matter what the storm, she kept weathering it with grace.

      “The university looks so different now,” I said, placing my hands on the balcony and looking downward.

      “I suppose it would look different besides, even if nothing had happened, because everything has changed for us.” Ethan leaned against the bannister and gave me a meaningful look.

      My fingers tightened on the bannister, and Ethan dared to lay a hand on mine. “I know I made a hasty decision. I should’ve consulted you first. Emma, if you don’t want to do this, we can turn back now.”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat. “I can’t let everyone down.”

      “You can’t let yourself down. That’s what’s important to me,” Ethan insisted. “This isn’t about what I want, or what Malovia wants. I won’t go forward with this unless I know this is what you desire, in your heart.”

      There was a clenching sensation in my chest. “What about what you want? I couldn’t let you lose your dream.”

      “You are my dream. You always have been,” Ethan said honestly. “Things are different now. Before, I wanted to become king for myself, because it is what I desired. Now, I want to become king because I wish to make Malovia into a better nation. But that wish is foolhardy if you aren’t beside me.”

      “How could you be willing to give that up for my sake?” I faced him, and my eyes connected with his. “It’s not like before. You have a chance to fulfill your father’s legacy.”

      “I cannot continue trying to fulfill a dead man’s dream,” Ethan said softly. “I have to look forward to the next generation. Most importantly, I have to consider the life we would lead together as monarchs.”

      “What do you mean?” My eyes narrowed, and Ethan moved closer.

      “I had some time to think after we argued, and I realized we cannot go forward unless we do so as one,” Ethan said. “Think of how tragic it would be, if I dragged you into this life against your will. We would be together, and yet, it would not matter, because you would end up hating me.”

      “I could never resent you, Ethan.”

      “You cannot make such a promise. What if the choice to take the throne ruins our relationship? What if we lose our love, our bond, because you end up despising me?”

      My voice wavered as I said, “I know you're afraid I’ll turn my back on you, that this isn't what I want. But you need to know that this is a part of my destiny. too."

      "It might be part of your destiny, but I want to make sure that this is also your wish," Ethan said. “Being a queen is no small task, and at the very least, I want to make sure you are certain of your choice."

      Ethan took my face into his hands. His fingers tangled in my hair, and his thumbs stroked my cheekbones as he said, “I do not want to leave you to deal with this world on your own, to endure the crown by yourself. I promised to help you carry your burdens, and I will keep that vow.”

      “Ethan,” I whispered, and tears rose to my eyes.

      “It would be no worth to me to gain the world and all of its power if I were to lose you. I won’t allow such a thing to happen to us, for us to be alive, yet divided. I will prove to you that you are my life,” Ethan insisted.

      He brought me into a kiss, and I savored it, tasting his love for me and reveling in the immense passion it brought. As he kissed me, it was like our first kiss all over again, below the university towers as the clock struck midnight. And I realized then that he was my destiny— that Ethan was what I always wanted, and the power he would give me was what I craved.

      Power was framed as something evil that only cruel people desired. But I knew I wanted it, too. Power would help me to save the people I loved, to save Malovia— most importantly, it would help me to save myself. There was nothing wrong with desiring to be someone stronger, someone who had the ability to shape their own life, instead of someone who was subject to the whims of fate. For so long, I’d felt like I was a victim to time, a slave to whatever misfortune came my way, and I was tired of it. I wanted to be in control, and this was the last shot I had at owning my existence.

      Being queen was my destiny, but with power in my grasp, my destiny was mine to craft and claim.

      Yes. I desired power. And like Lady Magdalina had said, it was time that I reached out and took it for my own.

      As Ethan ended the kiss, I said, “I know what I want. I want that throne. And I want you.”

      Ethan’s eyes darkened with surprise. “Are you certain? You aren’t doing this for me?”

      “Of course not. I’m doing this… for myself.” I almost gasped as I realized the truth. “I have to accept that I can no longer be the person I once was. I have a chance to change things in Malovia for the good of everyone. This is about the people, and everything we can do to make this world a better place. Not just for the fae, but for you and me as well.”

      Ethan frowned. "I merely don't want to lose you because of this."

      "You won't," I said— though the wiggle of a lie festered in my stomach. “I'll do whatever it takes to remain by your side."

      And I vowed that not only to him, but to my soul. I would stay by Ethan for as long as the gods permitted me to, until I took my last breath. It was a promise that I would keep until my prophecy demanded my death.

      “I couldn’t walk away from this. I’d never forgive myself,” I added. “And as scary as this is, I know this is the path Milonna has chosen for me. More than that— it’s the path I’ve chosen for myself. If I’m meant to be queen, it’s happening now.”

      Ethan nodded. “Are you ready? You must show courage.”

      “As long as you’re beside me, I will be brave,” I promised. “You’re all the courage I need.”

      Ethan kissed my forehead. “I thank you, onawilke. I couldn’t do this without you.”

      “You’re lucky you have a cute ass,” I joked, and he gave a wry smile.

      Ethan and I remained on the roof for a while longer, until I told him there was one last thing I had to do.

      Later that night, I let myself into Lady Magdaliana’s office without announcing myself. If I was going to allow myself to step into this role of queen, I had to start acting like it.

      Lady Magdalina was standing over her desk, hunched over a stack of papers that were signed with cursive signatures. They had to be declarations of nobles to become Circle members. She glanced upward as I entered, but said nothing.

      “I understand now what you said about power,” I told Lady Magdalina. “I am ready now. I will take what I desire with ice and malice.”

      Lady Magdalina gave a thin-lipped smile. “Good. The Trial of Tears will begin tomorrow, and it is then you will sip the nectar of the gods. You’d better get some rest. You will need it.”
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        * * *

      

      The worst part of the Trial of Tears was not knowing what to expect. I knew the Trial wouldn’t be easy. Far from it. But unlike most of the terrifying things I’d faced, I typically knew what was coming.

      Not so now. I wasn’t sure what I’d experience once I tasted the nectar of the gods, and that was what frightened me the most. The nectar made you conquer your worst fear, or go mad, but I wasn’t even sure what my worst fear was. I knew I feared letting everyone down— letting myself down— but I wasn’t sure how that would manifest after I entered the trance the nectar put me in.

      According to a note slipped under my door by Lady Magdalina, the newly appointed Circle would be waiting for us at the Sacred Gathering in the middle of the woods, along with some priestesses. I was shocked Lady Magdalina had managed to install them overnight, but apparently, the woman could do anything if she had enough motivation.

      A news article had run in The Annual Arcanea that morning on Ethan and I’s intention to partake in the Trial of Tears. I told myself not to read the comments on the article online, but I did anyway. The reactions were a mixture of shock, support, and revulsion. Most fae were merely curious to see how we would perform, though others clearly wished for our demise.

      Whatever. We’d show them.

      I roused myself from an uneasy sleep. Tygrys had pulled out clothes for me. He levitated a blue cotton dress with flowing sleeves in front of me, along with a pair of soft white slip-on shoes.

      It was the same dress I’d worn the night we’d lost the King’s Contest. Knowing I had to put on a show, I slipped on the dress and curled my hair before applying a bit of makeup. Tygrys growled a wish of good luck as I shut the door behind me.

      Ethan was already waiting for me. He had on a billowing white shirt and a pair of plain trousers. He looked more ready than I did to take on the Trial. I wish I shared some of his confidence.

      We said nothing, merely stood side by side, to face whatever was approaching together. We walked hand-in-hand down to the gardens, where Lady Magdalina had a carriage waiting for us.

      The wreckage from the battle was half cleaned up. The workers from the school, as well as some volunteers, had come to remove the bodies and repair the university using magic. The debris was gone, and I was certain the castle itself would be back to its prestigious self by the end of the week, though the repairs in Dolinska would probably take longer, due to having to fill the cave-in.

      No funerals had been held for any fallen soldiers or students. Elijah’s body had been prepared, and was lying in-state at Milonna’s cathedral, but official rites hadn’t been performed.

      “I don’t see why you want to give Elijah a funeral,” I told Ethan. “He doesn’t deserve one.”

      “It is tradition, and he was a king,” Ethan replied. “We’ll see to it after we’re crowned. It’s the right thing to do.”

      If we were crowned. Ethan acted like we were going out for coffee, not drinking a deadly nectar that might turn us insane.

      The carriage jostled on our way to the palace. Ethan placed a hand on my knee for comfort. The only words he spoke were, “I love you.”

      “And I love you.” The declaration was more than a promise. It was a vow that we’d conquer this as one.

      When the carriage stopped in front of the palace, I looked up at its looming monstrosity. It was empty, searching for me to fill it, and thus had never been more intimidating.

      There were literally thousands of people waiting around the palace when we exited the carriage. A collection of cheers and boos resounded through the air. I couldn’t decide if the public loved us or hated us. Ethan kept his head high. I wanted to look down at the ground and hide, but I decided that wasn’t very queen-like, so I took his arm and kept my eyes ahead as we fixated on the woods.

      The crowd parted as we moved forward. I expected someone to jump out at us, try to stop us from partaking in the Trial. After all, there were no guards stationed around the area to keep us protected. But the Arcanea held back, and let us pass as the cobblestone ended and our feet hit grass.

      We wandered past the wall surrounding the palace, and headed into the woods. No one followed us— only Circle members, priestesses and royals were permitted into the Sacred Gathering on any day but Heimskanun, upon penalty of death. If the ceremony was to be successful, we had to go alone.

      We roamed nearly half a mile into the woods before I felt power tingling up and down my arms. I’d never been to the Sacred Gathering, but my magic thrummed inside of me as we approached, telling me this was a special place.

      There was a break in the trees. A circular clearing had been cut into the forest, flaming torches forming yet another circle within the woods. A massive cauldron hung in the center of the circle, suspended on three chains. Inside of the cauldron was a thick golden brew, which bubbled and stewed above the light of a meager flame. The area smelled like honey, ambrosia, and white wine.

      Ethan had told me the Sacred Gathering was a holy area, meant for only our most powerful ceremonies and our most consecrated rituals. Strong magic was born here, and what was wrought was not for the faint of heart.

      I think I’d underestimated his tales of the Gathering. I hadn’t expected this much power to be in one place. My illusion magic wanted to jump out of my skin at the mere touch of the Gathering’s power.

      Stationed around the Gathering were the newest members of the Circle. I didn’t recognize most of them. They were young, and obviously wealthy, judging by the state of their clothes.

      As promised, Lady Magdalina had managed to get Stefan installed on the Circle, speaking for the dragon Faction. He was a lord now, and Delmare was his lady. Both of them were dressed nicely, Stefan in a dark hussar’s uniform, and Delmare in a long-sleeved, black corset dress. They gave us encouraging nods as we passed, which moved the stone of nervousness in my gut just a little.

      I did a double take when I saw Finlay standing amongst the Circle members. Lady Magdalina must’ve pulled some strings with the rest of them, because it was hardly believable that she’d put Finlay on the parliament.

      Amantha wasn’t with him— as she wasn’t his mate, only his girlfriend, and of the griffin Faction, she probably wasn’t allowed to come. That gave us one less vote.

      Beside the Circle members were priestesses, dressed in the traditional garb of deerskins and antlered headdresses, runes tattooed across their skin and eyes blackened with soot from the fire. There were seven of them, from young to old. Six priestesses danced around the Sacred Gathering, shaking their staffs and weaving their heads to music that the youngest played on skin drums.

      The oldest priestess was at the cauldron in the center, taking herbs out of a leather bag on her side and tossing them in. I realized I recognized her— she’d been the high priestess that had performed the ceremony Ethan and I had observed during my first Heimskanun. She paid no attention to the Circle around her, merely sang Malovian words under her breath and continued to add more ingredients to the cauldron. She circled her hand over the brew, stirring it with her magic, and my mouth went dry.

      Lady Magdalina called the group to attention by clearing her throat. The priestesses continued their music as she spoke, drums lingering in the background.

      “Since we do not have a steward, I will lead the meeting,” she began. “Normally, Circle members must be installed by a king or queen, but this is a time of civil war, and desperate times call for desperate measures. As the last surviving member of the original Circle, it is within my rights to install the rest of you on this new council. Those who have left with Queen Gabriella are considered to have committed treason, and therefore, have lost their right to govern. All of you took your oaths last night— the only thing that is left to decide is who shall be the next king and queen.”

      She gestured to us. “As you all know, this is Ethan Nowak, son of King Lycus. I have seen fit to restore his good name, and his royal standing amongst the fae now that the man who made the ruling to take away that name is dead. His mate is Emmaline Sosna. They are here to take the Trial of Tears, and prove their worthiness for the crown.”

      The members of the Circle said nothing, and my hands shook anxiously. Magdalina had probably made them all agree to accept us as monarchs, as part of the deal for putting them on the Circle, but they could change their minds at any time. I wasn’t convinced we had allies here.

      Lady Magdalina nodded to those gathered in the clearing. “I believe if we are to work together, we need introductions. For the dragon Faction, we have Lord Slasky, and his mate, Lady Irena. Lord Slasky is of royal blood, the grandson of King Benevir, and therefore, has good standing to be on this council.”

      Nobody objected to Stefan and Delmare’s presence, which lessened the tension in my back. At the very least, I wanted two of our friends among us.

      “Continuing on, we have Lord Lockett, and his mate, Lady Elowen, also representing the dragon Faction,” Lady Magdalina said. “For the alicorns, we have Lord Bennett and Lady Raelinn, as well as Lord Eryk and Lady Ursa.” Magdalina gestured to the four blondes collected together at our right.

      With a double take, I realized that the pale face of one of the alicorn lords was entirely too similar— though the person I recalled with his features was long since dead. Albin Eryk had taken his own life after his mate, Krystyna Manfred, had been killed by Gabby during the King’s Contest. Lord Eryk had to be Albin’s brother. Clearly, he was out for revenge against Gabby by joining this council.

      Lady Magdalina shifted her attention to the left. “For the griffins, we have Lord Deverel, and his mate Lady Bella, as well as Lord Gray and Lady Renia.”

      I glanced at the faces of the griffins she’d introduced, and didn’t get anywhere. I expected to be able to read these people, but almost everyone appeared ice-cold. I couldn’t tell their motives, or what they wanted by being on the council. What was more, Lady Magdalina was the oldest person here. There wasn’t a person on this Circle besides her that was over thirty-five. What was she trying to do?

      “Finally, for the wolven Faction, we have myself, and Lord Dunbar, leader of the Malovian Revolution,” Magdalina finished.

      The moment she said Finlay’s name, Lord Gray immediately erupted. He stomped his way in front of the other griffins and pointed an accusing finger at Finlay. “Why is he here?” Gray sneered. “If you ask me, he should be on trial for treason!”

      “Lord Dunbar was a critical factor in getting King Elijah off the throne,” Magdalina replied coolly. “He deserves a place on this council.”

      “Preposterous!” Lord Gray shouted. “My family lost our estate when he and the other ingrates of the Malovian Revolution burned it to the ground. It is now gone, as well as the homes of countless others!”

      Finlay didn’t flush, but I felt embarrassed for him. I knew the nobles wouldn’t forgive Finlay for burning down their houses, but this made for an even more contentious council.

      “I understand you all have grievances with the Malovian Revolution, which must be addressed,” Magdalina said. “Lord Dunbar has agreed to take the repairs for the noble district out of his salary from being on the Circle. Isn’t that right, Lord Dunbar?”

      “I have,” Finlay replied. “I won’t receive a penny until reparations to the nobles are made, in request for forgiveness for the Revolution’s actions.”

      This made Lord Gray shut up, but he still seemed pissed. A couple of the other Circle members were eyeing Lady Magdalina and Finlay with unease. I didn’t like how the wolven Faction was missing representatives, but as Magdalina and Finlay no longer had mates, it couldn’t be helped.

      “Let’s move on. This isn’t why we’re here,” Stefan said. “Ethan Nowak and Emmaline Sosna wish to partake in the Trial of Tears. I say we let them get on with it.”

      It felt weird to hear him be so stuffy. Usually, Stefan was the one cracking inappropriate jokes, but in the Sacred Gathering, he was utterly serious. He was meant for this job.

      The wind rustled the trees, until Lady Bella spoke up. “If they pass their trial, we will speak of installing them then,” she said. “But until that happens, I say that we shouldn’t waste any more time debating about crowning them. They will take the nectar. Then, if they pass, we will decide what to do.”

      The rest of the Circle nodded in agreement. Lady Magdalina indicated for us to step forward, and Ethan and I approached the cauldron.

      The ancient priestess turned to us, a wooden bowl in her hands. It was filled with the honey-like nectar, which every pore of my body screamed not to drink.

      “I hope the two of you understand what this will do,” the high priestess said. “Your darkest, innermost fears will be projected to the Sacred Gathering for all to observe. The Circle will watch as you attempt to defeat these fears. Even if you keep your sanity, when you awaken, the Circle will judge your actions. It is how you defeat these fears which will determine if you are worthy of the crown. Drink not of this, if you do not wish to tempt fate.”

      “We are ready,” I insisted. “Give us the nectar to drink.”

      The priestess appeared somber. “Your mate will drink first.”

      She lifted the bowl to Ethan’s lips. She tipped the bowl. Ethan drank the nectar down as the liquid dribbled down his chin.

      With the first sip, Ethan’s eyes rolled backward. He slumped to the ground, collapsing upon the soft grass of the Sacred Gathering.

      My instinct was to try and catch him, or to help him somehow, but nothing in my power would do any good. The nectar had him now, and unless Ethan defeated his fears, he would not come out with his mind intact.

      Now that my mate had fallen under the nectar’s influence, I just wanted to get this over with. I longed to drink the poison, so that I too may experience visions, and prove we had what it took to conquer this trial.

      The priestess lifted the bowl to my lips, and I drank down the nectar. It was thick going down, and coated my throat. It tasted like drinking a warm, comforting tea.

      The effect was instantaneous. I felt my knees give out, and the moss cradled my head as I laid down upon it. The drums began to swell in my ears, and the singing of the priestesses intensified in my head as I slipped into a trance.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up in a blank space. The world was void and empty. The ground beneath me was rocky and plain, stretching on for miles in all directions. There were mountains in the distance, but they were far away... out of my reach.

      I turned on the spot, looking for someone— anyone. But I didn't recognize a friendly face, or even an enemy. I was completely alone in this desolate landscape, and there was nothing I could do to get myself out of it.

      I began walking in one direction, and then the other. It seemed I walked for hours, and yet, there was no escaping this barren world. For some reason, my mind had placed me here.

      I didn't understand. Was this my worst fear? It didn't seem so scary. Being alone, feeling alone, wasn't exactly something that was terrifying to me. After all, I felt like that so often in my childhood that returning to it wasn't exactly frightening. Was this all there was to the Trial?

      Then I saw it. A little wolf pup sitting in front of me. It had red fur, and the tiniest paws with the biggest black eyes. It looked like a female. The wolf pup was so small, she could fit in my arms. She whimpered and whined as she looked up at me, as if she'd been completely abandoned by the world.

      "Hey," I said, and I reached down to pick up the wolf pup by instinct. She didn't bite me, merely whined as I took her into my arms. She snuggled up against my chest, and I said, "This is a scary place, huh?"

      She merely sniffed in response. My hair fell across my shoulders as I looked from left to right. I wasn't sure what to do with this tiny wolf pup, or what the gods were asking of me. It all seemed so confusing.

      "Let's go find your mother, okay?" I started jogging with a wolf pup in my arms; I didn't know why, but it felt like I had to get this wolf pup to safety as soon as possible. If I didn't, I'd fail, and I knew that wasn't an option. I needed to be here for her, because she needed me. I was the only person she had in this world, and I wasn't going to let her down.

      Something unexpected happened. The wolf pup in my arms began to grow cold. When I’d picked her up, she'd been so warm, so vibrant… so full of life.

      But now, the warmth in her body was beginning to fade. The light in her beautiful black eyes began to ebb. She pawed at my chest with her little feet, as if begging me to make it stop.

      "Oh, no. You're sick." I held the wolf pup tighter to me, trying to keep the heat in. Her eyes began to loll, and her little head fell against my breast. She shivered in my arms, as if she was overtaken by a chill that even the warmest sun couldn’t wash away.

      "Hold on," I begged, and I rubbed my cheek against the wolf pup’s head. The wolf pup gave a tiny sigh of labored breath. Her eyes glanced up to mine, begging me to do something to save her life. She was wheezing now, as if every breath she took was harder and harder to gasp.

      "Don't die." A tear leaked out of my eye and ran straight down my cheek. It landed on the wolf pup’s soft fur, and I realized that my tears were blood. The tears stained her coat, changing it from the ginger tone it once was to a dark ruby that was deeply unsettling. It was like my tears were killing the wolf pup. She yelped in pain as each tear fell onto her coat, her claws digging into my shirt at the feel of the blood landing upon her.

      "Okay, I'll stop." I wiped at my face frantically, but I had a terrifying sense that it was already too late.

      The wolf pup wavered in my arms. Her eyes began to close, and a terrifying horror welled up within me as her body stiffened against mine, finally going still.

      I came to a screeching halt. I looked down upon the frail wolf pup in my arms, and realized that she’d stopped breathing.

      "No," I whispered, jostling her in my arms. "Please don't go. Please stay. You can fight. You can do this."

      My words fell flat. They could do nothing to bring the wolf pup back. I had failed her. I had failed to find her mother, failed to stop this sickness from taking her life.

      She was dead.

      Weeping frantically, I fell to my knees, cradling the wolf pup’s body in my arms. Her form was limp, and her tongue lolled out of her mouth as I gently set her on the ground.

      I began to dig into the ashen earth with my bare hands. I dug and dug, until my hands grew sore. The blood tears running from my eyes fell onto the ground and created a puddle, one that stained the ashes red.

      When I had a deep-enough hole, I placed the wolf pup into the grave, and stroked her fur.

      "I'm so sorry," I wept. "I'm so sorry that I wasn't enough."

      The wolf pup remained still. I kissed her little cheek, and began to fill in the grave. The dirt poured over her tiny body and soft, beautiful fur. All the while, I couldn't stop crying. It felt like I was burying my whole life in this tiny little grave. Everything I loved, everything I wanted, the person I had become, was being smothered in dirt as I gave honor to the little one I couldn't save.

      When the grave was finally covered, I placed both hands over it, as if giving a prayer to the gods themselves. I couldn't forgive myself for letting this happen. I couldn't forgive myself for allowing this wolf pup to slip away…  for my dreams to slip away.

      If only I had tried harder. If only I had done more. If only I had been more, this wolf pup wouldn't have died, and I wouldn't have let myself down. I had the capability— I just couldn't push myself that far. I failed myself, and failed everyone I loved, because I just couldn't achieve what I'd always set out to do. No matter what I tried, or what I did, I would always lose in the end. No matter how hard I worked, or what I sacrificed, or what I decided to give up in my pursuit of my goals, my dreams would never come true… because I was cursed.

      The gods had damned me to a cruel fate, and there was no overcoming my pain. If I was a stronger person, a better person... hell, even just someone else, I was sure that I could save the world, and be everything I needed myself to be.

      But I wasn't enough. And I would never be enough. I couldn't be a queen, because I'd fail my people, and I’d fail the country.

      At this point, I wasn't convinced that I could save the fae.  I was certain that I would mess it up somehow, and damn our entire race to extinction.

      I would fail them. Just like I had failed this little wolf pup. And then, once I had failed, people would forget about me, and my legacy would fall to the pages of history. I would be completely forgotten as the Worldweaver who could not rescue the very thing she held dear. I would be forgettable, because there was nothing phenomenal about me. I was worse than average.

      I was nothing.

      If only I had been born as someone different, and not me. I had dreams, but those dreams were falsehoods, because I'd let them die, and I'd let a million other dreams die before I managed to get close to achieving them. I didn't want to dream anymore, because I always knew the outcome. People like me didn't have happy endings. It was easier for us to be alone, because being alone was all we knew. At this point, it was better to stop trying, to keep reaching for disappointment. People believed in me, but it was only because they didn't know the true me. I knew who I was inside, knew that I didn't have what it took. The darkness wasn't Droga,  wasn't Gabby. It wasn’t the war.

      The darkness was inside me.

      I leaned forward and pressed my forehead to the grave. I smelled the ash in the ground and thought of the wolf pup lying underneath the surface. At least now she would be at peace. At least now that I had let my dreams go, and come to terms with who I truly was, she could lie in rest.

      At least she wouldn't be burdened to suffer with the consequences of my mistakes.

      I wiped my eyes and stood, knowing that I could not stay here forever. I had to move on. There wasn't any point in lying here and waiting to die. Somewhere out there, there was more for me. I knew there was. It was so tempting, the thought of giving up and releasing my life. If I could, I would have given up my soul for the wolf pup’s sake. I would have given everything to gift her just a few more moments of life.

      I knew that wasn't possible. I could not move on from this grief, but I could move forward. I had to leave the wolf pup behind, and become someone new. Otherwise, I'd be just as dead as she was.

      I turned from the grave and began to walk away, toward the mountains. I didn’t know why I was going there, or what purpose it might have, but taking one step at a time felt like the right thing to do.

      As I walked away from the grave, I heard a strange noise. It was the sound of ground shifting, gravel moving. As I turned, my jaw dropped open as I realized the grave was beginning to cave in.

      "No!" I screamed. I ran back toward the grave, but came to a skidding halt as I saw a red paw emerge from the hole.

      Before my eyes, I watched as a fully grown she-wolf pulled herself out of the grave, shaking the dirt from her red coat. The dirt fell to the ground in clumps as she pulled herself from the grave, muscles bulging, stance proud and true.

      The noble red she-wolf walked toward me with her head held high, her black eyes shimmering. She stood before me, waiting for my response.

      Sometimes, she said. We must bury ourselves and kill our past, to give birth to new life.

      Her voice was like the one echoing inside my soul. I’d never heard it before, and yet, I'd heard it all my life. It was the voice inside of me. Her call was the only direction I needed. Her guidance was the light that would ignite my path forward. And I realized the truth then.

      I could not become queen if I lived as I once did. I would have to kill Emma, and a queen would have to rise from her grave. The girl I’d once been before I came to Malovia had died to become the warrior, and now, the warrior would have to die for me to become queen. I would have to give up myself to become all I wanted to be. I wasn't afraid of monsters, the world, or even the dark god.

      But I was afraid of becoming irrelevant. I wanted to leave my mark on this planet, make this place better than I had found it. I wanted people to remember me, leave a legacy that would honor the fae and my memory. I would not, could not be forgotten.

      If that was my dream, then the old Emma had to die. There was no other way. I couldn’t keep being that girl who avoided the monsters that were in her path and tried to hide away from the worst of the world. I dealt with things, sure, but not until the last minute, and not until they were practically on my doorstep. I could fight, and I was brave, but I was also avoidant, too. I didn’t face my problems until I had no other choice.

      I couldn’t do that anymore. I had to take the crown knowing risks were necessary, and be willing to fight the worst head-on. I couldn’t cower away from evil, because evil would always find me. It would never leave me alone, not until I defeated it once and for all. That could take a lifetime, and that was a terrifying thought, but I couldn’t be willing to give up and turn away like I had before.

      I had to lose myself to find myself, because the only way forward was to leave behind the person I once was, and rise as a champion.

      To become all that I wanted to be, I had to let myself go.

      As the red wolf blinked her black eyes at me, I knew that I was ready.

      I spread my arms wide. "Take me," I said, ready for whatever was to come. "I am ready to be born again.”

      The red wolf crouched. She ran forward, and her jaws opened wide as she leapt into the air. I winced as I felt the pain of her fangs pierce my throat, and allowed her powerful jaws to break my neck.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke from the trance with a harsh start. I was still on the ground. The skies above me had lightened, giving way to a beautiful morning.

      I sat up abruptly, breathing heavily. Everyone in the Circle looked at me, gazes telling nothing.

      I blinked, and tilted my head to Lady Magdalina.

      “It is done," she said. "Emma has passed her Trial."

      She appeared astoundingly proud, while the rest of the Circle was momentarily shocked. Most of them had obviously thought I would not make it through.

      “Ethan,” I began, turning to him. My heart sank as I realized that he was still on his back, trapped deeply within the vision. He still had not passed his Trial. The nectar had him, and it would not let him go until he had conquered his greatest fear. His eyes twitched behind his closed eyelids, and his form convulsed, as if he was battling a great war deep within his mind.

      I sure hope he passed. Because after everything I'd been through, I couldn't bear to lose him now to insanity.

      "Hold on, Ethan," I whispered, but I'm not sure if he heard me. He was so far within the trance that I worried he was lost to me forever.

      The crown was within our reach. All I could do now was pray that Ethan did not lose his mind.
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